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BPM tool: Business process management tool.

CIP: The competitiveness and innovation framework programme is a Commission programme which supports 
innovation activities (including eco-innovation), provides better access to finance and delivers business sup-
port services in the regions.

DFG :  The German Research Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft) funds research projects in all 
fields of science and the humanities. It has an annual budget of almost 2,5 billion euro.

DG: Directorate-general.

DG Communications Networks, Content and Technology (CNECT) : The Directorate-General for Commu-
nications Networks, Content and Technology at the Commission; former Directorate-General for Information 
Society and Media (DG INFSO).

DG Energy (ENER): The Directorate-General for Energy at the Commission.

DG Enterprise and Industry (ENTR) : The Directorate-General for Enterprise and Industry at the Commission.

DG Mobility and Transport (MOVE): The Directorate-General for Mobility and Transport at the Commission.

DG Research and Innovation (RTD): The Directorate-General for Research and Innovation at the Commission.

EIB: European Investment Bank.

EMI database : The ‘Experts Management Back-office Internal for FP7’ database is the major source of informa-
tion used by research family Commission DGs for expert identification as well as checks for possible conflict 
of interest.

ERA : The European Research Area is composed of all research and development activities, programmes and 
policies in Europe which involve a transnational perspective. Together, they enable researchers, research insti-
tutions and businesses to increasingly circulate, compete and cooperate across borders. The overarching aim 
is to improve the organisation and coordination of the research effort in Europe so that transnational synergies 
and complementarities are fully exploited.

ERCEA: The European Research Council Executive Agency was created to manage exclusively the Ideas Specific 
Programme, following the strategic directions of the European Research Council.

Europe 2020 :  Europe 2020 is the EU's growth strategy for the coming decade and aims to make the EU 
a smart, sustainable and inclusive economy.

Ex ante controls: Ex ante controls are preventive controls carried out either before grant signature or before 
payment.

Ex post controls: Ex post controls are detective controls, which are carried out after payment has been made.

GLOSSARY
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FP7 : The seventh framework programme for research, technological development and demonstration activi-
ties is the European Union's main instrument for supporting research and innovation. The broad objectives of 
FP7 have been grouped into four specific programmes: Cooperation, Ideas, People and Capacities.

Horizon 2020 :  Horizon 2020 is the EU’s new programme for research and innovation. I t is FP7’s succes-
sor programme and will run from 2014 to 2020. For this period, the Commission has proposed a budget of 
80 billion euro.

ICT :  ‘ Information and communication technologies’ is one of the themes under the Cooperation Specific 
Programme.

JTIs: Joint technology initiatives are long-term public-private partnerships. They combine private sector invest-
ment with European public funding. JTIs have the legal status of joint undertakings within the meaning of 
Article 187 TFEU.

KBBE: ‘Food, agriculture and fisheries, and biotechnology’ is one of the themes under the Cooperation Specific 
Programme.

KPI: Key performance indicator.

NSF: The National Science Foundation is an independent US federal agency, whose aim is to promote the pro-
gress of science, to advance national health, prosperity and welfare, and to secure national defence. It has an 
annual budget of about 6,9 billion dollars (5,2 billion euro, 2010 figures).

NMP :  ‘Nanosciences, nanotechnologies, materials and new production technologies’ is one of the themes 
under the Cooperation Specific Programme.

Participant Guarantee Fund : The Participant Guarantee Fund represents collateral on which the Commis-
sion can draw in case of financial losses linked to FP7 projects. It is owned by the beneficiaries, which contrib-
ute 5 % of the total EU contribution for their projects to the fund.

RCC: The Research Clearing Committee is set up between the directorates-general responsible for the imple-
mentation of indirect actions under FP7. The RCC has the mandate to take final positions on horizontal matters 
related to the implementation on which the services did not reach consensus.

RDI: Research, development and innovation

REA: Research Executive Agency.

RES : The Research Enquiry Service is an e-mail service that answers questions about any aspect of European 
research.
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RSFF: The Risk Sharing Finance Facility is a financial instrument designed to improve access to debt financing 
of RDI investments on acceptable terms for private companies or public institutions promoting activities in 
the RDI field.

Rules for rarticipation: Rules for rarticipation refer to the collection of documents which together set out 
the conditions for funding research under FP7. It includes Regulation (EC) No 1906/2006 laying down the rules 
for participation, the implementing rules adopted by the Commission and non-binding guidance documents.

SME: Small and medium-sized enterprise.

SNF: The Swiss National Foundation (Schweizerischer Nationalfonds) is a Swiss federal agency for the promo-
tion of scientific research. It has an annual budget of around 700 million Swiss francs (580 million euro).

TSB : The Technology Strategy Board is a UK innovation agency, whose aim is to accelerate economic growth 
by stimulating and supporting business-led innovation. It has an annual budget of around 250 million euro.

TTG: ‘ Time to grant’ is the length of time required to successfully select a proposal and negotiate a contract.

TTP: ‘ Time to pay’ is the length of time required to make a payment to a consortium of beneficiaries.
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SUMMARY

I.
The seventh framework programme for research, tech-
nological development and demonstration activities is 
one of the Union’s key instruments for funding research 
and is the EU’s contribution to the Europe 2020 strat-
egy. It aims to strengthen industrial competitiveness 
and to meet the research needs of other Union pol 
icies, thereby contributing to the creation of a knowl-
edge-based society. It covers the period 2007–13 and 
its total budget amounts to more than 50 billion euro. 
The vast majority of the budget is spent by the Com-
mission directorates-general or its executive agencies 
in the form of grants to final beneficiaries (see para-
graphs 1 to 13).

II.
In order to examine whether the Commission has 
ensured efficient implementation of FP7, the Court’s 
audit addressed the following questions (see para-
graphs 14 to 16):

(a) Have the rules for participation allowed efficient 
implementation of fp7?

(b) Has the Commission succeeded in streamlining 
the FP7 processes without compromising the 
quality of spending?

(c) Did the Commission manage well the setting up 
of new instruments?

III.
Over the course of FP7 the Commission has introduced 
a number of changes which have simplified the rules 
for participation. In particular, the Commission has 
rationalised the requirements and improved its guid-
ance documents for beneficiaries in a satisfactory man-
ner. The Commission has been able to align FP7 provi-
sions with beneficiaries’ practices in some cases but 
more needs to be done in the future. FP7 beneficiaries 
are faced with inconsistencies related to some aspects 
of the rules for participation. The establishment of the 
Research Clearing Committee is a step in the right 
direction to tackle these inconsistencies; however the 
mechanisms for identification of diverging practices 
are weak (see paragraphs 17 to 44).
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IV.
The Commission’s processes are geared to ensuring 
that funding is invested in high-quality research; how-
ever, there has been less focus on efficiency. The audit 
found that:

(a) the Commission’s management of FP7 processes 
is strong in three out of five areas, i.e. process de-
sign, improvement activities and management 
information, but less so as regards tools and re-
sources. The existing tools do not allow efficient 
implementation and there are indications that too 
many staff resources are used for the implementa-
tion of certain themes under the Cooperation Spe-
cific Programme at the expense of other themes 
(see paragraphs 45 to 55).

(b) whi lst  processing t imes have shor tened over 
the course of FP7, they have only approached 9 
months in 2012. The audit has highlighted good 
practices to further shorten time to grant. Man-
agement attention to this problem and the ex-
istence of an environment which allows for the 
effective sharing of good practices are key (see 
paragraphs 56 to 66).

(c) the quality controls on the selection and follow-up 
of the projects are functioning well. However the 
FP7 financial control model does not sufficiently 
take into account the risk of errors. This means 
that low-risk FP7 beneficiaries are subject to too 
many controls (see paragraphs 67 to 83).

V.
The Court ’s examination of the Risk Sharing Finance 
Facility and the joint technology initiatives showed that 
both instruments have met the needs for which they 
were created. They have been successful in attracting 
specific groups of beneficiaries such as SMEs. However 
the implementation of joint technology initiatives has 
suffered from an overly complex legal framework and 
the Commission has not sufficiently demonstrated that 
funding provided by the Risk Sharing Finance Facility 
leads to investments above the level that beneficiaries 
would have undertaken without public money (see 
paragraphs 84 to 97).

VI.
On the basis of these observations, the Court makes 
a number of recommendations addressed mainly to 
the Commission (see paragraphs 98 to 103):

(a) With regard to the rules for par ticipation, the 
Commission should make further efforts to en-
sure that beneficiaries’ practices can be used in 
Horizon 2020 and manage FP7 in a more consist-
ent manner.

(b) To strengthen process management, the Commis-
sion should deploy IT tools which will integrate all 
functionalities and it should examine the imbal-
ances in staff workload.

(c) To reduce processing t imes,  the Commission 
should make sure that the processes are auto-
mated and implemented consistently across its 
services.

(d) The Commission should make its control activities 
before and after payment more risk-driven, so as 
to better focus its control effort.

(e) The budgetary authorities and the Commission 
should bring the legal framework of the joint tech-
nology initiatives more into line with their staff 
complement. To maximise the impact of the Risk 
Sharing Finance Facility, the Commission should 
improve its targeting of those beneficiaries which 
have limited access to finance.

SUMMARY
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

1. The seventh framework programme for research, technological devel-
opment and demonstration activities (FP7) represents one of the Un-
ion’s key instruments for funding research and is its contribution to the  
 Europe 2020 strategy. It aims to strengthen industrial competitiveness and 
to meet the research needs of other Union policies1 thereby contributing 
to the creation of a knowledge-based society, building on a European 
 Research Area and complementing activities at national and regional 
level2.

2. FP7 is made up of several funding schemes grouped into four specific pro-
grammes (see Figure 1), which are designed to support research-related 
activities including basic and applied research and educational and in-
novation activities. FP7 provides more than 50 billion euro3 in support 
of these activities in the 2007–13 period. Most of the funds are spent on 
grants to final beneficiaries in the Member States as well as beyond the EU. 
The activities to be funded by the grants are determined on the basis of 
competitive calls for proposals. The beneficiaries usually work as consortia 
of partners on the basis of grant agreements with the Commission.

1 Such as sustainable 
development, climate 
change, energy, transport, 
public health, information 
technologies and 
biotechnology.

2 Annex I to Decision 
No 1982/2006/EC of the 
European Parliament and the 
Council of 18 December 2006 
concerning the Seventh 
Framework Programme of 
the European Community 
for research, technological 
development and 
demonstration activities 
(2007-2013) (OJ L 412, 
30.12.2006, p. 1).

3 This amount does not 
include the FP7 Euratom 
budget, which will provide 
an additional 5,3 billion euro 
over the same period.

INTRODUCTION

FIGURE 1

FP7 BUDGET 2007–13 (IN BILLION EURO)

People
4,8

JRC*
1,7

Ideas
7,4

TOTAL
50,5

Capacities
4,1

RSFF
1,0

Socio-economic
sciences and the

humanities
0,6

Information and 
communication technologies

9,1

Health
6,1

Cooperation
32,4

Security
1,4

Space
1,4Environment

1,9
Agriculture and 

biotechnology (KBBE)
1,9

Energy
2,4

Nanosciences and
technologies (NMP)

3,5

Transport
4,2

Joint technology 
initiatives

3,1

Note: Dashed border lines indicate instruments which were newly introduced in FP7.

* A dedicated specific programme supports the non-nuclear activities of the Joint Research Centre, which is a directorate-general directly 
carrying out research activities for the Commission.
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BOX 1

CHARACTERISTICS OF FP7

FP7 serves beneficiaries from all EU Member States, associated and accession countries (144) as well as interna-
tional cooperation partner countries.

It is managed by 19 independent entities: eight Commission services (six directorates-general and two execu-
tive agencies), the European Investment Bank, five joint technology initiatives and five Article 185 initiatives5.

In the eight Commission services, more than 2 500 staff members are employed to implement FP7.

The average EU contribution per project is 1,75 million euro. A typical project involves transnational collaboration 
between five or six participants. For collaborative projects, which represent around two thirds of the FP7 budget, 
the average number of participants is 11. The consortia in most projects are made up of participants from both 
the academic world and the private sector.

Every year, around 15 000 proposals are evaluated, 2 500 new grant agreements are concluded and around 
10 000 payments are made. The FP7 portfolio consists of around 14 000 grant agreements (2011 figures).

4 Switzerland, Israel, Norway, Iceland, Liechtenstein, Turkey, Croatia, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Serbia, Albania, 
Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Faeroe Islands and Moldova.

5 Initiatives under Article 185 TFEU (Article 185 initiatives) allow the EU to provide support to the joint implementation of research and 
development programmes of the Member States. The implementation is managed by dedicated implementation structures.

Source: Fifth FP7 monitoring report, 2012 general budget of the EU and Commission communication on simplifying the implementation 
of the research framework programmes (COM(2010) 187).

3. FP7 is a complex programme for funding research. Its annual budget in-
creases year-on-year and is expected to approach 11 billion euro in 2013. 
This, together with the distinctive characteristics of FP7 (see Box 1) , 
makes it one of the largest single research programmes in the world.

4. These characteristics have a direct impact on the way FP7 has to be 
managed. For instance, due to the transnational nature of FP7 and the 
combination of academic and industrial entities in individual projects, 
participants within the same consortium may be subject to different 
tax, legal, accounting or financial rules. The FP7 rules thus have to be 
sufficiently flexible to accommodate these differences and at the same 
time be precise enough to avoid misinterpretations. The rules of the na-
tional research funding schemes only need to take into account relevant 
national legislation.

INTRODUCTION
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5. FP7 has introduced a number of new instruments compared to FP6. The 
most important ones are support for frontier research6, joint technology 
initiatives (JTIs) and the Risk-Sharing Finance Facility (RSFF). Support 
for frontier research was introduced to fund basic ‘blue-sky ’ research7, 
whereas the other two instruments were conceived to support close-
to-the-market innovation activities with the aim of fostering industry 
participation, which has steadily decreased since FP48.

REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT

6. The objectives and activities to be financed under FP7 are defined in De-
cision No 1982/2006/EC and the decisions on four specific programmes. 
The FP7 regulation9 sets out the rules for participation. This framework 
is complemented by the implementing rules adopted by the Commis-
sion and non-binding guidance documents (hereafter the term ‘rules for 
participation’ will refer to the hierarchical structure in Figure 2).

7. The rules for participation define the conditions for project selection, 
participation of entities in the projects and financing of projects. To-
gether they determine the funding conditions such as funding rates and 
cost eligibility requirements.

8. The current rules for participation are the result of the experience accu-
mulated over 20 years of previous framework programmes. Simplification 
became the main driving force under FP610 and has been a commitment 
for the Commission under FP711.

6 Funded through the 
Ideas Specific Programme, 
which is implemented by the 
European Research Council 
and its executive agency.

7 The term ‘blue sky’ or 
‘frontier’ research denotes 
research in science and 
technology beyond the 
frontiers of understanding, 
progressing on new areas, 
and is characterised by 
an absence of disciplinary 
boundaries.

8 From 39 % in FP4 to 
31 % in FP6. Source: 'Interim 
evaluation of the seventh 
framework programme — 
Report of the Expert Group', 
12 November 2012.

9 Regulation (EC) 
No 1906/2006 of the European 
Parliament and of the Council 
of 18 December 2006 laying 
down the rules for the 
participation of undertakings, 
research centres and 
universities in actions under 
the Seventh Framework 
Programme and for the 
dissemination of research 
results (2007-2013) (OJ L 391, 
30.12.2006, p. 1).

10 For instance, the 
delegation of management 
to coordinators and the 
use of audit certificates or 
simplification of Marie Curie 
actions. The Marie Curie 
actions are now part of the 
People Specific Programme.

11 SEC(2005) 431 final.
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Legal basis

Legal documents for implementation

Guidance documents

Guidance notes on Project Reporting
Guide to Intellectual Property Rights
Guide on Project Technical Review
Guide to Flat-rate Subsistence

Guide to Financial Issues
Guide to EU funding for Research & Innovation
Checklist for Consortium Agreement
Amendments Guide for FP7 Grant AgreementsSU
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evaluation and selection 
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Decision C(2011) 174 final: 
On three measures for simplifying  (Dec. 1982/2006/EC)

Regulation (EC) No 1906/2006
Laying down the rules for

participation

FIGURE 2

HIERARCHY OF FP7 RULES FOR PARTICIPATION

Source: European Court of Auditors, CORDIS.
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IMPLEMENTATION

9. The implementation of 58 % of FP7 by value falls under centralised direct 
management12 by six directorates-general. For the remainder implemen-
tation has been delegated to two executive agencies (the Research Ex-
ecutive Agency (REA) and European Research Council Executive Agency 
(ERCEA)), the EIB, the JTIs and dedicated implementation structures for 
Article 185 initiatives. While the executive agencies follow the same 
procedures as the Commission, the other entities can organise their 
internal processes differently. A breakdown by management mode and 
entities responsible is provided in Figure 3.

12 Under centralised 
management, the budget is 
implemented either directly 
by the Commission or 
indirectly by the agencies or 
other bodies to which the 
Commission has delegated its 
powers.

FIGURE 3

ENTITIES RESPONSIBLE FOR IMPLEMENTATION

DG RTD
39 %

Article 185 
      1 %

EIB (RSFF)   2 %

JTIs  6 %

ERCEA
15 %

REA (SMEs)
3 %DG EAC/REA

10 %

DG ENT/REA  6 %

DG ENER and
DG MOVE

 1 %

DG CNECT
17 %

Indirect 
management

42 %

Direct 
management

58 %

Source: European Court of Auditors.



15

Special Report No 2/2013 – Has the Commission ensured efficient implementation of the seventh framework programme for research?

10.  Regardless of the implementing entity, grant implementation is typically 
accomplished by means of the following three main processes:

(a) identification of the scientific topics to be supported and setting 
out the work programmes for their implementation;

(b) project selection, typically based on a competitive selection pro-
cess, and negotiation with successful applicants; and

(c) control of the scientific implementation of projects and reimburse-
ment of the beneficiaries for their eligible costs.

11.  Simplification under FP7 has not only concerned the rules, but also the 
internal processes of the DGs and executive agencies. Since the Court’s 
last audit in this field13 in 2004, the Commission has introduced several 
new systems designed to simplify the grant implementation processes 
(e.g. participant portal, unique registration facility, negotiation facility).

NEW INSTRUMENTS UNDER FP7

12.  The JTIs are long-term public–private par tnerships.  They combine 
 private-sector investment with EU and national public funding. They 
aim to support cooperative research across Europe in fields of industrial 
research where there are clearly identified common technological and 
economic objectives. The EU contribution under FP7 for the JTIs is more 
than 3 billion euro. Bipartite JTIs are partnerships between the EU and 
industry associations, whereas tripartite JTIs include the EU, industry as-
sociations and participating Member States (see Table 1). For instance, 
the European Joint Undertaking for the implementation of the Joint 
Technology Initiative on Nanoelectronics (ENIAC) combines the Com-
mission, participating Member States14 and the Association for European 
Nanoelectronics Activities.

13 Special Report No 1/2004 
on the management 
of indirect RTD actions 
under the Fifth Framework 
Programme (FP5) for 
research and technological 
development (1998 to 
2002), together with the 
Commission’s replies (OJ C 99, 
23.4.2004, p. 1).

14 ENIAC Member States are 
Belgium, Czech Republic, 
Germany, Estonia, Ireland, 
Greece, Spain, France, 
Italy, Latvia, Hungary, the 
Netherlands, Austria, Poland, 
Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, 
Finland, Sweden, the United 
Kingdom and Norway.
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TABLE 1

OVERVIEW OF THE JOINT TECHNOLOGY INITIATIVES

Joint technology initiative Strategic objective
Maximum EU 
contribution 

(in million euro)

Bipar tite 
JTIs

Innovative Medicines 
Initiative (IMI)

To speed up the development of better and 
safer medicines for patients 1 000

Clean sky

To develop breakthrough technologies  
to signif icantly increase the environmental 
per formance of airplanes and air transpor t, 
resulting in less noisy and more fuel-  
ef f icient aircraf t

800

Fuel, Cells and Hydrogen 
Joint Under taking (FCH) 

To accelerate the market introduction of  
fuel cell and hydrogen energy technologies 
in Europe

470

Tripar tite 
JTIs

ENIAC
Focusing on nanoelectronics to enhance the 
fur ther integration and miniaturisation of 
devices and increase their functionalities

450

Ar temis
To tackle the research and structural 
challenges in the area of embedded 
computing systems

420

Source: Council decisions establishing the JTIs.

13.  The RSFF is a financial instrument designed to improve access to debt 
financing of research, development and innovation (RDI) investments on 
acceptable terms for private companies or public institutions promoting 
activities in the RDI field. Target beneficiaries of the RSFF also include 
European research-intensive entities and research infrastructures. The 
European Commission, through DG Research and Innovation, monitors 
the RSFF in terms of eligibility of projects and budget allocation from 
FP7, while the EIB is in charge of the daily operations. The instrument is 
jointly financed by the EU and the EIB. The maximum EU contribution 
under FP7 for the RSFF was set at one billion euro.
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15 The identification of 
scientific topics and setting 
out of the work programmes 
was outside the scope of this 
audit.

AUDIT SCOPE AND APPROACH

14.  The audit examined whether the Commission has ensured efficient im-
plementation of FP7. This was addressed by the following three subques-
tions:

(a) Have the rules for participation allowed efficient implementation 
of FP7?

(b) Has the Commission succeeded in streamlining the FP7 processes 
without compromising the quality of spending?

(c) Did the Commission manage well the setting up of new instru-
ments?

15.  The audit covered the implementation of FP7 between 2007 and the 
first half of 2012. The audit criteria and the audit evidence collection 
methods are described in Annex I. The audit scope encompassed:

(a) for the first audit subquestion, the rules for participation for the 
entire FP7;

(b) for the second subquestion, internal processes established within 
DG Research and Innovation, DG Information Society and Media, DG 
Enterprise and Industry and REA and which were related to collabo-
rative projects under the Cooperation Specific Programme15. In this 
way the analysis of internal processes covered the implementation 
of almost two thirds of the FP7 budget; and

(c) for the third subquestion, an analysis of two new instruments — 
JTIs and the RSFF.

16.  The Court carried out a follow-up of its previous recommendations in 
'Special Report No 1/2004 on the management of indirect RTD actions 
under the Fifth Framework Programme for research and technological 
development (1998 to 2002)'. The results including the references to the 
corresponding observations in this report are presented in Annex II.



18

Special Report No 2/2013 – Has the Commission ensured efficient implementation of the seventh framework programme for research?

16 SEC(2005) 431, COM(2005) 
705 final, SEC(2005) 430 final, 
COM(2010) 187 final.

17 Conclusions on simplified 
and more efficient 
programmes supporting 
European research and 
innovation, 3 016th 

Competitiveness Council 
meeting of 26 May 2010; 
European Parliament 
report on simplifying 
the implementation of 
the research framework 
programmes, 2010/2079 (INI).

OBSERVATIONS

THE COMMISSION HAS TAKEN A NUMBER OF STEPS 
TO SIMPLIFY THE RULES FOR PARTICIPATION, BUT 
MORE NEEDS TO BE DONE

17.  At the inception of FP7 the Commission put forward a series of simplifi-
cation plans affecting various aspects of the rules for participation. This 
part of the report uses the following principles as a basis for the assess-
ment of the progress made in pursuing this simplification agenda:

(a) rationalising requirements by strik ing a better balance between 
risks and control;

(b) optimising the methods of reimbursing the beneficiaries for their 
research efforts;

(c) guiding the beneficiaries through the complexity of the scheme;

(d) aligning provisions with beneficiaries’ practices; and

(e) avoiding duplications and inconsistencies.

18.  These principles were derived from various Commission documents16 
presenting plans for simplification and from the legislative authorities’ 
positions17 relating to the rules for participation. Thus these principles 
have been driving the evolution of the rules for participation since 2005, 
when the Commission launched its preparation of FP7. For an overview 
of the progress in the simplification agenda refer to Table 2.
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TABLE 2

PROGRESS WITH THE COMMISSION’S SIMPLIFICATION AGENDA

Principles with examples  
of planned measures Court's assessment

Rationalising requirements:

ο  Replacement of bank guarantees by the 
Par ticipant Guarantee Fund

ο  Less use of audit cer tif icates for payment 
requests

ο  Rationalisation of the repor ting periods

Satisfactor y

Bank guarantees are no longer required, relieving the 
benef iciaries of the associated administrative burden.  
As a result of the introduction of a threshold, only 6 % of 
cost claims, representing a third of funded costs in FP7, 
require an audit cer tif icate. In some aspects (e.g. length of 
repor ting periods) FP7 compares favourably with national 
funding schemes. However, fur ther rationalisation of repor ting 
requirements is possible, if :

ο  repor ting periods are also ex tended for projects under the 
ICT theme; and

ο  the size of the repor ts is subject to stric t limits, as in some 
national funding agencies (SNF, DFG, TSB).

Optimising the methods of reimbursement:

ο  Broader use of f lat rates
ο  Simplif ying the funding model based on  

actual costs

Partly satisfactor y

FP7 includes new methods for funding based on f lat rates rather 
than actual costs. The FP7 funding model based on actual costs 
remains complex (see paragraph 20).

Guiding the beneficiaries through  
the complexity of the scheme:

ο  Improvement of guidance materials
ο  Common electronic tools for interaction  

with benef iciaries
ο  Additional guidance tools such as help desks

Satisfactor y

The guidance documents have become shor ter and clearer 
compared to those of FP6, as conf irmed by the benef iciaries’ 
responses to the Cour t ’s sur vey. New IT tools facilitate 
interaction between the Commission and benef iciaries. 
Specialised help desks for benef iciaries have been introduced.

Aligning provisions with  
the beneficiaries’ practices:

ο  Cer tif ication of benef iciaries’ costing 
methodologies

ο  Broader acceptance of benef iciaries’ 
methodologies

Not satisfactor y

Take-up of the cer tif ication scheme by the benef iciaries was low, 
acceptance of the average personnel cost methodologies came late, 
benef iciaries have to bear the  full risk of incorrect interpretation 
of FP7 provisions and FP7 provisions do not always ref lect general 
practice in the research f ield (see paragraphs 21 to 29).

Avoiding duplications and inconsistencies:

ο  An electronic registration desk for benef iciaries 
(unique registration facility)

ο  Consistent assessment of f inancial viability
ο  Single clearing house (research enquir y ser vice)
ο  Research Clearing Committee

Not satisfactor y

Most of the planned measures were introduced, but 
implementation is still characterised by inconsistencies  
(see paragraphs 30 to 44).

Source: European Court of Auditors.

OBSERVATIONS
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GOOD PROGRESS WITH THE SIMPLIFICATION AGENDA

19.  With regard to the five principles, the Commission has rationalised the 
requirements and improved the various guidance documents in a satis-
factory manner. The Commission has been able to align FP7 provisions 
with beneficiaries’ practices in some cases (for example to accept aver-
age personnel costs) but more needs to be done in the future. FP7 ben-
eficiaries are faced with inconsistencies related to some aspects of the 
rules for participation (see paragraphs 21 and 30 respectively).

20.  As regards the funding model new modalities for funding based on flat 
rates instead of actual costs were introduced. The financing based on ac-
tual costs remains the main funding model in FP7. Compared to national 
funding agencies, the FP7 funding model is complex on account of the 
high number of combinations of cost categories, methods for calculat-
ing costs and reimbursement rates. This is a burden for the beneficiaries 
and has a number of important consequences for the administrative 
processes in the Commission. The Court recommended the simplification 
of the funding model in its Report 1/2004 (see Annex II). Simplification 
of the funding model is an important element of the proposal for the 
rules for participation in Horizon 202018.

THE OBJECTIVE OF IMPROVING ALIGNMENT OF FP7 PROVISIONS WITH 
BENEFICIARIES’ PRACTICES HAS NOT BEEN FULLY MET

21.  At the inception of FP7, the Commission indicated that the funding 
model based on actual costs would make use of the participants’ usual 
accounting and management principles19. The legislative authorities 
and the Commission itself have recently underlined the need to make 
FP7 rules more compatible with general business practices20.

BETTER ALIGNMENT WITH BENEFICIARIES’ PRACTICES IS REQUIRED

22.  To improve alignment of FP7 rules for participation with beneficiaries’ 
practices, the rules should provide for a mechanism to recognise these 
practices in good time and adjust interpretations and practices accord-
ingly, provided this does not compromise the general and control objec-
tives of FP7.

18 ‘ The Court considers 
that the radically simplified 
cost- funding model will 
improve the reliability 
of the model, decrease 
the risk of irregularities in 
beneficiaries’ cost claims, 
make project accounting 
less complex, and eliminate 
some of the verification 
steps required under the 
current FP7 funding model, 
thereby facilitating and 
accelerating the application 
process.’ For more details, 
refer to the Court’s Opinion 
No 6/2012 on the proposal 
for a Regulation of the 
European Parliament and of 
the Council laying down the 
rules for the participation 
and dissemination in ‘Horizon 
2020 — the Framework 
Programme for Research 
and Innovation (2014-2020)’ 
(OJ C 318, 20.10.2012, p. 1).

19 SEC(2005) 431 final, 
section 2.5.

20 E.g. paragraph 117 of 
2007 European Parliament 
general budget discharge, 
2008/2186(DEC); 
COM(2010) 187 final; 
European Parliament 
report on simplifying 
the implementation of 
the research framework 
programmes (2010/2079(INI)); 
Conclusions on simplified and 
more efficient programmes 
supporting European 
research and innovation, 
3 016 th Competitiveness 
Council meeting of 
26 May 2010.
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21 The intended scope of 
the certification mechanism 
was limited to participants 
with multiple and sizeable 
participations: those with 
eight participations above 
375 000 euro.

22 European Court of 
Auditors’ Annual Report 
concerning the financial 
year 2010 (OJ C 326, 
10.11.2011).

23 In April 2009, the 
European Parliament pointed 
out that beneficiaries 
should be allowed to 
use their average cost 
methodologies and asked 
‘the Commission to start 
a procedure making seventh 
framework programme 
rules compatible with 
general business practices 
that allow for calculation 
and charging of average 
hourly rates per cost centre’ 
(Source: 2007 European 
Parliament general budget 
discharge, 2008/2186(DEC)). 
The decision (C(2011) 174) 
addressing this request was 
adopted in January 2011.

24 The national contact 
points exist in all Member 
States. They are the 
FP7 support structures 
that provide practical 
information to researchers 
and entrepreneurs on their 
participation in FP7.

23.  At the beginning of FP7 the Commission established a certification 
mechanism for the approval of cost methodologies to give assurance 
to beneficiaries on their methodologies. However, the stringent require-
ments have led to a low take-up of the certification scheme by the bene-
ficiaries. The Commission has estimated that a maximum of 350 certifi-
cates would be issued21. As at March 2012 the Commission had accepted 
applications for certification of methodologies from 71 beneficiaries, 
which represents 20 % of such beneficiaries. The results of the Court ’s 
survey indicate that the major reasons for not applying for ex ante cer-
tification are the length and complexity of the application process, the 
difficulty of meeting the certification criteria and the limited use of the 
certificate. The low participation undermined the Commission’s efforts 
to simplify procedures22.

24.  To facilitate the alignment of FP7 provisions with beneficiaries’ practices 
related to personnel costs, in 2011 the Commission introduced the pos-
sibility for them to use their internal practices for charging average per-
sonnel costs under certain conditions. The ECA’s interviews with research 
organisations and participants revealed a positive reaction to the wider 
acceptance of the average personnel cost methodologies. However, even 
though the problem with the acceptance of the average personnel costs 
was recognised relatively early23, it took 21 months before the rules were 
modified. This is late for a 7-year programme that finances projects last-
ing on average 36 months.

25.  Even if the FP7 financial rules are less prescriptive and more principles-
based, there are situations where it is difficult to reconcile the reality 
faced by a beneficiary with FP7 principles. If the beneficiary encounters 
such a situation, three options are available. The beneficiary can either:

 ο contact its project officer;

 ο refer to the national contact point24, which will forward the request to the 
Research Enquiry Service (RES); or

 ο send it directly to the RES.
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26.  Project officers can only refer to existing rules and guidelines. The RES 
can provide more tailored guidance, which in case of complex legal 
questions is prepared by the legal department of DG Research and In-
novation. However this is still subject to a legal disclaimer, which may 
significantly undermine its utility in case of later disagreements with the 
Commission. The correctness of the interpretation can be called into 
question up to 5 years after the closure of the project. Even though there 
may be valid reasons for having a legal disclaimer, the current system 
means the beneficiaries bear the full risk of incorrect interpretation of 
FP7 provisions.

FP7 PROVISIONS DO NOT ALWAYS REFLECT THE GENERAL PRACTICE OF BENEFICIARIES

27.  To assess the extent of alignment of FP7 with general practice of bene-
ficiaries, the Court compared FP7 practice with the practices used in 
national funding agencies and with the internal practices of the bene-
ficiaries. The Court’s analysis focused on personnel costs as they often 
represent the most important category of direct costs incurred when 
carrying out a project.

28.  Some national funding agencies accept lump sums or cost categories 
without time recording requirements (e.g. German Research Foundation, 
DFG) or use budgeted costs based on salary categories and predefined 
working time (Swiss National Science Foundation, SNF). Others follow 
time recording requirements similar to FP7’s (e.g. Department of Energy 
in the United States) and focus on a verifiable time allocation system 
for justifying personnel costs. However, in some cases national funding 
agencies’ rules make greater allowance for the beneficiaries’ usual man-
agement and accounting practices.

29.  The Court’s survey of beneficiaries shows that, despite the positive reac-
tion to the wider acceptance of the average personnel cost methodolo-
gies, the FP7 requirements relating to personnel costs are mostly not 
compatible with the beneficiaries’ practices In respect of time record-
ing, 29 % of respondents confirmed that they are not able to use their 
internal system to fulfil the Commission requirements (see Figure 4). 
30 % implemented a time recording system for participating in EU pro-
jects. Some beneficiaries indicated that for their internal purposes they 
use approaches other than time records (see Box 2).
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FIGURE 4

TIME RECODING PRACTICES OF FP7 BENEFICIARIES

Source: European Court of Auditors.

BOX 2

EXAMPLES OF DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO FULFIL THE TIME RECORDING 
REQUIREMENTS

 ο Output-based approach: specific research unit staff are fully assigned to research tasks, no time sheets are 
required. Method(s) of monitoring are for example progress of work, quality of results or achievement of 
milestones.

 ο Alternative-evidence approach: sufficient evidence is obtained through work contracts (e.g. PhD gradu-
ate 100 % assigned to a specific project) or by internal declaration confirming full assignment to a project 
or task (e.g. for a specific period of time).

Source: European Court of Auditors, based on a review of the responses given to its questionnaire.
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6 %

59 %

29 %

12 %

We implemented 
a new time 

recording system 
to participate 
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We have a time 
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in FP7 projects
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a parallel time 

recording system 
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in FP7 projects
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modification to participate 
in FP7 projects

Don't know/ 
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25 SEC(2005) 431.

26 COM(2005) 705.

27 SEC(2005) 431;  
COM(2005) 705.

28 FP7 interim evaluation, 
p. 56.

29 The financial validation 
check is based on 
a combination of several 
financial ratios of liquidity, 
solvency, profitability, 
autonomy, cash-flow and net 
operating profit. 

UNNECESSARY INCONSISTENCIES REDUCE EFFICIENCY

30.  I t is not always possible to ensure uniformity in implementation be-
tween programmes which might have different objectives. However, 
there should be only a limited number of differences in implementation 
of the same funding instrument within the same specific programme. 
At the inception of FP7, the Commission declared coherence to be one of 
three principles of FP7 implementation25. It also stated: ‘Uniform interpre-
tation, particularly relating to legal and financial provisions of projects, 
is to be ensured across all of the Commission services’26.

31.  Coherence in implementation reduces the administrative burden placed 
on beneficiaries. It makes it easier for beneficiaries to be aware of the 
requirements and to respect them and for the Commission to manage 
the programme.

DESPITE THE INTRODUCTION OF SOME HARMONISATION MEASURES ...

32.  To ensure more coherent implementation, the Commission set out in 
the preparatory acts27 to:

 ο establish an electronic registration desk (unique registration facility);

 ο ensure consistent assessment of the financial viability of a participant; and

 ο establish a single clearing house.

33.  The unique registration facility prevents beneficiaries from being re -
peatedly asked to submit the same information on their legal status 
and financial situation for each project. The initial backlog, caused by 
many beneficiaries being registered at the same time, was cleared and 
currently there are no significant delays. According to the FP7 interim 
evaluation the unique registration facility has been a success28. The fi-
nancial validation check is now performed by the central validation team 
in REA, which ensures consistency by using the same financial ratios29.
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30 The purpose of the 
single clearing house was 
to guarantee that the 
interpretation, in particular 
of the legal and financial 
provisions of the contracts, 
given out to beneficiaries by 
the Commission is consistent 
and uniform.

31 Decision No 1982/2006/EC.

34.  A single clearing house30 has not been established. Instead, the Commis-
sion first established the Research Enquiry Service to answer beneficiar-
ies’ questions. In 2011, the Commission established the Research Clearing 
Committee (RCC) with a mandate to take final positions on horizontal 
matters relating to implementation on which the services cannot reach 
consensus31.

… SOME ASPECTS OF FP7 IMPLEMENTATION ARE AFFECTED BY A LACK OF COHERENCE

35.  Despite this progress, some aspects of FP7 implementation are affected 
by a lack of coherence. Considering only the collaborative projects in 
the Cooperation Specific Programme, the Court ’s comparison of rules 
and procedures revealed practices that led to differences in treatment of 
essentially the same situation by different services or even by different 
units within a service (see Box 3).
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BOX 3

EXAMPLES OF DIFFERING PRACTICES

1. Use of flat rates to cover travel-related subsistence costs — not accepted by DG Communica-
tions Networks, Content and Technology but accepted by other services

2. Hearings during evaluation of large projects — used by DG Communications Networks, Content 
and Technology, DG Enterprise and Industry and REA, but not DG Research and Innovation

3. The requirement to conclude and provide a consortium agreement — varies from theme to 
theme

4. Treatment of unforeseen subcontracting — varies from service to service

5. Definition of the management budget — varies from service to service

6. Procedure followed if the beneficiary changes its legal name — formal amendment in DG 
Communications Networks, Content and Technology only

7. Frequency of reporting — more frequent reporting in DG Communications Networks, Content 
and Technology than in other services

8. Use of scientific review for project monitoring — more common in DG Communications Net-
works, Content and Technology than in other services

9. Possibility to execute multiple payments per period — partial payments are used in DG 
 Research and Innovation and DG Enterprise and Industry, but not in DG Communications 
Networks, Content and Technology and REA

Differing practices which were discussed and resolved at the RCC

10. Eligibility of costs for a certificate on financial statements, which was not mandatory

11. Treatment of adjustment in favour of beneficiary for closed projects

Source: European Court of Auditors. This list is based on the analysis of rules, internal Commission documents, responses of beneficiaries 
and interviews with the Commission managers.
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36.  The Court ’s survey shows that the beneficiaries consider that there is 
a lack of coherence in FP7 implementation: 51 % of beneficiaries indi-
cated that they were at least occasionally subject to different treatment 
which was not justified by the legal framework or particularities of the 
specific programme and 15 % of beneficiaries indicated that they ex-
perienced such differences in treatment in almost every project. The 
beneficiaries’ comments indicate that interpretation can vary depending 
on the project officer (see Box 4).

MECHANISMS TO IDENTIFY DIVERGING PRACTICES ARE WEAK

37.  By September 2011, the RCC had discussed and resolved three topics re-
lated to better coordination between the services. Two were directly re-
lated to harmonisation of FP7 procedures. However, the Court’s analysis 
(see Box 3) identified nine examples of divergent rules and procedures, 
which were not discussed in the RCC. This suggests that even though 
the RCC is effective in finding uniform positions, the mechanisms put in 
place do not identify all divergent procedures in FP7 implementation.

BOX 4

EXAMPLES OF BENEFICIARIES’ COMMENTS ON DIFFERING PRACTICES

For every project, negotiations follow the rules as interpreted by each project officer. As a result, negotiations 
vary according to this interpretation and the lead organisation has to adapt and respond to the instructions as 
given by the project officer.

It has happened in some situations that different project officers of different units have given different treat-
ment to the same situation.

The details requested in relation to the content of the application, technical (deliverables, milestones, progress 
reports) and financial reporting, as well as the use of FP7 IT tools and organisation of the processes, vary de-
pending on the project officer. This applies for the all phases of project implementation.

Source: European Court of Auditors' questionnaire.
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32 FP7 will represent around 
10 % of funding by Member 
States in 2013, Source: Interim 
Evaluation of the Seventh 
Framework Programme — 
Report of the Expert Group.

33 Recital 5 of FP7 Regulation 
(EC) No 1906/2006.

34 Recital 21 of FP7 decision.

38.  There are two main channels through which an issue can be brought to 
the attention of the RCC:

 ο decision of a Commission internal working group or by directors general 
of the research family or their representatives; and

 ο query posted by a beneficiary on the RES website.

39.  In both the RCC relies on the active engagement of Commission staff 
or beneficiaries. There was only a limited attempt to map out all pos-
sible differences in the current FP7 procedures. There is potential to 
further harmonise FP7 procedures, as some will be in use up to 5 years 
after 2013 given the multiannual nature of many projects.

EXPERIENCE WITH FP7 SHOWS HOW DIFFICULT IT WILL BE TO PURSUE SIMILAR 
OBJECTIVES LINKED TO THE EUROPEAN RESEARCH AREA

40.  The framework programme constitutes only a fraction of the public 
spending on research in Europe32. The basic notion lying behind the 
European Research Area (ERA) is that the research effort in Europe must 
be better organised and coordinated. Alignment of rules is one of the 
aspects related to better coordination within ERA. In relation to ERA, 
the FP7 rules for participation should provide a coherent framework to 
ensure the most efficient implementation possible33. FP7 should be im-
plemented in such a fashion that mutual synergies and complementarity 
with Union policies and programmes are ensured34.

41.  FP7 includes instruments such as JTIs which have their own corpus of 
rules and procedures for calls for proposals and financial provisions 
(e.g. eligibility criteria or funding rules). Similarly Article 185 initiatives 
may adopt their own set of rules, which should be similar to FP7, but 
can still deviate in their detail.
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35 Non-profit public bodies, 
secondary and higher 
education establishments, 
research organisations 
and SMEs.

36 Article 7(4) of Regulation 
No 1080/2006 of the 
European Parliament and of 
the Council of 5 July 2006 
on the European Regional 
Development Fund and 
repealing Regulation (EC) 
No 1783/1999 (OJ L 210, 
31.7.2006, p. 1).

42.  As regards other programmes financed or co-financed by the Union, 
separate sets of rules for participation are used. The competitiveness 
and innovation framework programme (CIP) rules are based on differ-
ent eligibility criteria, funding models, cost schemes and procedures 
,etc. The shared management mode used for Structural Funds limits the 
Commission’s freedom of action to impose any alignment of rules which 
are set by the regions or Member States, with the rules for participation 
in FP7. However, there are still instances where more synergies could 
be achieved. Both the Structural Funds and FP7 allow for approval of 
cost methodologies for staff and indirect costs, but the Commission ap-
proval granted in one scheme is not valid for another. Non-recoverable 
VAT is eligible under Structural Funds, but not under FP7. While certain 
FP7 beneficiaries35 can benefit from a flat rate of 60 % to cover their in-
direct costs, for the Structural Funds the relevant regulation36 caps the 
flat rate for indirect costs at 20 %.

43.  Some of the issues identified are expected to be resolved under Ho-
rizon 2020 when CIP and FP7 are merged. However, Structural Funds 
cover a wide range of activities, not necessarily related to research, and 
harmonisation for research activities could lead to additional inconsist-
encies with other activities.

44.  The case of FP7 shows how difficult it is to achieve the ERA objective 
of better coordination through alignment of rules. FP7 beneficiaries are 
faced with differences which arise from the relative autonomy of either 
the Commission DGs or of the other implementing entities. Moreover, 
the funding agencies for Structural Funds or national programmes enjoy 
an even higher level of autonomy. It will therefore be very difficult to 
obtain a harmonisation of rules, considering that it has not been fully 
achieved in the context of the programmes where the Commission is in 
a decision-making position.
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37 A process is defined as 
‘a structured, measured set 
of activities designed to 
produce a specific output for 
a particular customer.’ Source: 
Davenport, T. H., Process 
innovation: Reengineering 
work through information 
technology, Harvard Business 
School Press. 

38 These five elements 
are based on process 
management practices 
in both the public (i.e. 
Commission internal control 
standards, UK National 
Audit Office’s framework 
for maturity of process 
management) and private 
sectors (i.e. Hammer, M., 
'The process audit', Harvard 
Business Review, April  
2007; 2011–12 criteria for 
performance excellence, 
Baldrige Performance 
Excellence Programme).

ATTENTION HAS FOCUSED MOSTLY ON ENSURING 
HIGH-QUALITY SPENDING, LESS ON EFFICIENCY

THE COMMISSION HAS DEVISED GOOD PROCESSES BUT HAS NOT 
FULLY ALIGNED THE RESOURCES TO SUPPORT THEIR EXECUTION

45.  Good processes37 make it easier to improve the efficiency of an organisa-
tion. To assess performance in this area, the audit focused on five ele-
ments38 which characterise strong process management: process design, 
improvement, tools, information and staff (see Figure 5).

FIGURE 5

FIVE ELEMENTS OF STRONG PROCESS MANAGEMENT

Process 
design

Improvement

ToolsInformation

Process 
management

The service should have sta� capable of carrying
 out the processes. Sta� should have skills, 
competencies, time and support needed 

to achieve the objectives set

The organisation needs to ensure 
that their business processes 

become stronger over time and 
are able to adapt to changes

A process must have a well-speci�ed design 
re�ecting the strategic objectives 

of the organisation

Key performance indicators should be used 
to report on progress made in relation 

to the objectives. Process metrics should be 
used to monitor the functioning of processes 

and to control variations in performance

The sta� and managers of an organisation 
should have at their disposal IT tools, 

which help them to carry out their duties 
in an e�cient way

Source: European Court of Auditors.
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39 More frequent reporting 
and scientific reviews are 
used in DG Communications 
Networks, Content and 
Technology.

40 Hammer, M. ‘The process 
audit’, Harvard Business Review, 
April 2007.

41 Commission internal 
control standard No 7 
‘Operational structure’ — Tips 
for effectiveness.

42 The front-office IT tools 
facilitate interaction with 
the beneficiaries. The 
back-office IT tools support 
the Commission staff in 
exercising their back-office 
functions. The BPM IT 
tools aim to automate the 
workflows and thereby make 
the administrative processes 
faster. They also allow for 
a better monitoring of the 
workflows by management.

PROCESS DESIGN, IMPROVEMENT ACTIVITIES AND MANAGEMENT INFORMATION ARE 
STRONG AREAS WITH FEW WEAKNESSES

46.  All services use the process approach for the management of their op-
erational activities. Procedures and the roles of all users involved in the 
internal processes have been documented and disseminated. All ser-
vices have established internal committees or assigned staff resources, 
which are dedicated to pursuing improvement activities. A number of 
improvement activities have taken place since the inception of FP7 and 
are ongoing. Examples of good practice in process design and improve-
ment exist across all services.

47.  Information is also one of the stronger areas. In line with the Court’s pre-
vious recommendation (see Annex II), the Commission has established 
a system for collecting a set of FP7-wide key performance indicators, 
which form the backbone of the yearly FP7 monitoring reports. For in-
ternal purposes, process-related KPIs or other management information 
such as budget consumption, time to pay, time to grant and staff vacan-
cies are reported to managers on a quarterly, monthly or even real time 
basis. However, certain important metrics such as workload or use of staff 
resources are not collected in a way which would allow an easy compari-
son across services. Furthermore, the interdependencies between the 
different process metrics have not been sufficiently analysed, such as 
the benefit in terms of lower error rates or better follow-up of projects 
if more frequent reporting or scientific reviews are used39.

EXISTING TOOLS DO NOT ALLOW EFFICIENT EXECUTION OF PROCESSES

48.  The processes should be supported by an integrated IT system40. The sys-
tems should be interoperable and possible synergies between the DGs' 
information systems should be exploited41. Therefore, the audit focused 
on how the front-office, back-office and business process management 
(BPM) IT tools42 support FP7 implementation and to what extent tools 
common to the whole research family exist.

Source: European Court of Auditors.
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49.  On the front-office side, the tools have been improved by the participant 
portal and interaction with beneficiaries occurs mostly through the same 
tools across the research family. However, corresponding back-office 
tools have not been harmonised to the same extent. The maintenance 
and further development of multiple back-office tools, which have es-
sentially the same purpose, is not an economical use of resources.

50.  The BPM tools are the least developed with the exception of iFlow in 
DG Communications Networks, Content and Technology, which is an 
electronic workflow tool that interacts with the other back-office tools 
and automates the processes. This tool contributes to the shortening 
of the time taken by processes (see paragraph 63). The other services 
(DG Research and Innovation, DG Enterprise and Industry and REA) rely 
more on paper workflows or local tools covering specific phases of grant 
implementation or use Excel spreadsheets.

51.  The different tools used for grant management have been developed 
as largely independent modules without considering how they should 
interlink with each other. This has created a need to establish synchro-
nisation mechanisms between the systems. Furthermore, if a manager 
wants to get an overview of the projects in the portfolio under their 
responsibility, they must often manually compile data from up to six 
different systems.

52.  Although FP7 electronic tools generally compare favourably with those 
of most national funding agencies visited, some national tools are ex-
amples of good practice. For instance, the grant management tool of 
the Swiss National Research Foundation (SNF) integrates all front-office 
and back-office functionalities. This reduces complexity and data re-
dundancy and improves just-in-time data management. SNF and the 
National Science Foundation (NSF) use external data sources such as 
citation databases to improve the accuracy of their systems.

VARIATIONS IN THE UTILISATION OF STAFF RESOURCES ACROSS THE SERVICES NEED 
TO BE EXPLAINED

53.  The allocation of staff should be based on the DG's objectives and priori-
ties. Whenever necessary — at least once a year — management should 
align the organisational structures and staff allocations with priorities 
and workload43.

43 Commission internal 
control standard No 3 ‘Staff 
allocation and mobility’, 
Requirements.
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54.  In the eight Commission services, more than 2 500 staff members are 
employed to implement FP7, out of whom 1 500 (60 %) are directly as-
signed to manage the implementation of the Cooperation Specific Pro-
gramme. This proportion corresponds to the share of budget allocated 
to this programme (61 %). However, within this programme, there are 
indications that the utilisation of staff resources varies significantly from 
one theme to another (see Table 3), even though the complexity of the 
project management is not significantly different.

Theme
Budget per  

staf f member  
(in million euro)

Contracts per 
staf f member

Participants per 
staf f member

Energy  
(DG Research and Innovation, DG Energy)

20,4 2,2 25

Environment  
(DG Research and Innovation)

13,8 2,5 39

Health  
(DG Research and Innovation)

35,7 4,1 48

ICT (DG Communications Networks,  
Content and Technology)

12,5 2,1 20

KBBE  
(DG Research and Innovation)

16,0 2,9 41

NMP  
(DG Research and Innovation)

24,5 3,6 48

Social sciences and humanities  
(DG Research and Innovation)

9,9 2,8 29

Space and security  
(REA, DG Enterprise and Industr y)

22,5 2,7 32

Transpor t  
(DG Research and Innovation)

35,0 3,8 47

TABLE 3

STAFF UTILISATION INDICATORS FOR THEMES IN THE COOPERATION SPECIFIC 
PROGRAMME

Note: The staff utilisation indicators were calculated on the basis of all staff allocated to the themes according to informa-
tion provided in the annual activity reports.

Source: European Court of Auditors.
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44 Commission internal 
control standard no 8 
‘Processes and procedures’.

45 Recital 23 of Decision 
No 1982/2006/EC.

46 Recital 19 of Regulation 
(EC) No 1906/2006. 

47 SEC(2005) 430, Annex 1, 
p. 42.

48 SEC(2009) 477 final, p. 3.

55.  The Commission does not have a sufficient basis for comparing in a trans-
parent and objective way the differences in staff utilisation between the 
themes in the Cooperation Specific Programme.

PROCESSES CAN BE SHORTENED FURTHER

56.  The DG's processes and procedures used for the implementation and 
control of its activities should be efficient44. One of the key characteris-
tics of process efficiency is timeliness. The importance of timeliness was 
stressed in the FP7 decision: ‘Participation in FP7 should be facilitated 
through (...) the appropriate use of (...) quick procedures’45, and also in 
the rules for participation: ‘It is necessary that the Union financial contri-
bution reaches the participants without undue delay’46. For this reason, 
this section focuses on two key time indicators related to FP7 processes:

(a) time to grant ( TTG) — the length of time required to successfully 
select a proposal and negotiate a contract; and

(b) time to pay (TTP) — the length of time required to make a payment 
to a consortium of beneficiaries.

TIME TO GRANT IS DECREASING, BUT THERE HAVE BEEN DIFFERENCES BETWEEN 
SERVICES DURING THE FIRST 5  YEARS OF FP7

57.  At the inception of FP7, the Commission stated in its impact assessment 
that ‘efforts should be made to reduce the length of time required to suc-
cessfully negotiate a contract47’. For projects with similar characteristics 
(e.g. complexity, size and experience of beneficiaries) the time to grant 
should not significantly deviate from project to project. Short time to 
grant is important because:

(a) it enables projects to start earlier, which is very important in the 
fields of research and innovation where ideas can easily become 
outdated; and

(b) it makes funding available earlier and thus increases ‘the fluidity of 
funds for all beneficiaries’48 including SMEs.
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58.  Time to grant for all successfully negotiated projects in FP7 has been 
on average 333 calendar days49. Over the course of FP7, there has been 
a clear trend towards shortening the time to grant. Also, with the con-
tinuing improvement of internal procedures, TTG statistics per service are 
converging, but there are still differences between the services. Even if 
only similar projects are taken into account (i.e. projects in the Coopera-
tion Specific Programme), the TTG is around 260 days in DG Communi-
cations Networks, Content and Technology, 315 in DG Research and In-
novation and 380 in REA and DG Enterprise and Industry50 (see Figure 6).

59.  The time to grant in FP7 is still longer than that of the national funding 
agencies. Their average time to grant is in the range of 5 to 7 months. 
However, the projects funded by the national funding agencies tend to 
be smaller in terms of budget and often involve only one participant.

49 Webcorda, projects 
successfully negotiated 
before the end of May 2012.

50 REA and DG Enterprise 
and Industry are treated 
together as they share the 
management of the same 
themes in Cooperation 
Specific Programme. Their 
TTG is higher partly due 
to the security clearance 
procedure, which all projects 
in the security theme have 
to undergo. The recent 
average TTG for projects in 
the space theme where no 
security procedure delays 
the negotiation process was 
350 days. 

FIGURE 6

EVOLUTION OF TTG IN COOPERATION SPECIFIC PROGRAMME
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51 For instance, ‘the simpler 
management of smaller 
consortia bears a potential  
for reducing average  
time to grant.’  
Source: COM(2010) 187.

SOME OF THE CAUSES OF TTG DELAYS ARE WITHIN THE COMMISSION’S CONTROL

60.  Commission staff mentioned a number of factors that in their view can 
influence time to grant51. For those factors where quantification is pos-
sible and data were readily available, the Court used a multiple regres-
sion analysis to estimate the relative magnitude of their impact. This 
suggests that among the possible factors with an impact on TTG, the 
assignment to a particular service has been an important factor. For in-
stance, if a proposal was negotiated by DG Communications Networks, 
Content and Technology, TTG decreased by 29 %, all other factors being 
equal. The role of other factors (e.g. staff workload, number of partici-
pants, consortium‘s experience with FP7) was not material.

61.  The finding that the assignment to a service is an important variable 
influencing TTG indicates that there is no single cause to explain the 
differences in TTG. The assignment to a service is primarily linked with 
the various characteristics of the services such as the service’s internal 
procedures, IT systems, internal organisation structure, management pri-
oritisation or specificities not present in other services. Thus it combines 
a multitude of factors which all impact upon TTG.

62.  The Court has also analysed the main causes of long time to grant at the 
level of individual projects. Annex III summarises these causes, dividing 
them into causes that were unavoidable, causes that could have been 
partially avoided by the Commission and causes that could have been 
avoided. The analysis shows that there are only a few fully unavoidable 
causes, even though these can have substantial impact on T TG. The 
Commission has started to address some of the avoidable issues during 
the course of FP7; however some persist, such as poor communication 
between, or changes in, the officials responsible for project negotiation, 
or generous deadlines for the submission of information.
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CERTAIN PRACTICES HELP TO AVOID DELAY IN TIME TO GRANT

63.  Sharing good practices between services is one way of improving the 
timeliness of procedures. During the interviews, many of the Commission 
staff pointed out practices that help to mitigate the causes of delays. 
There are also lessons that can be learnt from the national funding agen-
cies. Box 5 summarises good practices identified during the audit.

BOX 5

PRACTICES WHICH HELP TO REDUCE TIME TO GRANT

Process automation

 ο Measuring progress against the processing targets, which are set for each process step

 ο Automatic tracking tools, which make collecting monitoring information easy

Process consistency

 ο Ensuring that each proposal or project passes the same steps and is subject to the same controls, which 
are performed in the same manner

Alignment of the organisational structure with the processes

 ο Short organisational distance between the different persons involved in negotiation

 ο Giving full responsibility for proposal selection and negotiation to a single team

 ο Centralisation of support functions

Parallel processing

Decisive management culture

 ο Terminating negotiations which exceed negotiation deadlines

 ο Putting emphasis on the efficiency of processes

Source: European Court of Auditors.
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64.  The managers of the operational units in the Commission indicated that 
lessons learnt from the negotiations are passed on within their units or 
directorates. There is evidence that such information is partially shared 
through internal committees in a given service. However, the continuing 
differences in TTG between services demonstrate that there are inher-
ent organisational barriers which prevent effective sharing and timely 
implementation of the lessons learnt. For instance, the distribution of 
responsibilities within the operational directorates in DG Research and 
Innovation is not standardised to the extent found in other DGs. The dif-
ferent organisational structures prevent effective sharing of good prac-
tices, because what works in one directorate may not always be relevant 
for other directorates, which are organised differently.

THERE ARE CONSIDERABLE DIFFERENCES IN TIME TO PAY BETWEEN DIRECTORATES

65.  In general, payments should be made as fast as possible52. Interim and 
final payments should be made within 90 calendar days from the date 
when the periodic report is considered to be complete53. The beneficiar-
ies are required to submit a periodic report together with a cost claim 
within 60 days of the end of a reporting period. The Commission services 
determine when the periodic report is acceptable for (partial) payment 
and can suspend the time limit in case of corrections or if further infor-
mation is needed from the consortium.

66.  On average more than 85 % of payments related to research grants are 
made within the time limits. However, this indicator does not on its 
own give a full picture of timeliness. For instance, Directorates E and 
I of DG Research and Innovation have very similar results. Both made 
around 95 % of payments in 2010 and 92 % in 2011 within the legal 
time limit set. However, coordinators of projects managed by Directorate 
I receive payments for their cost claims on average less than 7 months 
after the end of the reporting period; whereas in Directorate E it is al-
most 10,5 months. A difference of more than 3 months over a portfolio of 
projects is difficult to attribute to outside factors, since the directorates 
manage similar types of projects with similar participation patterns.

52 SEC(2009) 477 final.

53 Starting from the 
third quarter of 2009, the 
Commission reduced the 
time limits for making interim 
and final payments to 90 days 
to help economic recovery. 
The legal basis sets the limit 
at 105 days. (Article 106 of 
Commission Regulation 
(EC, Euratom) No 2342/2002 
of 23 December 2002 
laying down detailed rules 
for the implementation of 
the Financial Regulation 
(OJ L 357, 31.12.2002, p. 1). 
Articles II.14 to II.19 of 
Annex 2 to the model grant 
agreement.) 
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QUALITY CONTROLS ARE SOUND WITH ONLY A FEW WEAKNESSES

67.  Internal control is broadly defined as a process intended to provide rea-
sonable assurance to the management on the achievement of the DG's 
objectives. The quality-related controls aim to ensure that FP7 finances 
projects of high quality.

THE QUALITY CONTROLS WORK WELL

68.  Under FP7, funds are allocated on the basis of competitive calls for pro-
posals and through independent and merit-based peer review54. The 
more reliable the controls of the project selection and project imple -
mentation are, the more likely it is that FP7 will finance projects of high 
quality. The following key controls critically impact upon the quality of 
the FP7 selection process and project implementation:

(a) Projects are selected by experts who are knowledgeable in the 
field and do not face a conflict of interest which could impair their 
objectivity.

(b) Experts are guided through the evaluation process by the Com-
mission.

(c) The evaluation follows international best practices in the area.

(d) Recommendations made during evaluation are adequately ad-
dressed before the grant signature.

(e) The project officers follow-up the scientific implementation of the 
projects. 

(f ) Scientific progress achieved by the portfolio of projects is measured 
against the objectives.

54 Regulation (EC) 
No 1906/2006. 
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69.  The Commission evaluates proposals with the assistance of independ-
ent experts in order to ensure that only those of the highest quality are 
selected for funding. The Commission’s approach is very similar to those 
followed by the national funding agencies, although evaluation proce-
dures do differ on some points. For instance, only the Commission sets 
strict criteria concerning the mix of evaluation experts (e.g. geographical 
mix, proportion of industrial experts, gender balance).

70.  Over the course of FP7, quality controls have improved in terms of guid-
ance provided to the experts and the documentation of the project 
negotiation phase, during which the experts’ recommendations are ad-
dressed. The Commission has also experimented with tools for detecting 
cases of plagiarism and in this respect it is ahead of the national funding 
agencies.

THE MAIN TOOL USED FOR SELECTION OF EXPERTS HAS CERTAIN WEAKNESSES

71.  Experts used for the assessment of the proposals submitted are chosen 
from the EMI database that has been established by the Commission 
for this purpose. All experts who take part in the evaluation exercises 
are required to register in this database. Operational units also need 
to ensure that the experts who carry out the evaluations do not face 
a conflict of interest that would undermine their objectivity. As the EMI 
database is the major source of information used by all services for ex-
pert identification, as well as checks for possible conflict of interest, this 
database should contain accurate and complete information. It contains 
some 100 000 experts.

72.  Registration in the database is entirely voluntary, as is the updating 
of information on the expert ’s background. There is a risk that experts 
encode unreliable information on their professional experience or that 
it is out of date. Therefore, other sources55 are frequently used to iden-
tify suitable experts. Some services use EMI as the primary source for 
expert identification; others rely both on the EMI and other sources or 
use primarily the other sources to find suitable experts, who then have 
to register in the EMI.

55 These include 
identification of experts 
through scientific 
publications that relate to 
the call’s theme (e.g. nature, 
science), scientific websites 
(such as PubMed, ISI web 
of knowledge and Scopus), 
participation in conferences, 
use of social media and 
Internet to check an expert’s 
background.
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73.  The review of the EMI database revealed some weaknesses that un-
dermine its usefulness both as a tool for selecting experts, as well as 
for ensuring that chosen experts do not face a conflict of interest. In 
particular:

(a) there is no information on the performance of experts who have 
taken part in past evaluation exercises. This can be a major weak-
ness particularly in cases where experts were found not to have 
complied with the evaluation rules and/or the required code of 
conduct;

(b) services need to ensure that experts are ‘not involved in a contract 
or research collaboration with an applicant organisation, or had 
been so in the previous 3 years’56. Nevertheless, there is no require-
ment for the experts who register in the EMI database to provide 
information on their employment history that goes back 3 years.

74.  I t is not cost-effective to carry out a quality check on the information 
recorded in the EMI by each individual expert. However, some national 
funding agencies have developed cost-effective ways to improve the 
reliability of their experts’ databases:

(a) Linking the experts’ database with citation databases or other ex-
ternal sources of information: For instance, SNF uses a web-crawler 
module, which is linked with the expert database and which im-
proves the reliability of the data through searching selected sources 
on the Internet.

(b) Using internal intelligence on the experts: For instance, when se-
lecting the experts, the project officers in the NSF can also see the 
list of projects in which the expert has already participated.

75.  At the time of the audit, the Commission DGs were planning to upgrade 
the tools for the management of experts to include new features such as 
the start and end dates of the experts’ previous employment. The Com-
mission expects that the new features will improve the quality of data.

56 General conditions 
applicable to the 
appointment of independent 
experts as specified in the 
‘Rules for submission’.
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FINANCIAL CONTROLS HAVE BEEN RATIONALISED BUT ARE STILL NOT 
RISK-DRIVEN

76.  The objective of the financial controls is to verify whether FP7 transac-
tions comply with the eligibility requirements and that costs incurred 
are directly related to the objective of the project.

FP7 FINANCIAL CONTROL MODEL DIFFERS SIGNIFICANTLY FROM THOSE FOUND IN 
NATIONAL FUNDING AGENCIES; IN PARTICULAR IT ATTACHES LESS IMPORTANCE TO 
THE LEVEL OF RISK

77.  The control system should be designed in a cost-effective manner57. 
This implies that the benefits of controls should outweigh the costs of 
control58. The Commission has a responsibility to ensure not only that 
funds are well spent — which entails robust controls and effective per-
formance measurement — but also to reduce the administrative burden 
for recipients of funds and to cut administrative costs, wherever possible.

78.  Under FP6 and FP7 a decision was taken by the Commission to move 
away from detailed ex ante controls59 and place greater reliance on ex 
post controls60 in order to ease the beneficiaries’ burden with regard to 
providing evidence before payments are made. As a consequence, most 
of the significant errors that are discovered are detected through the 
ex post controls. As noted by the Court61, the ex ante controls are often 
limited to an administrative review of the cost claims and related deliv-
erables. All payment transactions are essentially subject to the same ex 
ante controls.

79.  In general, most of the national funding agencies carry out more in-
depth ex ante checks than the Commission. Although more in-depth 
ex ante checks imply better control, they require more staff and result 
in a greater administrative burden for the beneficiaries. Some national 
funding agencies use ex ante checks differentiated either by type of 
bene ficiary62 or by the beneficiary ’s risk profile63. This allows the agen-
cies to focus their limited resources on those beneficiaries who are con-
sidered to constitute a higher risk. This also has the advantage that it 
reduces the burden of ex ante controls for less risky beneficiaries.

57 Paragraph 21 of Court’s 
Opinion No 1/2010.

58 Paragraph 12 of Court’s 
Opinion No 1/2010.

59 Ex ante controls are 
financial controls carried out 
before grant signature or 
before payment. They can be 
institution-based (e.g. legal 
validation and financial 
viability checks) or project-
based.

60 Ex post controls are done 
after beneficiaries receive 
reimbursement for their cost 
claims.

61 Paragraph 8.20 of Court’s 
Annual Report concerning 
the financial year 2011.

62 DFG and French National 
Research Agency.

63 SNF.
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80.  The Commission’s system of ex post controls differs significantly from 
control models typically found in national funding agencies. No other 
funding agency uses a representative sample of ex post controls to such 
an extent. Instead, they use a risk-based ex post control strategy. Some 
funding agencies64 put more emphasis on institution-based controls, 
which allow them to obtain a certain level of assurance on the benefi-
ciary ’s control environment and to reduce the audit burden. The Com-
mission’s ex post controls focus on individual projects.

81.  The ex post controls can provide intelligence on beneficiaries’ practices 
and risk. For instance, SNF assigns risk ratings to beneficiaries according 
to their past performance. These ratings allow the agency to extend the 
ex ante checks for riskier beneficiaries and to increase the audit effort in 
areas that are considered to be problematic (e.g. salaries, equipment). 
The Commission does not use the information obtained from ex post 
controls to vary the intensity and focus of ex ante controls with a view 
to improving their effectiveness.

THE INTRODUCTION OF A SINGLE REPRESENTATIVE SAMPLE CONSTITUTES AN 
IMPROVEMENT

82.  The research family DGs have adopted a common ex post control strat-
egy65. Until the end of November 2011, the sampling methodology re-
sulted in eight separate representative samples of 161 ex post controls 
being taken for each service of the research family66. This ex post control 
strategy was widely criticised by stakeholders for creating an unneces-
sary administrative burden for the beneficiaries67. I t led to a situation 
where the same beneficiary could be audited several times during the 
course of FP7.

83.  There is now one common single representative sample across the re-
search family. The Commission expects that this will reduce the audit 
burden on the beneficiaries and minimise situations where the same 
beneficiary is audited repeatedly by multiple services of the research 
family. However, the single representative sample covers only the Com-
mission services (92 % of the FP7 budget). It will not include those parts 
of FP7 which are implemented by independent bodies (e.g. JTIs, Art-
icle 185 initiatives), which will be still responsible for carrying out their 
own ex post controls.

64 SNF, research councils 
in the United Kingdom.

65 FP7 ex post audit strategy 
2009–16.

66 In addition to 
representative ex post 
controls, the services can also 
make use of the corrective 
ex post controls to obtain 
additional assurance of the 
proper functioning of their 
control systems.

67 Both the European 
Parliament and Council, 
several Member States 
(e.g. Germany, United 
Kingdom, EU-12, Finland) 
and enlargement countries 
called for a reduction in 
audit intensity during the 
preparation of Horizon 2020.
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NEW INSTRUMENTS HAVE MET THE NEED FOR 
WHICH THEY WERE CREATED, BUT THERE ARE 
DEFICIENCIES IN IMPLEMENTATION

BOTH INSTRUMENTS ENHANCED THE RESEARCH FUNDING 
LANDSCAPE ...

84.  The JTI and the RSFF were created to achieve objectives which could 
not be readily achieved with traditional grant-based instruments alone. 
The JTIs have been set up to support long-term industrial investment in 
defined research areas. The RSFF’s main objective68 was to foster ‘private 
sector investment across Europe in research, technological development 
and demonstration as well as innovation’. This was to be achieved by 
leveraging that private investment with a target of 10 billion euro in 
additional RDI loans.

85.  Between 2008–11, the JTIs committed 1,4 billion euro on research pro-
jects. This represents almost 90 % of the corresponding budget. However, 
due to the multiannual nature of projects financed by JTIs, payments are 
far lower69. The participation patterns show that JTIs have been able to 
attract a wide variety of beneficiaries and their calls for proposals have 
redressed the balance between the academic and the private sector by 
attracting more private participants than calls under the Cooperation 
Specific Programme.

86.  Some JTIs have been particularly successful in getting SMEs involved 
in their projects. For instance, 38 % of the EU’s clean sky funding has 
gone to SMEs; more than 40 % of the projects financed by ENIAC have 
included an SME, even though the share of ENIAC funding for SMEs is 
only around 19 %. On average, 21 % of funding provided by the JTIs has 
gone to SMEs.

68 Annex III to Council 
Decision No 2006/971/EC of 
19 December 2006 concerning 
the Specific Programme 
Cooperation implementing 
the Seventh Framework 
Programme of the European 
Community for research, 
technological development 
and demonstration activities 
(2007 to 2013) (OJ L 400, 
30.12.2006, p. 86).

69 Reports on the annual 
accounts of the joint 
undertakings for the financial 
year 2011, together with 
the replies of the joint 
undertakings (OJ C 6, 
10.1.2013, pp. 1, 9, 18, 27, 36, 
46 and 56).
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87.  Under RSFF, 96 operations amounting to 9,5 billion euro had been ap-
proved up until the end of 2011. As not all approved operations resulted 
in an actual signature of the loan operation between the EIB and the bor-
rower, the loan amount of signed projects reached 7,3 billion euro and 
disbursements were almost 5 billion euro70. According to DG Research 
and Innovation, the leverage effect of the EU contribution is 6,6 (each 
euro of EU contribution has led to more than 6 euro of the RSFF loan 
finance). DG Research and Innovation further estimates that the RSFF has 
a multiplier effect of 28 on total RDI investment (each euro from the EU 
budget contributed to total financing of 28 euro of RDI investment). The 
RSFF has also a wide country diversification. As of the end of 2011, the 
RSFF portfolio included signed projects from 21 countries71. However, 
three Member States (Germany, Spain and Sweden) accounted for more 
than half of total RSFF transactions.

88.  The Court asked industry experts (in the case of JTIs) and beneficiaries 
(in the case of RSFF) for their opinion on the two instruments. The gen-
eral reaction was positive and the respondents agreed that the instru-
ments were useful. For instance, the industry experts involved in the JTIs 
indicated that JTIs added value in encouraging research activities and 
succeeded in building mutual trust between the JTIs’ stakeholders.

... BUT IMPLEMENTATION OF JTIS SUFFERED FROM AN OVERLY 
COMPLEX LEGAL FRAMEWORK

89.  The set-up must be tailored to the nature of the technological challenge 
to be addressed, the characteristics of the relationship between the 
stakeholders and the financing needs of the initiative72.

JTIs ARE SUBJECT TO REQUIREMENTS WHICH ARE NOT APPROPRIATE FOR THEIR SIZE

90.  JTIs are small organisations, established as Union bodies. The legal status 
of a Union body obliges them to meet requirements which would nor-
mally only apply to much larger organisations in terms of staff resources. 
As a consequence on average 52 % of their staff are devoted to work on 
administrative tasks. In comparison, in the case of EU agencies, which are 
subject to the same legal requirements, only 22 % of staff73 are devoted 
to administrative tasks.

70 RSFF annual ex post 
operational report 2011.

71 19 Member States, Israel 
and Turkey.

72 European Commission's 
Report on ETP and JTIs: 
fostering public–private 
R & D partnerships to 
boost Europe’s industrial 
Competitiveness (revised 
March 2006), SEC(2005) 800.

73 Figure based on the 
European Court of Auditors 
own analysis covering 
22 agencies for the 
years 2008, 2009 and 2010.
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91.  A JTI is required to apply a financial regulation, which is similar to the 
one used by the EU institutions. The Staff Regulations74 apply to the staff 
of the JTIs. This regulatory framework implies that each JTI is expected 
to have a certain number of functions: a data protection officer, a local 
information security officer, an internal control coordinator, an account-
ing officer (and a back-up), an authorising officer (and back-up), initiat-
ing agents (and back-ups), validating agents (and back-ups), an internal 
auditor, an IT manager and a staff committee. These requirements are 
difficult to satisfy in an entity which employs between 13 and 31 staff.

92.  The financial regulation does not permit a JTI to conclude a service level 
agreement with another JTI. This prohibits the sharing of services be -
tween JTIs to reduce costs. For instance, the internal auditor function 
could have been shared between the JTIs. Furthermore, the legal frame-
work requires the approval of the governing board for a long list of deci-
sions. Consequently, too many administrative decisions (such as catering 
orders and purchase of office stationery) are brought up to the level of 
the governing board, thus hampering its focus on strategic issues75.

THE REQUIREMENTS IMPOSED ON JTIs LED TO DELAYED START-UPS

93.  Due to the time needed to establish and implement the rules of proce-
dure and the time needed to recruit staff, the start-up of the JTIs was 
slower than planned76. On average, it took 2 years to grant financial au-
tonomy to a JTI. This meant that the Commission remained responsible 
for an average of one third of the expected operational lifetime of the 
JTIs. Industry experts overwhelmingly deemed the time taken to set up 
the operating structure of the JTIs to be unreasonable.

... AND THE RISK AND CROWDING OUT EFFECT OF THE RSFF MUST BE 
CAREFULLY CONSIDERED

THE COMMISSION HAS NOT SUFFICIENTLY DEMONSTRATED THAT A RSFF FUNDING 
LEADS TO INVESTMENTS ABOVE THE LEVEL THAT BENEFICIARIES WOULD HAVE 
UNDERTAKEN WITHOUT PUBLIC MONEY

94.  The purpose of the RSFF is to finance riskier European research and in-
novation actions that would not be possible without such Community 
support77. To satisfy this condition, the EIB aims to finance RSFF projects 
with an internal grading of D- and below. Projects with such risk would 
normally not be funded by the EIB.

74 Staff Regulations and the 
Conditions of Employment of 
Other Servants, applicable to 
the staff of the EU Institutions.

75 As reported during 
interviews with industry 
experts.

76 This was confirmed by 
the Commission: ‘[JTIs'] 
internal structures were 
not yet working optimally 
and they have still to 
recover from the initial 
operational delays’, Source: 
Commission staff working 
document accompanying 
the annual report on the 
progress achieved by the 
joint technology initiatives 
joint undertakings in 2010, 
SWD(2012) 105.

77 Annex III to Decision 
2006/971/EC.
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95.  The availability of debt financing for riskier RDI projects has been par-
ticularly valuable in times of financial crisis. The RSFF remained one of 
the few financial instruments available for public companies to maintain 
RDI activities. This was confirmed by the responses of RSFF beneficiaries 
to the Court’s survey. The RSFF beneficiaries also expressed the opinion 
that the loans contributed to avoiding the ‘brain drain’ of highly qualified 
persons and sustained EU employment.

96.  A survey among the RSFF beneficiaries revealed that access to finance 
was not a major barrier to beneficiaries investing in RDI. More than half 
of the RSFF beneficiaries (56 %) stated that the lower interest rate was 
a decisive or major factor for taking a RSFF loan (see Figure 7). This indi-
cates that RSFF could have a crowding out effect and that a number of 
RSFF projects would have been financed by commercial banks78, albeit at 
higher cost to the beneficiaries. Given the relatively long maturity of the 
loans, it is too early to assess the risks taken by the EIB under the RSFF. 
However, the current low impairment79 rate could indicate that the RSFF 
loans are not necessarily as risky as expected, when the RSFF was set up.

78 72 % of the RSFF 
beneficiaries either disagree 
or strongly disagree with the 
statement that they had no 
access to other debt finance.

79 Only two loans of 
a combined value of 
70 million euro have been 
impaired. This represents 7 % 
of EU contribution to cover 
the losses from RSFF and 
1,4 % of total disbursements.

FIGURE 7

REASONS FOR TAKING A RSFF LOAN

The �nancial advantage of the loan interest
rate was a decisive/major reason for taking
an RSFF loan

You had access to debt �nance for research,
development and innovation but at a higher
interest rate from another private/public bank

You had no access to other debt �nance as
there is no debt �nancing market for such
projects

You had no access to other debt �nance for
research, development and innovation as no
commercial/public bank was willing to lend
you for your project

56 %

44 %

11 %

6 %

Lower interest
rate as the main
motivating factor

Access to debt as
the main motivating
factor

0 % 20 % 40 % 60 % 80 % 100 %

Source: European Court of Auditors' questionnaire to the RSFF beneficiaries.
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REVISION OF THE RSFF PARAMETERS IN 2011 SHIFTED THE RISK BALANCE TOWARDS 
THE EU BUDGET

97.  Under the initial RSFF cooperation agreement between the EIB and 
the European Commission, the EU budget supported a maximum loss 
of 50 % of the nominal loan. An amendment in December 2011 intro-
duced a new approach based on a ‘portfolio first loss piece’. Applying 
this new approach, the EIB may withdraw from the EU contribution an 
amount of 95 % of the impaired loan amount within the limit of the 
overall EU contribution. The EIB is therefore exposed to the remaining 
risk of 5 % of the impairment amount and to all impaired amounts above 
the EU contribution. Thus, the revised cooperation agreement has shifted 
the risks from the EIB to the EU. If the loans turn out to be indeed of 
low risk, the cumulative amount of losses will not exceed the maximum 
EU contribution and the EU will end up bearing 95 % of the losses on 
impaired loans (for illustrative example see Box 6). The Council decision 
is not entirely clear on the level of risk that could be accepted by the EU.

BOX 6

EXAMPLE COMPARING INITIAL AND REVISED COOPERATION AGREEMENT

Initial cooperation agreement

The maximum EU contribution to cover a loss for a given loan was set at 50 %. That is, for a loan of 100 million euro, 
a maximum of 50 million euro was blocked to cover the risk of default. If the borrower defaults on the loan, the 
loss for the EU would amount to 50 million euro while the EIB would bear the remainder.

Revised cooperation agreement

For the same loan, the amount to be blocked from the EU contribution is set at 95 million euro. If the borrower 
defaults, the loss for the EU would be 95 million euro while the EIB would bear a loss of 5 million euro only.
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

98.  Over the course of FP7 the Commission has introduced a number of 
changes which have simplified the rules for participation. The Commis-
sion has been successful in particular in rationalising the requirements 
and improving its guidance documents for beneficiaries. The FP7 funding 
model remains complex, but the simplification of the funding model 
is an important element of the Commission’s proposal for the rules for 
participation under Horizon 2020 (see paragraphs 17 to 20).

99.  The Commission has been able to align FP7 provisions with beneficiar-
ies’ practices in some cases, but more needs to be done in future to 
maximise the advantages. The Court notes that despite the importance 
given by the Commission to coherence in the FP7 preparatory acts, 
some aspects of FP7 implementation are affected by a lack of coher-
ence. FP7 beneficiaries are faced with differences which arise from the 
relative autonomy of the Commission services. The establishment of the 
RCC as a high-level committee with overall responsibility is a step in the 
right direction to tackle incoherent rules; however, the mechanisms for 
identification of diverging practices are weak (see paragraphs 21 to 44).

With a view to better aligning FPs’ provisions with beneficiaries’ prac-
tices, the Commission should in Horizon 2020 aim to:

— make further efforts to ensure that beneficiaries’ practices can 
be accepted;

— reduce the requirements that the beneficiaries have to fulf il to 
have their cost methodology certif ied;

— ensure that certificates on methodology provide clear benefits in 
terms of reduced administrative burden, so that obtaining such 
a certif icate has clear value for money for the beneficiaries;

— accept, where justified, existing national practices, such as aver-
age personnel cost methodologies, with the aim of further sim-
plif ication for those beneficiaries that use them.

RECOMMENDATION 1
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The Commission should improve coherence in FP7 management. The 
introduction of RCC is a step forward. The Commission should carry 
out in-depth analysis of the procedures in order to identify and elim-
inate any divergences. Exceptions should be clearly justified. The Com-
mission should make the implementation of other research-related 
instruments (JTIs, Structural Funds) more consistent with framework 
programmes (FP7 and Horizon 2020), as a good example of how to ad-
dress the European Research Area objective of better harmonisation 
through alignment of rules.

RECOMMENDATION 2

100.  The Commission’s management of FP7 processes is not sufficiently robust 
in certain key areas. On the one hand, process design, improvement and 
information are strong areas with few weaknesses. On the other hand, 
the Commission has not fully aligned resources to support FP7 processes. 
The lack of harmonisation of the back-office tools and the absence of 
business process management tools may hamper efficient implemen-
tation. There are some examples of advanced tools in the Commission, 
which other services could learn from. Furthermore, there are indica-
tions that staff utilisation varies between the themes of the Coopera-
tion Specific Programme. In its analysis the Court used basic workload 
indicators which indicate that too many staff resources are used for the 
implementation of some themes at the cost of other themes or other 
Commission activities (see paragraphs 45 to 55).

To improve process ef f iciency, the Commission should ensure that 
 resources are properly aligned:

— The Commission has already started to develop a new genera-
tion of IT tools for Horizon 2020. To enable processes to be im-
plemented efficiently, the Commission should put in place tools 
which integrate front-of f ice, back-of f ice and workf low func-
tionalities and whose architecture is f lexible to allow for rapid 
upgrades without negative impact on the smooth running of 
operations.

— As regards staf f, the Commission DGs should agree on work-
load indicators which will provide a basis for an objective as-
sessment of staff needs for the management of the framework 
programme. Based on these indicators, the Commission should 
conduct a study to identify overstaffed services or directorates, 
from which staff can be reallocated to understaffed areas or to 
other Commission activities.

RECOMMENDATION 3



51

Special Report No 2/2013 – Has the Commission ensured efficient implementation of the seventh framework programme for research?

51

101.  Whilst processing times have shortened over the course of FP7, they have 
only approached 9 months in 2012. The audit has highlighted a number 
of causes of longer time to grant as well as good practices on how to 
deal with those causes that are avoidable. Management’s attention to 
this problem and the existence of an environment which enables effec-
tive sharing of good practices are key. The important differences in total 
time to pay between different directorates also suggest possible scope 
for improvement (see paragraphs 56 to 66).

Reducing the processing times, in particular of time to grant, requires 
that processes be automated to the maximum extent possible and im-
plemented consistently across the Commission. To that end, the Com-
mission should review whether more harmonised distribution of re-
sponsibilities between services would improve process efficiency. The 
Commission should ensure that the distribution of responsibilities is 
optimised given the changes envisaged under Horizon 2020. This will 
allow for an easy exchange of best practices across the services and 
will create a level playing f ield, in which the performance of dif fer-
ent organisational entities implementing the same programme can be 
 directly compared. It will also bring the benefit of reduced complexity, 
which in turn can make the framework programme more efficient (for 
instance, the set-up of electronic workflow tools will be easier).

RECOMMENDATION 4

102.  The quality controls applied to the selection and follow-up of the pro-
jects function well. The Commission’s evaluation approach follows best 
international practice. The audit identified one specific gap in quality 
controls, which relates to the main tool for expert selection. As regards 
the financial controls, the FP7 control model differs significantly from 
those found in national funding agencies. It places greater reliance on 
controls after payment and attaches less importance to the risk of er-
rors. The risk-based control strategies of national funding agencies allow 
them to focus their control effort on those beneficiaries which constitute 
a higher risk and ease the burden of controls on less risky beneficiaries 
(see paragraphs 67 to 83).
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The Commission should make its control activities more risk-driven. The 
ultimate objective should be to focus its controls on those beneficiaries 
which are considered to constitute a higher risk and ease the burden 
on less risky beneficiaries. The beneficiaries should be classif ied into 
categories based on their general risk prof ile and the Commission’s 
experience with the beneficiary’s control environment. Cooperation 
with national funding agencies could provide further intelligence on 
benef iciaries’ risk and could also potentially lead to a reduction in 
the control burden placed on some benef iciaries. As regards the ex 
post controls, the Commission should extend its single representative 
 sample of controls so that it covers all parts of FP7.

RECOMMENDATION 5

103.  Both new instruments analysed by the Court in this audit showed their 
potential to enhance the research funding landscape. They have met 
the needs for which they were created. Sometimes they have been very 
successful in attracting a specific group of beneficiaries (e.g. SMEs). How-
ever, the implementation of JTIs has suffered from an overly complex 
legal framework (see paragraphs 84 to 93).

The Court recommends that the budgetary authorities and the Commis-
sion bring the legal framework of JTIs (and of any future similar instru-
ments) into line with their staff complement. In particular, requirements 
which do not directly serve the purpose of ensuring proper control 
should be rationalised. The powers of the executive director respon-
sible for the day-to-day management should be increased, enabling the 
governing board to focus solely on operational and strategic matters.

RECOMMENDATION 6

104.  The risk and possible crowding out effect of the RSFF must be care-
fully considered. The Commission has not sufficiently demonstrated 
that RSFF funding leads to investments above the level that beneficiar-
ies would have undertaken, without public money anyway (see para-
graphs 94 to 97).
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To maximise the impact of the RSFF and minimise the risk of crowding 
out, the Commission needs to demonstrate that it targets those bene-
ficiaries which are unable to secure loan financing from commercial and 
other lenders. Furthermore, the risk-sharing arrangements between 
the Commission and the EIB should be more clearly set out in the legal 
basis as is the case for some other f inancial instruments managed by 
the Commission.

RECOMMENDATION 7

This Report was adopted by Chamber IV, headed by Mr Louis GALEA, 
Member of the Cour t of Auditors,  in Luxembourg at its meeting of 
19 March 2013.

For t h e  Co u r t  o f  A u d i to r s

Vítor Manuel da SILVA CALDEIRA
President
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ANNEX IANNEX I

OVERVIEW OF THE AUDIT APPROACH

The audit examined whether the Commission has ensured an efficient implementation of FP7. 
This was addressed by the following three subquestions:

Have the rules for 
participation allowed efficient 

implementation of FP7?

Has the Commission 
succeeded in streamlining 
the FP7 processes without 
compromising the quality 

of spending?

Did the Commission manage 
well the setting up of 

new instruments?

− Rationalising requirements
− Guiding beneficiaries through 

  the complexity of the scheme
− Avoiding duplications 

  and inconsistencies
− Aligning provisions with 

  the beneficiaries’ practices
− Optimising the funding 

  modalities
− Alignment of the rules within 

  the European research area

− Strong business processes 
  based on well-specified process 
  design, continuously improved, 
  efficiently supported by IT tools, 
  monitored through process 
  metrics and implemented 
  by skilled staff

− Processes are timely.
− The project selection is done by 

  knowledgeable and independent 
  experts and follows international 
  best practice

− The control system is designed 
  in a cost- effective manner

− The purpose and desired 
  outcomes are understood

− The nature of the instruments 
  is reflected in the legal 
  framework and organisational 
  structures responsible for 
  implementation

− Benchmarking visits to 
  national funding agencies (2)  

− Questionnaire to beneficiaries (3)
− Semi-structured interviews 

  with the services involved  
  in FP7 implementation (4-5)

− Documentary review
− Use of existing ECA knowledge 

  from financial audits

− Benchmarking visits to national 
  funding agencies (2)

− Semi-structured interviews 
  with the Services involved 
  in FP7 implementation (4-5)

− Desk review of a sample 
  of projects (6)

− Data analysis
− Documentary review
− Use of existing ECA knowledge 

  from financial audits

− Interviews with the 
  representatives of the industry 
  associations 

− Questionnaire to beneficiaries 
  of RSFF loans and 
  representatives of JTIs (7-8)

− Documentary review
− Use of existing ECA knowledge 

  from financial audits

Audit
objectives

Audit
criteria

Evidence
collection
methods

Note: Numbers in brackets indicate the paragraph in the annex with description of methodology.
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DESCRIPTION OF THE AUDIT EVIDENCE COLLECTION METHODS

PRELIMINARY STUDY

1. Prior to undertaking the main research study, a preliminary study was conducted to identify the key 
risks related to efficient implementation of FP7. This exploratory work was based on desk research and 
interviews with Commission staff involved in the main areas of FP7 implementation, staff dealing with 
research topics in a number of permanent representations, staff from national research and innovation 
liaison offices in Brussels and representatives of key beneficiaries such as universities, research organisa-
tions and private companies.

BENCHMARKING VISITS TO NATIONAL FUNDING AGENCIES

2. Five countries were selected for comparative analysis, taking into account the quality of the country’s 
funding system for research, with the aim of comparing to FP7 rules for participation and Commission’s 
processes. In these five countries, a total of 10 agencies for funding research were identified using three 
main selection criteria: the budgetary size of the funding schemes managed, the similarity of funding 
approach and the recognised excellence of the schemes. The following funding agencies were visited:

 ο in Germany: the German Science Foundation (DFG), the Federal Ministry of Economics and Tech-
nology and the Ministry for Economics and European Affairs of Brandenburg (Managing Authority 
for Structural Funds);

 ο in the United Kingdom: research councils, the Technology Strategy Board and regional develop-
ment agencies;

 ο in France: the French National Research Agency;

 ο in the United States of America: the National Science Foundation (NSF) and the Department of 
Energy; and

 ο in Switzerland: the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNF).

ANNEX I
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QUESTIONNAIRE TO BENEFICIARIES

3. A sample of more than 300 beneficiaries was asked to comment on aspects important to FP7 implemen-
tation, via an electronic questionnaire. The sample was drawn from the key beneficiaries of FP7 within 
each category of beneficiaries (higher education sector, research institutions, industry, private entities, 
SMEs). The selected beneficiaries are recipients of almost half of the FP7 budget. Around 40 % of the 
addressees submitted their responses. 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS WITH THE COMMISSION STAFF INVOLVED IN FP7 
IMPLEMENTATION

4. In total eight Commission directorates and/or services were selected to be visited during the audit:

 ο Directorate H — Aerospace, Global Monitoring for Environment and Security, Security and Defence 
in DG Enterprise and Industry;

 ο Directorate E — Digital Content and Cognitive Systems in DG Information Society and Media (now 
Directorate A in DG Communications Networks, Content and Technology);

 ο Directorate G — Components and Systems in DG Information Society and Media (now Directorate 
G in DG Communications Networks, Content and Technology);

 ο Directorate E — Biotechnologies, Agriculture, Food in DG Directorate Research and Innovation

 ο Directorate F — Health in DG Research and Innovation;

 ο Directorate G — Industrial Technologies in DG Research and Innovation;

 ο Directorate I — Environment in DG Research and Innovation;

 ο the Research Executive Agency — Space and security research.

5. In each directorate, the audit team arranged for semi-structured interviews with the managers of the 
administrative and financial unit, the horizontal coordination unit (if existing) and two operational units 
responsible for conducting the evaluation and monitoring of the scientific progress of the projects. 
Furthermore, the audit team conducted a set of interviews with the key personnel in each DG/service 
with the aim of obtaining audit evidence on how the DGs/services manage their internal processes.

ANNEX I
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DESK REVIEW OF A SAMPLE OF PROJECTS

6. A sample of 30 coordinators with projects from multiple services was drawn to analyse the Commission 
procedures from the perspective of the beneficiaries. The analysis was used to identify cases which can 
illustrate the variability of procedures from the beneficiaries’ perspective, to classify common causes of 
delays in negotiation of projects and to assess the operation of the key controls related to ensuring the 
quality of spending.

QUESTIONNAIRE TO BENEFICIARIES OF RSFF LOANS AND REPRESENTATIVES OF JTIs

7. During the audit, all 26 beneficiaries of RSFF loans in the EU window were sent a questionnaire. The 
aim of the questionnaire was to obtain an overview of the beneficiaries’ motivations for using the RSFF 
instrument and the results generated by the financed investment. 18 out of 26 contacted beneficiaries 
provided their reply. This represents a response rate of almost 70 %.

8. The JTI representatives and the representatives of the industry associations were asked to fill in a ques-
tionnaire in order to obtain a balanced view of the aspects relating to the organisational structures of 
the JTIs.

ANNEX I
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ANNEX IIANNEX II

FOLLOW-UP OF THE COURT'S PREVIOUS RECOMMENDATIONS

Court’s key findings in 
SR 1/2004, which were 

followed up in the audit

Court’s recommendations  
in SR 1/2004

Commission’s replies to  
recommendations in  

SR 1/2004

Court’s assessment of the 
situation in 2011/2012

The complexity of the rules for 
participation hinders the effective 
contract management of FP5 and 
is a complication for beneficiaries. 
(paragraphs III, 15, 17, 27 to 29).

(...) The Commission should (...) review 
from first principles the rules for 
setting the Community’s participation, 
aiming for significant simplification 
whilst allowing adequate control over 
expenditure in a future FP7. The Court’s 
previous recommendation of a single 
cost reimbursement system with three 
main categories of costs should be one 
of the main elements to be considered. 
(paragraph 115)

[The Commission] will ensure that the 
framework programmes’ management 
model continues to develop, including 
when the proposal is put forward for 
the future FP7, focusing in particular on 
streamlining procedures.

Partially implemented.

Some simplifications have been 
proposed in FP7.

Simplification of the funding model 
is an important element of the 
Commission’s proposal on Horizon 2020 
(see paragraph 20).

The fragmentation of programmes 
into five DGs resulted in dilution 
of responsibilities, duplication of 
functions and increased need for 
coordination and consultation 
(paragraphs V, 46 to 57, 63, 116).

The Court recommends that the 
structure of the framework programme 
and the organisation of the Commission 
services which manage it be 
brought into line. The basic design 
of research programmes as single 
programmes should be reflected in 
the organisational structure of the 
Commission. Horizontal aspects, such 
as support for small and medium-
sized enterprises or international 
cooperation, should be integrated as 
far as possible within the thematic 
programmes. (paragraph 119) 

The Court recommends that the 
Commission analyses the possibil-
ity of merging the RTD framework 
programmes in a single entity. 
(paragraph 123)

(...) The Court’s recommendations 
concerning horizontal aspects have 
largely been adhered to. 

(...) One ‘Programme Management 
Committee’ oversees all thematic priori-
ties in each specific FP6 programme.

(...) The Commission shares the Court’s 
view that effective coordination (...) is 
crucial to efficient management. 

(...) The Commission considers that a 
centralised management model is not 
appropriate. 

The action plan adopted in 
January 2003 by the Commission (...) 
includes a proposal to set up 
a permanent interdepartmental 
group to ensure better coordination 
and cohesion between Commission 
departments.

Partially implemented.

The number of Commission services 
involved in the management of FP7 
implementation has even increased.

This situation has complicated the 
implementation of FP7. For instance, 
FP7 beneficiaries are faced with some 
differences which arise from the relative 
autonomy of the Commission services 
(see paragraphs 35 to 36).

The Research Enquiry Service was 
established at the very beginning of FP7. 
In 2011, the Commission established 
the Research Clearing Committee with 
a mandate to take final positions on 
horizontal matters related to the imple-
mentation on which the services did not 
reach consensus (see paragraph 34).

Support for SMEs and international 
co operation has been substantially inte-
grated within the thematic programmes.

The Court recommends that the 
Commission considers setting up 
centralised support functions for:

— ‘procedural and legal advice’,

— ‘information technology’,

— ‘registration and clearing’, and

— ‘controlling and reporting’.  
(paragraph 122)

(...) Depending on the operations to be 
undertaken, coordination within FP6 
is ensured by means of appropriate 
arrangements (...).

Mostly implemented.

To reduce unnecessary duplications, the 
Commission has implemented several 
measures, such as the Unique Registra-
tion Facility, Research Enquiry Service 
and Research Clearing Committee  
(see paragraphs 25, 32 to 34).

The support function ‘information  
technology’ was not centralised. 
Instead, the Commission services  
developed IT tools with similar 
functionalities independently of each  
other (see paragraph 49). 
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Court’s key findings in 
SR 1/2004, which were 

followed up in the audit

Court’s recommendations  
in SR 1/2004

Commission’s replies to  
recommendations in  

SR 1/2004

Court’s assessment of the 
situation in 2011/2012

Certain rules and practices 
unnecessarily extend the grant 
selection process (paragraphs VI, 
58 to 61, 68 to 69).

The Commission should further improve 
the flexibility of the RTD framework 
programme and streamline its internal 
procedures and practices. The Court 
recommends that administrative 
procedures be simplified, with the 
aim of halving the ‘time to contract’ to 
between 5 and 6 months.(paragraph 
120)

(...) The Commission will continue 
to simplify its administrative 
procedures in accordance with the new 
arrangements laid down by the FP6 
participation rules.

Partially implemented.

Time to grant has only been reduced in 
2012 to around 270 days, for most of 
the services (see paragraphs 56 to 64). 

The Commission experienced 
difficulties in employing staff 
with required profiles resulting 
in uneven caseload, bottlenecks 
or insufficient monitoring 
(paragraphs V, 70 to 77).

(...) Particular attention should be paid 
to reducing the number of vacancies 
and achieving an equitable allocation 
of staff resources, based on actual and 
expected caseload figures, between 
Directorates-General and between 
programmes. This would require 
the implementation of appropriate 
monitoring instruments in the 
framework of Activity Based Budgeting 
(ABB). (paragraph 121)

In line with the Court’s 
recommendations, the Commission 
has adopted a package of measures 
designed to integrate its research 
staff into the mainstream of the 
Commission’s personnel policy and to 
reduce vacancy rates.

(...) The Commission has deployed 
its Activity- Based Budgeting system 
[which] (...) will enable systematic 
monitoring of resource allocations (...)

Partially implemented. 

The number of vacancies has been 
reduced. 

The staff resources continue to be an 
issue in the management of FP7. It is 
not certain that staff resources are 
equitably allocated between services. 
(see paragraphs 53 to 55)

IT systems deployed were 
inadequate and not sufficiently 
integrated with each other. 
(paragraphs VIII, 82 to 86, 127)

(...) The Commission should continue 
its implementation of a common and 
integrated IT system. In particular, 
the development of the IT system 
should be based on clearly defined 
user requirements and provide for 
comprehensive testing of the software 
before the programmes actually 
become operational. (paragraph 125)

As far as possible, paper-based 
transactions should be phased out 
during FP6, with the aim of achieving 
complete electronic interaction in FP7. 
(paragraph 126)

The Commission accepts however that 
further integration of its IT systems 
would have improved the efficiency of 
the management of FP5 indirect RTD 
actions (...)

Partially implemented.

The Commission has put into operation 
a number of tools to support FP7 
implementation. On the front-office 
side, the tools have been harmonised 
across the Commission services; 
harmonisation of the corresponding 
back-office tools has not progressed at 
the same pace (see paragraph 49).

The tools are not yet fully integrated 
(see paragraph 51).

ANNEX II
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Court’s key findings in 
SR 1/2004, which were 

followed up in the audit

Court’s recommendations  
in SR 1/2004

Commission’s replies to  
recommendations in 

SR 1/2004

Court’s assessment of the 
situation in 2011/2012

Not all important internal controls 
were operated effectively. 
(paragraphs 26, 89 to 94, 100)

Internal control activities should be 
harmonised and their implementation 
strengthened across the framework 
programme. In particular, the 
Commission services should jointly 
define the relevant and necessary 
controls which address the known risks 
in this budgetary area. (paragraph 130) 

The use of preventive controls should be 
intensified. (paragraph 131)

Further efforts will be made to 
guarantee that the Commission’s 
procedures are sufficiently standardised 
within the RTD framework programmes 
and adequately documented within 
each directorate-general and 
programme.

The Commission will continue its efforts 
in the areas indicated by the Court.

Partially implemented.

The procedures have been documented 
(see paragraph 46), the controls 
applied to the projects are sound and 
some controls have been improved 
(see paragraph 67 to 70).

The use of preventive controls has not 
been intensified. The Commission has 
moved away from detailed ex ante 
controls and places greater reliance on 
ex post controls (see paragraph 78).

Overall, the Court’s 2011 Annual Report 
assesses the control systems for the 
research framework programmes to be 
partially effective.

Deficiencies in the management 
information system prevent 
effective monitoring of the 
framework programme in its 
entirety. (paragraphs XI,  
101 to 110)

The Court recommends that the 
Commission develop a comprehensive 
reporting and controlling system for 
the RTD framework programmes. 
(paragraph 135)

The Commission should agree on 
common (...) objectives for the 
research area and the implementation 
of the RTD framework programmes. 
(paragraph 136)

As regards the overall monitoring of 
programme implementation, the legal 
requirements are complied with by 
the Commission. The establishment of 
harmonised internal control standards 
has contributed to the regular 
production of management reports in 
addition to those required by the rules.

The Commission will continue to 
focus on ongoing improvements to 
management, setting clear objectives 
and clear priorities.

Implemented.

The Commission has established 
a system for collecting a set of  
FP7-wide key performance indicators 
(see paragraph 47).

ANNEX II
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ANNEX III

CAUSES OF LONG TIME TO GRANT

BEYOND THE CONTROL OF THE COMMISSION

 ο Drop-out of partners from the consortium; finding new partners to replace those who have 
dropped out can take 1–2 months

 ο Delays in the submission of the requested documentation by beneficiaries or delays due to exten-
sive time taken by beneficiaries to analyse the Commission documents

 ο Lack of experience with FP7 by the consortium

 ο Negotiation with financially weak or uncooperative beneficiaries

PARTIALLY AVOIDABLE BY THE COMMISSION

 ο Delayed legal and financial validation of partners due to peaks in validation requests, due to the 
complexity of validation of SMEs or partners from non-European countries, or due to discussion 
of the status of particular beneficiaries

 ο Complexity of rules regarding some specific aspects (e.g. subcontracting, use of third parties) and 
the need to explain these concepts to beneficiaries

 ο Periodicity of programme committee meetings

 ο Under the 'Security' theme, security scrutiny takes around 10 weeks. (The process is stalled because 
this step determines which service will be responsible for the project.)
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AVOIDABLE BY THE COMMISSION

 ο Lack of staff resources with appropriate profiles (e.g. financial officers) in some services at a certain 
point in time

 ο Deficiencies in the IT tools such as NEF (in 2009) and CPM (in 2010) 

 ο Extended time needed by the Commission service to react to or analyse the documents submit-
ted by the consortium

 ο Changes in the officials responsible for project negotiation with the consequence that some checks 
were redone

 ο Poor communication between the different officials involved in negotiation

 ο Fragmentary requests or request presented very late by the Commission service for changes to 
grant preparation forms or description of work

 ο Generous deadlines or lack of strict deadlines set by the Commission service for the submission 
of updated description of work and grant preparation forms

 ο Linearity of certain process steps (e.g. between panel conclusion and formal opening of negotia-
tion with the consortium)

 ο Differences in the structure of proposals and the description of work requires an unnecessary extra 
time for the consortia in preparing their proposals

Note: The information was collected through interviews with the managers in the Commission and through a desk analysis of 29 projects.

ANNEX III
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REPLY OF THE 
COMMISSION

SUMMARY

III.
The Commission has aligned FP7 provisions with benefi-
ciaries' practices wherever it could do so in accordance 
with the other eligibility criteria, in particular in the case 
of average personnel costs. However, in most cases, bene-
ficiaries' general accounting practices are not in line with 
the other eligibility criteria set out by the legislator. Under 
these conditions, further alignment is not possible in FP7.

Based on the experience with the stakeholder reporting 
channels it has established, the Commission finds few indi-
cations that inconsistencies are widespread. 

Since the ver y beginning of FP7,  the Commission has 
been committed to ensuring good coordination between 
the different Commission services implementing the pro-
gramme. For this purpose, the Commission has set up in 
a proactive manner a range of mechanisms for identifying 
and resolving instances of incoherent treatment by dif-
ferent Commission services. These mechanisms include 
the Research Enquiry Service, interservice groups and the 
Research Clearing Committee. The Research Clearing Com-
mittee is the mechanism of last resort, which intervenes 
when the other mechanisms fail to resolve an instance of 
incoherent treatment. The fact that few cases arrive at the 
Research Clearing Committee shows that the other mecha-
nisms are effective in addressing and resolving most cases 
of incoherent treatment.

IV.
Concerning the efficiency of the processes, the Commis-
sion would like to point out that:

IV. (a)
The current IT tools and the current staff allocation have 
al lowed for the negotiation and signing of thousands 
of grants and the analysis and payment of thousands of 
interim and final payments while at the same time har-
monising and reducing time to grant. In 2012, for exam-
ple,  these processes  have a l lowed for  the s ignature 
of 4 324 grants with 19 963 beneficiaries. Therefore, the 
current IT tools and the current allocation of staff resources 
are effective.

The fact that time to grant has converged amongst the 
Commission services implementing FP7, and the fact that 
it has already been reduced to a level close to the dead-
line set in the new Financial Regulation and applicable to 
contracts resulting from future calls (270 days), is further 
evidence of the fact that the current IT tools and the cur-
rent allocation of staff resources are effective.

Furthermore, it should be noted that the Cooperation Spe-
cific Programme comprises different kinds of actions (col-
laborative research in different fields with, for instance, 
different ethical and security review requirements; joint 
programming; JTIs) that do not allow for simple mechan-
ical staff allocation comparisons.

The Commission nevertheless agrees that the optimal allo-
cation of staff resources constitutes a permanent challenge 
for any administration and will, in view of the new frame-
work programme Horizon 2020, pay due attention to this 
issue.

IV. (b)
Time to grant has converged amongst the Commission ser-
vices implementing FP7 and has already been reduced to 
a level close to the deadline set in the new Financial Reg-
ulation and applicable to contracts resulting from future 
calls (270 days). For contracts signed in 2012, time to grant 
was 264 days in DG CNECT and 279 days in DG RTD.

IV. (c)
The control architecture of FP7 has been designed in such 
a manner that most reliance is put on ex post controls. 
Ex ante controls have been consciously reduced in order to 
simplify the system and reduce the administrative burden 
for beneficiaries. This ensures that appropriate attention 
can be given to balancing trust and control, to improve-
ments in time to grant and time to pay and, ultimately, 
to the attractiveness of the policy. The Commission never-
theless agrees that ex ante controls should be focused on 
bene ficiaries marked by higher r isks. As regards ex post 
controls,  the Commission strategy for ex post  controls 
already today foresees risk-based audits as well, as a sep-
arate pillar of the audit strategy.
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V.
The Commission agrees that the legal framework for JTIs 
needs to be simplified for the future. The new Financial 
Regulation moves in this direction by introducing the pos-
sibility (Article 209) for the setting up of ‘special public–pri-
vate partnership bodies’ (PPP) whose financial rules should 
be adopted in accordance with a ‘ l ight ’ model financial 
regulation for PPP bodies.

The interim evaluation report on the RSFF has confirmed 
the added value of the RSFF. It also deserves emphasis that 
the additionality of public funding is a complex and multi-
dimensional concept that goes beyond pure project addi-
tionality (whether the project would have been carried out 
in the absence of public funding) and also encompasses 
scale, scope, acceleration, partner, output, etc.

VI.
The Commission's view on the Court recommendations is:

VI. (a)
Both the Commission and the Court regularly identify in 
their audits that beneficiaries' normal accounting prac-
tices include expenditure that does not satisfy the eligi-
bility criteria set out by the legislative authority (e.g. VAT, 
promotion and marketing costs, debt financing costs, etc.). 
The Commission cannot, therefore, accept these benefi-
ciaries' accounting practices as they are. The Commission 
has taken steps in FP7 to accept beneficiaries' practices 
where this is possible and it will examine how this can be 
extended, especially in Horizon 2020.

VI. (b)
With respect to the issue of IT tools,  the Commission 
underlines the huge progress that has already been made. 
FP7 electronic tools generally compare favourably with 
those of most national funding agencies visited. Further 
improvements are never theless  planned under Hor i -
zon 2020 (see paragraph 52).

With respect to the risk of imbalances in staff workload, it 
should be noted that the Cooperation Specific Programme 
comprises different kinds of actions (collaborative research 
in different fields with, for instance, different ethical and 
security review requirements; joint programming; JTIs) that 
do not allow for simple comparisons of staff allocation.

The Commission agrees that the optimal al location of 
staff resources constitutes a permanent challenge for any 
administration and will, in view of the new framework pro-
gramme Horizon 2020, pay due attention to this issue.

VI. (c)
Time to-grant has converged amongst the Commission ser-
vices implementing FP7 and has already been reduced to 
a level close to the deadline set in the new Financial Regu-
lation (see above IV, b) and applicable to contracts result-
ing from future calls (270 days). In 2012, DG RTD took on 
average 279 days to sign a grant contract, and DG CNECT 
264 days. 

VI. (d)
The Commission is already carrying out risk-based controls, 
but agrees that this needs further development. 

VI. (e)
The Commission agrees that the legal framework of the 
joint technology initiatives should be simplified. The new 
Financial Regulation moves in this direction by introduc-
ing the possibility (Article 209) for the setting up of ‘spe-
cial PPP bodies’ whose financial rules should be adopted 
in accordance with a ‘light’ model financial regulation for 
PPP bodies.

However, the significant budget allocated to and managed 
by these organisations is just as important as the staff 
complement when considering the control framework.

For the RSFF, the Commission considers on the basis of 
the evidence available that it already satisfactorily targets 
those beneficiaries which have limited access to finance. 
However, it will continue to monitor this aspect.
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OBSERVATIONS

20. 
The FP7 funding model foresees the voluntary use of flat 
rates in particular for indirect costs. However, many benefi-
ciaries have voluntarily chosen not to pursue this option.

In the light of its experience with FP7, the Commission 
shares the analysis of the Court of Auditors and proposes 
far-reaching simplification under Horizon 2020, especially 
a single reimbursement rate per project and a mandatory 
single flat rate for the calculation of indirect costs. This has 
been endorsed by the Court, in its opinion 6/2012 on the 
Commission proposal laying down the rules for the partici-
pation and dissemination in 'Horizon 2020 — The frame-
work programme for research and innovation (2014–20)'. 
Furthermore, the Commission framework programmes face 
inherent complexities that are rarely if ever encountered in 
national funding programmes such as thousands of grants 
involving different types of participants from a variety of 
countries.

21.
The Commission has made FP7 rules as far as possible 
compatible with general business practices. However the 
Commission has to ensure that all of the eligibility criteria 
included in the rules for participation are met.

As the Court and the Commission have found in their 
audits, there are costs incurred by the beneficiary that are 
not eligible although they are based on the accounting 
and management principles and practices of the partici-
pant. As an example, in FP7, VAT is not eligible. Most public 
sector beneficiaries' accounting and management prin-
ciples and practices, however, include VAT (as they cannot 
recover it). The normal practices are therefore not in line 
with the FP7 eligibility criteria. Other examples of inelig-
ible costs contained in usual accounting and management 
principles and practices of the participant are promotion 
and marketing costs, debt financing costs, etc.

22.
The Commission has made efforts to accept beneficiar-
ies' practices wherever this could be done in line with the 
other eligibility criteria set out in the legal framework, for 
example in the case of average personnel costs.

However,  as shown above, beneficiar ies'  practices are 
often not in line with the other eligibility criteria set out 
in the rules for participation. This is why they cannot be 
accepted.

23.
The certification mechanism shows that the Commission 
was committed to tak ing account of FP7 beneficiar ies’ 
accounting practices where possible.

Beneficiaries interested in this option were asked to take 
account in their methodologies not only of their own 
accounting practices,  but also of  the el igibi l i ty cr ite -
ria set out in the rules for participation. The Commission 
approved beneficiaries' methodologies when both aspects 
were met.

The Commission has also introduced substantial simplifica-
tion to facilitate the use of average personnel costs within 
the overall existing legal framework.

Overall,  however, the disappointing experience with ex 
ante certification of cost methodologies will be taken into 
account in the preparation of the rules for the next fund-
ing period.

24.
The Commission responded very quickly to the European 
Parliament resolution. Already on 23 June 2009, the Com-
mission adopted interim criteria for the acceptance of 
average personnel costs C(2009) 4705.

Once these inter im cr i ter ia  were adopted,  a  prudent 
approach — consisting of a pilot phase before any further 
decisive steps — was necessary due to the risk of signifi-
cant deviations of average costs from actual costs. For the 
Commission, it was necessary then to allow for a certain 
period of implementation of the 2009 decision in order to 
gather factual data on its impact, especially feedback from 
stakeholders.
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On this basis, once further elements were compiled, the 
Commission initiated the modification of the criteria tak-
ing on board to the largest extent possible the experiences 
gathered through the pilot phase. As a consequence of the 
above, the criteria for accepting average personnel costs 
were simplified in 2011 (Commission decision of 24 Janu-
ary 2011, C(2011) 174 final).

Against this background, the reference to 21 months and 
the implication of slow decision-making is misleading. 
In addition, the new approach resulting from the 2011 
Commission Decision is applicable retroactively to al l 
FP7 projects.

25.
The eligibility criteria are set out clearly in the rules for par-
ticipation adopted by the legislative authority, and it is the 
Commission's task to ensure that these are fully respected.

26.
The RES's answers are subject to a disclaimer because they 
are based entirely on information supplied by the benefi-
ciary, which may be partial or incomplete. Consequently, 
the service may not have all  the elements required for 
a complete understanding of the case. There are, therefore, 
valid reasons for having a legal disclaimer.

29. 
According to Article 31 of the rules for participation, in 
order to be considered el igible,  costs incurred in the 
implementation of an indirect action ‘must be actual’. Con-
sequently, for FP7, beneficiaries are required to substanti-
ate the costs incurred. In the Guide to Financial Issues, the 
Commission recommends — as a response to the ques-
tions posed by the beneficiaries on this topic — the use of 
timesheets as adequate evidence to support the personnel 
costs incurred. The guide states that: ‘Working time to be 
charged must be recorded throughout the duration of the 
project by timesheets, adequately supported by evidence 
of their reality and reliability.’ However, theguide goes on 
to state that: ‘In the absence of timesheets, the beneficiary 
must substantiate the cost claimed by reasonable means 
(alternative evidence) giving an equivalent level of assur-
ance, to be assessed by the auditor.’

The Commission therefore accepts the practice of the 
bene ficiary when assessing the eligibility of costs if this 
practice complies with the above criteria.  Examples of 
acceptable practices are: time allocation on the basis of 
timesheets and thus actual hours, cost allocated on the 
basis of percentages and, where a researcher is dedicated 
exclusively to one project,  the whole cost of employ-
ment of that researcher, provided that the costs claimed 
are adequately substantiated in terms of their reality and 
reliability.

Box 2
Both of these approaches are acceptable under FP7 as long 
as there is adequate evidence to support the reality of the 
time charged to the project.

34. 
The Commission considers that the Research Enquiry Ser-
vice is a single clearing house. 

Common reply to paragraphs 35–39
Since the ver y beginning of FP7,  the Commission has 
been committed to ensuring good coordination between 
the di f ferent Commission ser vices implementing the 
programme. 

For this purpose, the Commission has set up, in a pro-
active manner,  a range of mechanisms for identifying 
and resolving instances of incoherent treatment by dif-
ferent Commission services. These mechanisms include 
the Research Enquiry Service, interservice groups, and the 
Research Clearing Committee.
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The Commission has clear indications that the lack of 
coherence is of l imited importance. These indications 
stem in particular from the Commission's experience with 
the Research Enquiry Service since the beginning of FP7, 
but also from the experience with the Research Clearing 
Committee (RCC). The RCC contacted the national contact 
points (NCP) asking for their support in identifying diver-
gent practices in the implementation of FP7 projects. Fur-
thermore, in order to permit stakeholders to get involved 
in the identification of divergent practices, FP7 partici-
pants were given the possibility to contact directly the 
Committee via the Research Enquiry Service available on 
Europe Research Website. However, no stakeholders have 
made use of these channels, which may indicate that cases 
of diverging practices are l imited in importance. A few 
inconsistencies have been raised through other means, 
however.

The Research Clearing Committee is, therefore, just one 
among a range of mechanisms and it is in fact the mech-
anism of last resort.  This means that it  only acts when 
other existing coordination mechanisms fail to resolve an 
instance of incoherent treatment.

The fact that few cases arr ive at the Research Clearing 
Committee shows that the other mechanisms that exist are 
effective in addressing and resolving most cases of inco-
herent treatment well before they arrive at the Research 
Clearing Committee.

Finally, the Commission would underline that what is per-
ceived by a beneficiary as an unjustified different treat-
ment is in fact often due to different circumstances sur-
rounding the particular case that lead to differences in 
treatment.

The Commission has reviewed the nine examples of differ-
ing practices (Box 3).The Commission agrees with some of 
these cases. The Commission considers that in the other 
cases the differences are due to deliberate options for 
bene ficiaries or services foreseen in the rules, or to the 
specific characteristics of projects.

Box 3 — Rules
1. Use of flat rates to cover travel-related subsistence 
costs: 
The work programmes of one DG did not offer this option, 
because the simplification effect was considered to be very 
small.

2. Hearings during evaluation of large projects: 
According to the rules on the submission of proposals, 
hearings may be used whenever considered necessary by 
Commission services to ‘clarify further the proposals’. Com-
mission services consider it necessary to hold hearings in 
particular for projects that are large and complex in terms 
of partners, budget and content. However, the decision 
whether to hold or not a hearing is the prerogative of the 
Commission service concerned and depends on the appre-
ciation by that service of the specificities of the proposal 
concerned. 

3. The requirement to conclude and provide a consortium 
agreement (CA): 
(i) The obligation to conclude a CA: According to Article 24 of the 
rules for participation, the CA is mandatory, save where  otherwise 
provided in the call for proposals. It is acknowledged that, although 
formally the rules have been applied correctly, there are no writ-
ten objective criteria with regard to when the CA should not be 
mandatory. Practice shows that CA is mandatory in most cases 
except for CSAs (coordination and support actions) and for FET 
Open where the CA is strongly recommended.

(ii) The stage at which the CA must be signed and how the Com-
mission should be informed: According to Article 1.4 of the core 
model EUGA, ‘the beneficiaries are deemed to have concluded 
a consortium agreement regarding the internal organisation of 
the consortium’. More precisely, by signing the GA the beneficiar-
ies implicitly certify that they have finalised the CA before the GA's 
signature. Since this is private agreement between the beneficiar-
ies, to which the Commission does not take part, it does not review 
or comment on the CA; also, it does not verify if the CA has actually 
been signed or when this was done and it does not (except for 
very specific cases e.g. SME actions) request the CA or any other 
proof of its existence.
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4. Treatment of unforeseen subcontracting: 
According to Article II .7 of the EUGA, an amendment is 
necessary in all  cases except when a subcontract con-
cerns minor tasks.  According to the Guide to Financial 
Issues, ‘the criteria to decide whether a subcontract con-
cerns minor tasks are qualitative and not quantitative’. The 
research family services apply the rules in force. However, 
as the qualification of the subcontracting depends on the 
particularities of the project, the decision of what con-
stitutes ‘minor tasks’ will remain an appreciation depend-
ing on the specific case. There is no threshold used in the 
fesearch family. If the estimated costs of the subcontract-
ing increase significantly with an impact on the nature of 
the tasks to be subcontracted, an amendment is required.

5. Definition of the management budget: 
This issue has been resolved in the last revision of the 
Guide to Financial Issues of January 2012 (Article II.16: Clar-
ifications on the activities which may be charged under 
the category ‘other costs’, including ‘management costs’), 
which provided more clarification with regard to the con-
ditions of eligibility for the different activities (research or 
management). This issue has therefore been proactively 
identified and resolved to the full extent by the Commis-
sion services.

6. Procedure followed if the beneficiary changes its legal 
name: 
According to the ‘Amendments Guide for FP7 Grant Agree-
ments’, a simple change of legal name does not require an 
amendment and is done via an information letter. How-
ever, ‘in certain cases, what may appear to be a “change 
of name”, may in fact refer to different situations, some 
of which will require an amendment (e.g. change of legal 
entity)’.  In these cases, the Commission requires that an 
amendment to the grant agreement is concluded. 

7. Frequency of reporting: 
I t  is accepted that there are different practices among 
services regarding the standard duration of the reporting 
periods. The differences may be justified by a different risk 
assessment of, or by the length or size of, research pro-
jects. A common default solution as regards reporting peri-
ods is presently being considered.

8. Use of scientific review for project monitoring: 
The divergences referred to by the Court are accepted. The 
Commission will ensure the harmonisation of this issue 
taking into account the specificities of different projects 
and programmes. 

9. Possibility to execute multiple payments per period: 
The introduction of the ‘single submission button’, which 
will be operational as of the second quarter of 2013, will 
lead to the disappearance of the differences identified by 
the ECA; however, partial payments carried out in excep-
tional circumstances will remain possible and their use by 
one or the other service should not be regarded as a differ-
ent application of the rules.

41.
The Commission's proposal on the Horizon 2020 rules for 
participation foresees the application of a single set of 
rules for all components of Horizon 2020 including the JTIs 
as a general principle. Article 1 foresees that derogations 
are only possible if this is provided for in the basic act or, 
subject to the consent of the Commission, if its specific 
operating needs so require.

42.
For the future framework programme the rules for Hori-
zon 2020 now apply ful ly to the competit iveness and 
innovat ion f ramework programme.  Fur thermore,  the 
Commission has opened a path towards harmonisation 
between the rules applying to the European Structural 
and Investment Funds and those applicable in Union pol-
icies for a similar type of operation and beneficiary in its 
proposal for a common provision regulation for the Struc-
tural Funds, which is currently under discussion with the 
European Parliament and the Council. In its proposals for 
Horizon 2020 and for the Structural Funds, the Commis-
sion therefore aims for synergies between different EU 
funding sources. In addition, the proposed funding rules 
for research and innovation and the Structural Funds are 
aligned much more closely to the rules of the Financial 
Regulation, which will resolve a number of the differences. 
For example, there will no longer be a difference in treat-
ment of VAT. 
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43.
One of the key elements of the Commission's proposal on 
the cohesion policy for the period 2014–20 is the introduc-
tion of a common strategic framework (CSF) applying to 
the European Structural and Investment Funds (ERDF, ESF, 
CF, EARDF, EMFF), which shall precisely ‘provide clear stra-
tegic direction to the programming process and facilitate 
sectoral and territorial coordination of Union intervention 
under the CSF funds and with the objectives and targets 
of the Union strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive 
growth’ (Article 10 of the CPR). Annex I to the CPR, which 
is binding for both Member States and the Commission, 
also provides one specific section requiring coordination 
between the CSFfunds and other Union policies and instru-
ments, and especially with Horizon 2020 and other cen-
trally managed EU programmes in the areas of research 
and innovation (4.3). The CSF shall therefore contribute to 
the search for synergies between EU funding sources sup-
porting research and innovation. 

On this basis, the Commission has just established an inter-
service working group on ‘Synergies between EU funding 
sources supporting research and innovation’. Moreover, 
a memorandum of understanding is being signed by the 
directors general of DG REGIO, DG RTD and the JRC.

For the Horizon 2020 programme, efforts are under way to 
further streamline cost reimbursement rules. The Commis-
sion intends to develop guidance for EU/national/regional 
decision-makers and managing authorities to ensure that 
the opportunities for synergies offered through the new 
regulations will be translated into the design of opera-
tional programmes and Horizon 2020 work programmes.

44. 
One of the key priorities identified in the ERA communica-
tion is optimal transnational cooperation and competition. 
To jointly address grand challenges, synergies between 
European and national programmes have to be exploited 
and the different sources of national and other funds at 
EU level must be strategically aligned. The Commission 
accepts that this is not an easy task, but it is an essential 
element in an effective European Research Area.

47.
The lengthening of the reporting periods was first and 
foremost a simplification measure, designed to lower the 
administrative burden on beneficiaries. In this context, 
Table 2 shows that the lengthening of reporting periods 
constitutes a satisfactory demonstration of progress with 
the Commission's simplification agenda.

Common reply to paragraphs 48–52
The IT tools for the management of the framework pro-
grammes have substantially evolved and improved since 
the 2004 Court audit on FP5. FP7 electronic tools generally 
compare favourably with those of most national funding 
agencies visited (see paragraph 52). Further improvements 
are nevertheless planned under Horizon 2020.

In addressing the heterogeneity of IT tools used by the 
Commission in the research field, the Commission started 
first the harmonisation in the area having the strongest 
impact on the quality of service to beneficiaries and, at the 
same time, having been least automated.

As regards the back-office tools, it should be stressed that 
significant progress has been made in FP7 with respect to 
previous FPs. However, the full integration of modules has 
not yet taken place.

This situation is foreseen to end in Horizon 2020. The Com-
mission is currently developing a common back-office 
IT tool (SYGMA) and a common electronic workflow tool 
(Compass). This scenario will signal the end of the frag-
mentation described by the Court and therefore an inte-
grated IT system will be in place.

The Commission believes that resources are used in an 
economical manner. 
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In this respect, the Commission has established a govern-
ance structure and working procedures to manage and 
adapt the IT tools available to management needs and 
expectations while taking full account of cost-effective-
ness issues.

The development of these tools has been continuously 
controlled and monitored. At each step of this process, 
decisions were taken bearing in mind al l  the possible 
options at stake in accordance with the available technol-
ogy and resources, the need to provide a continuous and 
effective service to beneficiaries and the need to profit 
from developments already undertaken.

In the front-office system to submit Forms C, all informa-
tion on the grant and the beneficiaries is pre-filled with 
existing data, which has allowed the the data quality of 
the Forms C to be significantly improved. Another example 
is the synchronisation between the negotiation tool (NEF) 
and the grant production tool (CPM/Phoenix).

Regarding reporting, a data warehouse (CORDA) exists, 
which allows for automatically producing reports whose 
information is coming from different IT systems (for exam-
ple, on time-to-grant).

Under  FP7 ,  there are  a lso s imi lar  examples  to those 
referred to by the Court in paragraph 52. In the negotia-
tion tool NEF, back office and front office are consistently 
integrated allowing the beneficiary and the Commission to 
work with the same data. This also applies to the front- and 
back-office system for Forms C. Furthermore, in the report-
ing tool on scientific reports (SESAM) the Commission also 
uses external databases with lists of journals in order to 
improve data quality.

Common reply to paragraphs 54 and 55
The workload distribution calculations used by the Court in 
Table 3 do not reflect the reality of all the activities under-
taken by staff and do not allow a fair comparison among 
the different research DGs and agencies.

I t  should be noted, fur thermore, that the Cooperation 
Specific Programme comprises different kinds of actions 
(collaborative research in different fields with, for instance, 
different ethical and security review requirements; joint 
programming; JTIs). In addition, many staff have respon-
sibil it ies that go beyond FP7 project management, for 
ex ample policy work, which is not reflected in Table 3. 

The Commission nevertheless agrees that the optimal allo-
cation of staff resources constitutes a permanent challenge 
for any administration and will, in view of the new frame-
work programme Horizon 2020, pay due attention to this 
issue.

57.
Time to grant will always vary from project to project. I t 
depends on the quality of the proposal, the need for nego-
tiation, the reactivity of the consortium, the experience of 
the coordinator, etc.

58.
The Commission welcomes the Court's observation that 
there is a clear trend towards shortening time to grant. This 
is evidence of the Commission's commitment to achiev-
ing a reasonable TTG and a consequence of the Commis-
sion's close monitoring of this topic. In 2012, time to grant 
was 264 days in DG CNECT and 276 days in DG RTD. The 
Court’s analysis relies on figures from the whole of period 
of FP7; the reality today is quite different. This performance 
is in l ine with the deadline of 9 months set in the new 
Financial Regulation for this process, which is applicable to 
contracts resulting from future calls. 

The issue of shortening time to grant even more has to 
be treated with caution since there are risks attached to 
this. In this context, the Commission would like to refer to 
a recent comment from the League of European Research 
Universities (LERU) on this topic. In this respect, this body 
states that a ‘…strictly limited time to grant will lead to too 
little time for grant agreement negotiations.‘ Furthermore, 
‘in particular for institutions, such as, but not only, the 
LERU members, which are likely to manage a large number 
of Horizon 2020 projects, these strict deadlines would be 
very burdensome and could lead to very disadvantageous 
grant agreements.’

There is, therefore, a need to balance speed and quality.
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59.
The Commission agrees that, for the reasons set out by the 
Court, it is difficult to align its time to grant with that of 
national funding agencies.

Common reply to paragraphs 60–64
The Commission is of the opinion that, in 2012, the assign-
ment to a DG is no longer a relevant factor influencing 
time to grant.

Time to grant is converging amongst the Commission 
services and, in the main services implementing FP7, has 
been reduced to a level close to the deadline set in the 
new Financial  Regulation and applicable to contracts 
resulting from future calls:

The Commission has long been aware of the main rea-
sons responsible for the long time-to-grant at the level of 
individual projects. These reasons have been the subject 
of relevant analysis within the services that eventually 
resulted in the implementation of clearly defined, targeted 
simplification efforts and other actions, all aiming at TTG 
reduction. 

Although DG Research and Innovation operational direc-
torates keep substantially the same portfolio of responsi-
bilities during the period considered above, better guid-
ance, sharing of best practices and closer monitoring have 
played a key role in the shortening of TTG.

66.
The Commission notes that the average share of payments 
made on time has considerably increased over the past few 
years.

The difference in gross payment t ime is due to differ-
ences in suspension times and the response time of the 
beneficiaries. 

There is indeed scope for improvement to reduce the sus-
pension times to more acceptable levels through proper 
feedback to the beneficiaries and through the implemen-
tation of a harmonised approach. To this end, the imple-
mentation of the IT tool Coreflow (electronic workflow in 
DG RTD) is expected to improve this situation. 

71.
The Commission performs checks on conflict of interest 
only for those experts who have been selected. 

72.
Registration is indeed voluntary, but the completion of 
all mandatory fields is obligatory if an individual is to be 
considered as an exper t .  With the introduction of the 
revamped exper t inter face mentioned under point 75 
(Expert management of the participant portal — EMPP), 
experts have been asked to update and confirm their data.

DG/year 2010 2011 2012

RTD 372 346 279

CNECT 283 252 264

These reductions have been achieved through better guid-
ance, sharing of best practices and closer monitoring.

As the table above shows, the assignment to these particu-
lar DGs has, in 2012, lost its importance. In fact, the differ-
ence in TTG between DG Communications Networks, Con-
tent and Technology and DG RTD in 2012 is less than 5 %.

The observation that T TG is converging and decreasing 
also holds true when looking at, for instance, the RTD the-
matic directorates implementing the FP7 Cooperation SP. 
For grants signed in 2012, the difference between the TTG 
in these directorates was only 43 days (145 days in 2010).

The harmonisation of business and IT processes and the 
deadline of 270 days now fixed in the Financial Regulation 
will be major factors in driving further improvements in 
TTG in the rest of FP7 and in Horizon 2020.



REPLY OF THE  
COMMISSION

72

Special Report No 2/2013 – Has the Commission ensured efficient implementation of the seventh framework programme for research?

73.
The Commission considers that the EMI database meets 
the requirements for which it was intended, namely to pro-
vide a pool of potential candidates for rapid hiring.

73. (a)
The evaluation rules provide for the exclusion from the 
database of experts in cases of breaches of codes of con-
duct or other serious professional misconduct that may be 
qualified as grave professional misconduct, in line with the 
provisions of the Financial Regulation.

The eff icacy of systematical ly recording other per for-
mance-related issues would need to be carefully consid-
ered, particularly in view of the need to respect the rel-
evant rules on personal data, including the right of the 
subject to challenge any data recorded.

73. (b)
The EMPP system now requires that information on previ-
ous employment is indeed provided.

74. (a)
Such systems indeed have a role, and have been used in 
certain parts of FP7. However, citation databases would be 
largely irrelevant when it comes to identifying key experts 
from the industrial sector, and other innovation actors, and 
this is where the greatest challenges lie.

74. (b) 
Project officers can and do take into account their experi-
ence with participants in ongoing projects when selecting 
experts. However, the Commission is determined to cast its 
net as widely as possible when engaging experts, and to 
avoid any tendency towards 'closed clubs'.

78.
The control  architecture of FP7 has been designed in 
a manner in which most reliance is put on ex post controls. 
This was a conscious choice, based on valid concerns. Ex 
ante controls have been reduced in order to simplify the 
system and reduce the administrative burden for bene-
ficiaries. This ensures that appropriate emphasis can be 
given to balancing trust and control, to improvements in 
time to grant and time to pay and, ultimately, to the attrac-
tiveness of the policy.

In this context it  is logical that most of the significant 
errors that are discovered are detected through the  ex post 
controls.

80.
The architecture of the Commission's control system is 
a logical consequence of the accountability framework 
requiring the audit of a representative sample for estimat-
ing a most likely error rate and cannot, therefore, be com-
pared to the control systems applicable to national fund-
ing agencies.

Applying the 2 % materiality threshold used by the Court 
of Auditors, the Commission has, as a key objective, to 
determine whether the error rate exceeds the material-
ity level. Therefore, as part of each DG control strategy, 
the Commission needs to determine the error rate of the 
policy implementation. The internal control framework is 
a combination of ex ante and ex post checks. An important 
part of the Commission’s ex post  strategy is devoted to 
the audit of a representative sample of project in order to 
identify the Commission’s error rate in the policy area.

This is a key input for the Declaration of Assurance that 
should be signed by the directors-general in their annual 
activity reports and so for the Commission's accountabil-
ity framework. No Member State funding agency is sub-
ject to a similar accountability framework, in particular the 
emphasis on a legality and regularity indicator of 2 %. The 
comparison with Member States has to be treated with 
caution.

Nevertheless, the Commission's ex post control strategy 
already foresees risk-based audits as well as a separate pil-
lar of the audit strategy.
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81.
In DG RTD and DG CONNECT, the audit results, quantitative 
and qualitative, are linked with the project management 
system. Through that link , project and financial officers 
have access to the audit results. 

Among the qualitative recommendations, staff can check 
the seriousness of the audit findings, the nature of the 
audit findings, the recommendations for system improve-
ments  o r  whether  an  ex t rapo la t ion  procedure  was 
launched. As quantitative information, there is access to 
the detailed cost breakdown per audited participation in 
a project and the corresponding error rates.

Nevertheless, the Commission accepts that additional efforts 
can be made to vary the intensity and focus of  ex ante con-
trols and will attempt to introduce this in the future.

83.
JTIs have harmonised their audit strategies with the Com-
mission audit strategy.

Furthermore for the tripartite JTIs the ex post audits are 
per formed by the Member States' audit authorities, on 
which the JTIs rely.

87.
The RSFF seeks to support excellent research projects; 
there is no nationality or geographic criteria.

The RSFF seeks to support notably private investments in 
research, development, demonstration and innovation, on 
a demand-driven basis. The RSFF is open to a wide range 
of beneficiaries and due to its deliberately chosen ‘first 
come, first served’ approach, no earmarking for any specific 
sector or country has been made. This approach was con-
firmed to be pragmatic by the independent expert group 
(IEG), which performed the first interim evaluation of the 
RSFF in 2010.

Despite that, both the Commission and the EIB have made 
considerable efforts during the RSFF implementation to 
reach a maximum geographical and sectorial diversifica-
tion, in line with FP7 thematic priorities. 

Regarding the leverage (6.6) and multiplier (28) effects 
achieved, the RSFF has well exceeded the initial expecta-
tions (5 and 15 respectively). 

A certain geographical concentration of RSFF lending in 
some countries reflects the relatively high investment 
activities in R & D and innovation of private companies in 
those countries. The concentration level is by and large in 
line with the proportion of private RDI investment in these 
countries as compared to the whole of the EU. 

90.
The choice of legal body was made taking into account the 
requirement by industry for the EU to be a member of each 
JTI JU. Given the legal framework at that time — within 
which the Commission was allowed to act — the optimal 
choice was that of a body under Art icle 185 of the Finan-
cial Regulation.

It is true that the Commission, following the requirements 
of the regulation, insisted on very high levels of financial 
security in the establishment of these bodies, but they 
were new structures, relatively independent but spending 
large amounts of public money. 

In order to simplify and improve the governance of the 
JTI/JUs, the Commission plans to introduce PPP-specific 
financial rules, including the possible establishment of 
common services/functions for JTI/JUs and the assignment 
to the executive directors of routine administrative, finan-
cial and management decisions in the regulation establish-
ing the new generation of JTIs under Horizon 2020. 
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91.
Bearing in mind the public interest at stake,  i t  is  par-
ticularly difficult to decide which of these tasks can be 
removed without having an impact on the internal control 
and accountability framework of these entities. They are 
generally not full-time functions.

The Commission plans to introduce PPP-specific financial 
rules on the basis of Article 209 of the Financial Regulation, 
including the possible establishment of common services/
functions for JTI/JUs, such as a shared internal audit func-
tion or a common accounting officer.

92.
Both of the issues raised are of concern to the Commission. 
They will be addressed in Horizon 2020 bearing in mind 
the experience gained during this period and the constitu-
ent instruments of the JTIs under Horizon 2020, as well as 
in the model Financial Regulation for PPP bodies currently 
under preparation. 

93.
According to the provisions of Article 16 of the Council 
regulations (for all JTI JUs) setting up the joint undertak-
ings, the Commission was responsible for the establish-
ment and initial operation of the joint undertaking until 
the joint under tak ing had the operational capacity to 
implement its own budget. 

The Commission agreed to each JTI JU's autonomy when 
each JU demonstrated that it had the operational capac-
ity to implement its own budget. Before that, the activity 
of the joint undertakings was undertaken by the Commis-
sion, ensuring that the effect on research outcomes was 
minimised. 

Moreover, the Commission considers that the 2 years that 
elapsed from the adoption of the JTI JU regulations until 
autonomy is comparable to the corresponding periods for 
other newly established EU bodies.

94.
The RSFF, notably the EU RSFF window through which RSFF 
loans of the EIB for riskier R & D investments are supported, 
has indeed enabled the EIB to f inance investments of 
counterparts and/or projects well above its usually accept-
able level of risk. The purpose of the RSFF has thus been 
fully achieved.

96.
The independent exper t group, which conducted the 
RSFF interim evaluation in 2010, concluded, regarding the 
added value of the RSFF, that:

‘The RSFF helped many European research intensive firms to 
maintain RDI activities in a period of major financial stress, it has 
helped some of the most innovative firms in Europe to restructure 
their financial positions at a time banks and other financial institu-
tions were reducing access to finance for high risk investments…’ 
(RSFF Interim Evaluation Report of August 2010, page 18).

I t is not entirely surprising that entrepreneurs and busi-
nesses declared that a lower interest rate was a decisive 
factor in taking an RSFF loan, and the views of RSFF bene-
ficiaries about their access to other debt finance must be 
treated with care as RSFF funds are commonly used along 
with debt finance from commercial sources. In fact, RSFF 
loans are on average in the order of 30–35 % per project. 
Other (commercial) banks or financial institutions are thus 
able to also provide finance to RSFF beneficiaries.

In the Commission’s opinion, access to long-term loan 
finance for investments in risker R & D projects, at reason-
able interest rates, is still a major barrier for private com-
panies in many EU countries.

The current relatively low default rate of RSFF loans might 
not reflect the real overall credit risk taken by the EIB, as 
defaults typically happen at a later stage of the investment 
and loan cycle. 

I t should furthermore be noted that the additionality of 
public support is a complex and multidimensional concept 
encompassing not only pure project additionality (whether 
the project would have been carried out in the absence of 
public support) but also scale, scope, acceleration, partner, 
output, etc.
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Reply to paragraph 97 and Box 6
Through the fourth amendment of the RSFF cooperation 
agreement concluded on 5 December 2011,  the r isk-
sharing between the EU and the EIB has indeed changed 
from a project-by-project approach to a portfolio-based 
approach, with first-loss-taking by the EU, up to certain 
thresholds. For the EIB window, the risk remains entirely on 
the EIB balance sheet. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

99.
The FP7 legal  f ramework requires the Commission to 
ensure that all eligibility criteria are met — not only bene-
ficiaries' practices — when considering the legality and 
regularity of the underlying transactions.

However, in many cases, the usual accounting practices of 
beneficiaries contain costs that are not in compliance with 
other eligibility criteria (e.g. VAT, promotion and marketing 
costs, debt financing costs, etc.). For these reasons, they 
cannot be accepted.

Where it has been possible, for example for average per-
sonnel costs,  the Commission has al igned the rules to 
these practices. However, in many cases it has not been 
possible to reconcile the aim to accept beneficiaries' prac-
tices with the legal rules.

The Commission accepts that this needs to be carefully 
examined in Horizon 2020 and the Commission's propos-
als already included, in the basic rules, some movement in 
this direction.

Recommendation 1 — indents 1 to 3
The Commission wil l  seek to reduce the requirements 
for certification, and look for ways to accept beneficiar-
ies'  practices,  whilst noting the challenge of reducing 
requirements and maintaining respect of all the eligibility 
requirements.

Recommendation 1 — indent 4
The Commission notes that there are ‘national’, ‘regional’ 
and ‘beneficiary ’ practices, and that thousands of different 
beneficiaries participate in the framework programme. To 
the extent that their practices meet all eligibility criteria, 
they will be accepted.

Recommendation 2
Since the ver y beginning of FP7,  the Commission has 
been committed to ensuring good coordination between 
the di f ferent Commission ser vices implementing the 
programme.

For this purpose, the Commission has set up in a proactive 
manner a range of mechanisms for identifying and resolv-
ing instances of incoherent treatment by different Com-
mission services. These mechanisms include the Research 
Enquiry Service, interservice groups, and the Research 
Clearing Committee.

The fact that few cases arr ive at the Research Clearing 
Committee shows that the other mechanisms that exist are 
effective in addressing and resolving most cases of inco-
herent treatment well before they arrive at the Research 
Clearing Committee.

Based on the experience with the stakeholder reporting 
channels it has established, the Commission finds few indi-
cations that inconsistencies are widespread.

Nevertheless, the Commission will examine divergences 
and take appropriate action.
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100.
The Commiss ion cons iders  that  i t s  management  o f 
FP7 processes is by and large robust in key areas.

The existing IT tools have allowed for the negotiation and 
signing of many thousands of grants, and the analysis and 
payment of many thousands of interim and final payments 
while at the same time harmonising and reducing time to 
grant. In 2012, for example, these processes have allowed 
for the signature of 4 324 grants with 19 963 beneficiaries. 
These tools must therefore be efficient.

The fact that time to grant has converged amongst the 
Commission services implementing FP7, and the fact that 
it has already been reduced to a level close to the tar-
get set in the new Financial Regulation and applicable to 
contracts resulting from future calls, is proof of the fact 
that the current IT tools and the current allocation of staff 
resources are effective.

I t  should be noted, fur thermore, that the Cooperation 
Specific Programme comprises different kinds of actions 
(collaborative research in different fields with, for instance, 
different ethical and security review requirements; joint 
programming; JTIs). In addition, many staff have responsi-
bilities that go beyond FP7 project management, for exam-
ple policy work, which is not reflected in Table 3. 

The workload distribution calculations used by the Court 
in Table 3 therefore do not reflect the reality of all  the 
activities undertaken by staff, and do not allow a fair com-
parison among the different research DGs and agencies. 

The Commission nevertheless agrees that the optimal allo-
cation of staff resources constitutes a permanent challenge 
for any administration and will, in view of the new frame-
work programme Horizon 2020, pay due attention to this 
issue.

Recommendation 3 — First indent
As set out above, the Commission considers that its IT 
tools are already quite effective as demonstrated by their 
capacity to handle large numbers of grants and payments 
and by the convergence of and decrease in time to grant. 
FP7 electronic tools generally compare favourably with 
those of most national funding agencies visited. Further 
improvements are never theless  planned under Hor i -
zon 2020. The development of integrated tools is under 
way. The Commission is currently developing a common 
back-off ice IT tool (SYGMA) and a common electronic 
workflow tool (Compass). This scenario will signal the end 
of the fragmentation described by the Court, and therefore 
an integrated IT system will be in place.

Recommendation 3 — Second indent
The Commission agrees that the optimal al location of 
staff resources constitutes a permanent challenge for any 
administration and will, in view of the new framework pro-
gramme Horizon 2020, pay due attention to this issue.

The fact that time to grant has converged amongst the 
Commission services implementing FP7, and the fact that 
it has already been reduced to a level close to the target 
set in the new Financial Regulation and applicable to con-
tracts resulting from future calls, is evidence of the fact 
that the current allocation of staff resources is effective.

I t  should be noted, fur thermore, that the Cooperation 
Specific Programme comprises different kinds of actions 
(collaborative research in different fields with, for instance, 
different ethical and security review requirements; joint 
programming; JTIs) that do not allow for simple mechani-
cal workload distribution calculations.

101.
Time to grant has converged amongst the Commission 
services implementing FP7, and has already been reduced 
to a level close to the deadline set in the new Financial 
Regulation applicable to contracts resulting from future 
calls (270 days). DG RTD took an average of 279 days in 
2012 and DG CNECT 264. With respect to shortening fur-
ther,  a  cautious approach has to be taken s ince r isks 
are involved. For instance, LERU, a key stakeholder, has 
observed that strict deadlines would be very burdensome 
and could lead to very disadvantageous grant agreements.



77

REPLY OF THE  
COMMISSION

Special Report No 2/2013 – Has the Commission ensured efficient implementation of the seventh framework programme for research?

Recommendation 4
The Commission will be improving automation for Hori-
zon 2020, and is working on harmonising business pro-
cesses.  However,  the Commission also under l ines the 
reduction in processing times, and the increasing con-
vergence in processing times between services, already 
achieved in FP7. This indicates that identical distr ibu-
tion of responsibil it ies is not necessary to bring about 
improvements.

Time to grant has converged amongst most of the Com-
mission services implementing FP7, and has already been 
reduced to a level close to the deadline set in the new 
Financial Regulation applicable to contracts resulting from 
future calls (270 days).

This has been due to better guidance, sharing of best prac-
tices and closer monitoring.

The above shows that automation and consistent imple-
mentation are important but not critical for reducing time 
to grant.

102.
The Commission considers that the tool for expert selec-
tion is adequate for the purposes for which it has been 
created.

Recommendation 5
The Commission shares the view that its control activities 
could be more risk-driven.

The Commission would like to recall that the control archi-
tecture of FP7 has been designed in such a manner that 
most reliance is put on  ex post controls. This was a con-
scious choice, based on valid concerns.

Ex ante controls have been reduced in order to simplify the 
system and reduce the administrative burden for bene-
ficiaries. This ensures that appropriate emphasis can be 
given to balancing trust and control, to improvements in 
time to grant and time to pay and, ultimately, to the attrac-
tiveness of the policy.

The Commission agrees that in this context, the focus in ex 
ante controls should be on beneficiaries marked by higher 
risks.

As regards ex post controls,  the architecture is  a  logi-
cal consequence of the need to dispose a representative 
 sample for estimating a most likely error rate.

Notwithstanding these constraints, the ex post control 
strategy already today foresees risk-based audits.

As regards the Court's last point, on the extension of the 
single sample, the audit strategy is already coordinated. 
Horizon 2020 foresees that the audit of expenditure of 
all actions shall be carried out in a coordinated manner: 
‘Audits of expenditure on indirect actions under Hori-
zon 2020 shall  be carr ied out in a coherent manner in 
accordance with the principles of economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness in order to minimise the audit burden of the 
participants.’

Recommendation 6
The Commission considers that the legal framework of JTIs 
should not only take account of its staff complement but 
also of the considerable budgetary resources that are allo-
cated to these JTIs. This will have to be considered before 
any control requirements are modified.

The new Financia l  Regulat ion int roduces  in  i t s  Ar t-
icle 209 the possibility for the JTIs to have more flexible, 
tailor-made rules adopted in accordance with the model 
financial regulation for PPP bodies, which shall lay down 
the principles necessary to ensure sound financial man-
agement and be based on Article 60 of the Financial Regu-
lation on indirect management.

The Commission agrees that the powers of the execu-
tive director and governing board should be reconsid-
ered in the new constituent instruments of JTIs under 
Horizon 2020.

104. 
The RSFF interim evaluation has demonstrated the added 
value of the RSFF. It deserves emphasis that the additional-
ity of public support is a complex and multidimensional 
concept encompassing in addition to pure project addi-
tionality (whether the project would have been carried out 
in the absence of public funding) also scale, scope, accel-
eration, partner, output, etc. 

Recommendation 7
The Commission agrees with the recommendation and will 
take it into account in the design of successor financial 
instruments and in the final evaluation of the RSFF.
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