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Discharge for 2020 budget – EU decentralised 
agencies and joint undertakings 

During the May I plenary session, as part of the discharge procedure for the 2020 financial year, the European 
Parliament is due to vote on discharge for each of 32 EU decentralised agencies and nine joint undertakings. The 
Committee on Budgetary Control (CONT) proposes that Parliament grant discharge to all except the European 
Border and Coast Guard Agency, for which it proposes to postpone the discharge decision. 

Background 
EU decentralised agencies 
Each decentralised agency is set up by a regulation and controlled by a board representing Member States 
and the European Commission, and in some cases other parties. Each addresses specific policy needs and 
helps implement EU policies in technical, scientific, operational and/or regulatory areas, by pooling EU and 
national expertise. The European Court of Auditors (ECA) examines the revenue and expenditure accounts 
of all EU bodies, offices and agencies (except three defence agencies), and provides the Parliament and 
Council with a statement of assurance on the reliability of the accounts, and the legality and regularity of 
transactions. Agencies financed by the EU general budget under the Financial Regulation (Article 70) are 
subject to discharge by Parliament on the Council's recommendation. Of the 36 EU decentralised agencies, 
33 are subject to discharge, while the other three are fully self-financing (the Single Resolution Board, the 
EU Intellectual Property Office and the Community Plant Variety Office) and not subject to the procedure. 

Joint undertakings (JUs) 
JUs can be set up under Article 187 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) or 
Articles 45 to 51 of the Euratom Treaty. They are public-private partnerships between the EU and industry, 
research groups and Member States, and implement specific research and innovation projects and policies. 
Each has a distinct legal personality and adopts its own financial rules in line with the Financial Regulation. 
There are nine JUs, subject to a discharge procedure like that for the decentralised agencies. Eight operate 
under Horizon 2020 and the ninth, Fusion for energy (F4E), operates under Euratom. 

Discharge of the decentralised agencies for 2020 
In its latest annual report on the EU agencies, the ECA signed off all the agencies' 2020 accounts as reliable, 
and issued clean opinions on the legality and regularity of their revenues. On the legality and regularity of 
the payments underlying the agencies' accounts, the auditors issued three qualified opinions – to the 
Agency for the Cooperation of Energy Regulators (ACER), the European Union Agency for the Operational 
Management of Large-Scale IT Systems in the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice (eu-LISA) and the 
European Union Agency on Cybersecurity (ENISA) – for irregularities in procurement procedures and gaps 
in the delegation procedure for authorising budgetary operations (payments).  
On the basis of the audited sample of transactions for the 2020 financial year, the ECA identified 54 
shortcomings (compared with 82 in 2019) in 23 agencies (29 in 2019), mostly concerning internal controls, 
public procurement procedures, human resources and budget management. It also noted that excessive 
use of carry-overs from one financial year to the next could indicate delays in work programme or 
procurement plan implementation, structural issues and weak budgetary planning. Public procurement 
issues were the main source of irregular payments, including shortcomings concerning lack of competition, 
weaknesses in the tender evaluation process and contract implementation issues. The ECA also called on 
the agencies to strengthen their internal controls, particularly those prior to authorising operations. 

CONT reports on discharge for the EU decentralised agencies  
In March 2022, CONT adopted a horizontal report on the EU agencies' budget implementation in 2020, and 
32 individual reports. Votes in plenary are scheduled for the May I session, with discharge recommended 
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for all agencies except Frontex, for which the decision on discharge is to be postponed, just as for the 
previous year. Despite progress observed in compliance with fundamental rights, CONT insists that more 
needs to be done, and there is therefore a failure to fulfil the conditions set out in Parliament's previous 
discharge report. In addition, the EU's Anti-Fraud Office (OLAF) presented findings stemming from an 
investigation regarding harassment, misconduct and migrant pushbacks involving the Agency. These are 
deemed sufficiently serious to not yet allow a decision on discharge before the Agency has addressed the 
findings, and the outcome is shared with the Parliament.  
The horizontal report welcomes the agencies' efforts to maintain their high standards despite the 
limitations imposed by the Covid-19 pandemic. Moreover, it emphasises that the pandemic has illustrated 
the crucial role played by the agencies – from monitoring infections across Member States, authorising 
vaccines and treatments, issuing guidance on adapting workplaces, and protecting workers, to issuing 
recommendations for teleworking, online shopping and eHealth, and addressing pandemic-induced 
volatility in the markets. The report notes that the 2020 budgets of the 32 agencies amounted to around 
€2 888 million in payment appropriations, an increase of 19.59 % in comparison to 2019. Some €2 253 
million was financed from the general budget of the Union, and some €786 million was financed by fees 
and charges and by direct contributions from participating countries. The agencies employed 9 001 
officials, temporary agents, contract agents and seconded national experts in 2020 (compared with 7 880 
in 2019), representing a significant increase of 14.23 % compared with the previous year.  
The report highlights the main risks identified by the ECA: the overall risk to the reliability of agencies' 
accounts, the legality and regularity of payments underlying the agencies' accounts, and sound financial 
management, are rated as medium, with variations between the agencies.  

Discharge of the joint undertakings (JUs) for 2020 
In its annual report for the 2020 financial year, the ECA has signed off the 2020 accounts and the underlying 
transactions for all the JUs. It found that their accounts were reliable according to international accounting 
rules, and that there were no material faults in the underlying payment and revenue transactions. However, 
the auditors observed various matters needing improvement, personnel costs being the main source of 
error. The auditors noted positively that all JUs had taken corrective actions to address previous years' audit 
observations, such as regarding information quality. 

CONT reports on discharge for the joint undertakings  
The CONT committee recommends granting discharge to all JUs for 2020. The nine reports also endorse 
the ECA's recommendations as regards some observed shortcomings. In the case of the Bio-Based 
Industries JU, the report notes that OLAF closed an investigation that found evidence of irregularities and 
fraud in the activities of two beneficiaries involved in Horizon 2020 projects, and that the JU had largely 
implemented OLAF's recommendations in respect of these beneficiaries. The Clean Sky 2 JU has established 
its specific anti-fraud strategy and an action plan has been developed to further strengthen controls to 
prevent and detect fraud. The ITER F4E report expresses concern that according to the ECA report the JU's 
2020 recruitment procedures lacked transparency. It calls on the JU to report to the discharge authority any 
development in that regard. The Fuel Cells and Hydrogen 2 JU set up ex-ante control procedures 
implementing the Commission's new internal control framework in 2019, and procedures for the required 
annual self-assessment and monitoring of the effectiveness of the control activities. During 2020, the 
Shift2Rail JU took measures to implement the recommendations raised by the internal audit service in 2019, 
and as of January 2021, the internal audit service considers all recommendations as implemented.  

Discharge reports: Decentralised agencies and Joint Undertakings; Committee responsible: CONT; Rapporteurs: 
Tomas Zdechovsky (EPP, Czechia), Lefteris Christoforou (EPP, Cyprus), Ryzsard Czarnecki (ECR, Poland) and 
Joachim Stanislaw Brudzinski (ECR, Poland). 
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