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The ethical frameworks of the audited EU institutions: scope for improvement 

Summary

Ethical conduct in public affairs means that civil servants and public office holders should 
serve the public interest, manage public resources properly, and make fair decisions. It 
contributes to sounder financial management and increased public trust, which is 
indispensable if public policies are to succeed. Any unethical behaviour by staff and Members 
of the European Union (EU) institutions and bodies attracts high levels of public interest and 
reduces trust in the EU. This is why it is so important for the institutions to put in place 
adequate ethical frameworks to ensure that the risk of unethical behaviour is reduced to a 
minimum. 
Our audit assessed whether the ethical frameworks of the audited EU institutions were well 
established. It covered all the levels of staff and Members of the following institutions: the 
European Parliament (Parliament), the Council of the European Union and the European 
Council (Council) and the European Commission (Commission). We also performed a survey 
to assess awareness of the ethical framework among the staff of these institutions. We did not 
assess how the ethical frameworks had been implemented. 

The Court’s conclusions and recommendations

The Court concluded:

• The audited institutions had established, - to a large extent, adequate ethical 
frameworks with some room for improvement. However, the Court found that in the Council 
there is no common ethical framework governing the work of the representatives of Member 
States.

• The audit identified some weaknesses (not all of which are applicable in each of the 
audited institutions) with regard to:
- overall strategies on ethics (Parliament and Council), 
- formalising procedures for checks on declarations and developing clearer guidance on 
the assessment criteria for staff (Parliament, Council and Commission), 
- enhancing the scrutiny of Members’ declarations by establishing a written standard 
procedure (Parliament and Commission), 
- gifts and entertainment policies (Parliament, Council and Commission), 
- whistleblowing (Parliament and Commission), and 
- post-mandate provisions (Parliament and Commission).

• Areas have also been found where the ethical frameworks would benefit from cross-
institutional harmonisation (e.g. outside activities for staff, and declarations on Members’ 
spouses and partners’ activities), as well as examples of good practices.

• A survey has been carried out on a representative sample of staff in the audited 
institutions. Even though around half of the staff members assess their knowledge of the 
ethical framework as good or very good, the survey results present a mixed picture with 
regard to the staff awareness and perception of ethical matters. The results, however, vary 
between the institutions and the categories of staff.
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Based on these conclusions the Court makes recommendations to help the audited institutions.

Recommendation 1 - Improve the ethical frameworks

The audited institutions should address the above weaknesses in their ethical frameworks by: 

(1) developing overall strategies on ethics (Parliament and Council), 
(2) formalising procedures for checks on declarations and developing clearer guidance on the 
assessment criteria for staff (Parliament, Council and Commission and Agencies and Joint 
Undertakings), 
(3) enhancing the scrutiny of the Members’ declarations by establishing written standard 
procedures on checks on accuracy and completeness of information (Parliament and 
Commission), 
(4) increasing the clarity and coverage of the gifts and entertainment policies (Parliament (for 
staff), Council (for staff and the President of the European Council) and Commission (for 
Members)), 
(5) adapting the whistleblowing rules for accredited parliamentary assistants (APAs) to reflect 
better the specific and dependent nature of their posts (Parliament), and 
(6) strengthening the post-mandate provisions for MEPs (Parliament). 

Timeframe: 2020

Recommendation 2 - Work together to harmonise elements of the ethical framework and make 
further efforts to share good practice on ethical matters

The audited institutions should work together to harmonise their ethical frameworks by 
focusing on: 

(1) their definitions of what constitutes a gift, and the maximum acceptable value of such 
gifts, 
(2) their ceilings for permitted remuneration of staff for outside activities, and 
(3) the information to be declared by the Members’ in respect to the interests of their family 
members, and activities of their spouses and partners. 

The audited institutions are encouraged, notably through inter-institutional forums, to make 
further efforts to share good practice. 

Timeframe: 2020

The survey results present a mixed picture with regard to the staff members’ awareness and 
perception of ethical matters. The results, however, vary between the institutions and the 
categories of staff. We also noted the following: 
(1) most staff recognise unethical behaviour,
(2) around half of the staff members assess their knowledge of the ethical framework as 
“good” or “very good”, with managers and administrators claiming the best knowledge.
(3) less than half of staff members stated that they had received training on ethics in the 
context of their work for the EU institutions. ,

(4) less than a third of staff members stated that the ethics guidance received from their 
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institution was specific and based on real-life examples, 

(5) staff members who have received training on ethics and specific ethics guidance based on 
real-life examples are much more confident about their ethical competences, 

(6) the majority of staff do not know whether their institution handles ethics issues 
appropriately, 

(7) the perceived security in reporting ethics issues is low. While around half of staff 
members would feel safe in reporting an ethics issue, only a third believe that those who 
report such issues are protected, and 

(8) almost 70 % of staff members have little or no knowledge about ways to report unethical 
conduct. 

Recommendation 3 - Improve staff awareness and perception of the ethical framework and 
culture 

The audited institutions should improve their staff’s awareness and perception of their ethical 
framework and culture. The survey results suggest that this can be done by ensuring that 
training on ethics contains practical guidance based on real-life examples, and by improving 
the communication on ethics matters with staff. Particular attention should be paid to whether 
staff members know how to report any issues related to unethical behaviour, as well as to 
increasing their sense of security. 

Timeframe: 2020

Replies from the Commission, Council and European Parliament:

Welcomes the institutions' acceptance of, in all but a few cases, the Court's recommendations 
and takes note of the areas in which concerns were expressed and explanations offered.
 
Welcomes that many commitments have already been made in the replies from the 
institutions to make changes in order to improve the situation.

The Rapporteur’s Recommendations

The European Parliament,

• Welcomes the Court’s special report, its findings and the Council’s, Parliament’s and 
Commission’s readiness to implement the recommendations;

• Considers that overall, the Council, Parliament and Commission have put in place 
adequate ethical frameworks for both staff and members; 

• Emphasises that the EU legislation does not contain any statutory definition of an 
ethical framework as such; however, many provisions can be construed as ethical obligations; 
underlines the importance of ensuring that legal requirements and procedures including 
investigative and sanction mechanism enforcing the ethical frameworks are constantly 
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improved;

• Regrets that there is no common EU ethical framework governing the work of the 
representatives of Member States in the Council and considers it necessary to have a common 
ethical framework; 

• Asks the Parliament and the Council to establish an overall ethics strategy as 
suggested by the OECD model, outlining objectives and priorities to be monitored by 
performance indicators,  for staff and members;

• Highlights the importance of an annual risk management exercise to identify, assess 
and manage significant and critical risks, including those related to ethics; invites the Council 
to perform a complete risk assessment in the field of ethics in the future;

• Calls on all the institutions to make guidance on ethical requirements more accessible 
and more transparent, and  ensure that it is  clear and detailed and provide regular training, so 
that staff can ensure they consistently comply with regulations and to take measures to close 
the “knowledge and awareness gap” between managers, administrators, APAs and other staff 
members;

• Repeats that the ethical framework surrounding the Conflict of Interests is largely 
based on self-declarations; recalls that information pertaining to the members such as current 
outside activities, financial interests, etc is also chiefly collected by means of self-
declarations; critics that there are no written standard procedures and workflows for checking 
this information; highlights that the quality of the information and assessment criteria are 
crucial to adequately manage the risks related to ethics;

• Calls on the Parliament to develop whistleblowing rules taking into account the 
specific nature of the Accredited Parliamentary Assistants as they are recruited differently to 
the other staff and employed directly by MEPs;

• Questions the differences in the provisions related to post-EU employment and 
mandate among the audited institutions;

• Welcomes that the Commission has developed extensive explanations and real-life 
examples which are available for consultation on its internal website, covering topics such as 
outside activities, spouse’s employment, and gifts and hospitality;

• Notes calls for the creation of an independent ethics body common to all EU 
institutions and welcomes that the newly elected Commission made it to a priority and 
engaged to work closely with the other Institutions on this topic to have a common ethical 
framework at EU level,

• Supports the request from AFCO to draft a Non-Legislative Initiative Report on 
‘strengthening transparency and integrity in the EU institutions by setting up an independent 
EU ethics body’;

• Calls on the audited institutions to strengthen their collaboration on areas such as 
outside activities’ policies for staff, declarations in relation to the activities of members’ 
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spouses and partners’, etc. for which harmonised approaches to handle ethical issues make 
sense; 

 Recalls that while the public perception of EU institutions is often similar, the staff of 
the institutions have the same legal status, and inter-institutional movement of staff is 
sometimes possible, however by remembering that the risks inherent in performing 
their duties are different in many areas.


