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Context

Gender equality is one of the Unions fundamental values, enshrined in the Treaties, and 
widely recognised as a significant driving force behind economic growth. The Commission 
has committed to implementing gender mainstreaming, meaning actively promoting equality 
between women and men at all stages and in all areas of policy-making and implementation.

The European Parliament and the Council have emphasised the need for the EU to deliver on 
its high-level gender-mainstreaming commitments. The three institutions, when negotiating 
both the 2014-2020 and the 2021-2027 multiannual financial frameworks (MFFs), agreed on 
the importance of considering gender equality in EU budgeting.

Audit Scope and Approach

The Court assessed whether gender mainstreaming had been applied in the EU budget from 
2014 onwards, in funds that represent 66 % of expenditure under the 2014-2020 MFF. The 
Court also examined some of the Commission’s key funding proposals linked to the 2021-
2027 MFF and the Next Generation EU instrument.

The Court assessed whether the Commission’s framework to promote gender equality through 
gender mainstreaming in the EU budget was appropriate. This included the “Strategic 
Engagement for Gender Equality 2016-2019” document and the 2014-2019 Commission’s 
institutional framework. The Court also analysed the roles and responsibilities of the 2019-
2024 Commission, and the new gender-equality strategy for 2020-2025.

The Court also assessed whether gender equality had been adequately taken into account in 
the EU’s budget cycle, focusing on the 2014-2020 MFF, including the individual annual EU 
budgets for that period and the associated reporting documents. Also, some of the 
Commission’s key funding proposals linked to the 2021-2027 MFF and the Next Generation 
EU instrument were analysed.

The audit covered Erasmus+, as well as three of the five European Structural and Investment 
(ESI) Funds: the European Social Fund (ESF), the European Regional Development Fund 
(ERDF), and the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD). The Court 
carried out a desk review of 12 programmes in two Member States, Spain and Romania.

The Commission Directorates-General (DGs) most relevant to this audit were DG JUST, DG 
BUDG, and the DGs which bore primary responsibility for the EU funding programmes we 
had selected (DG AGRI for the EAGF and the EAFRD, DG REGIO and DG EMPL for the 
ERDF and ESF respectively, and DG EAC for Erasmus+). The Secretariat-General of the 
Commission was also relevant for our audit, as were Eurostat and EIGE.

Observations

The Commission does not yet have a fully effective framework in place for supporting gender 
mainstreaming in the EU budget. The strategy for gender equality does not sufficiently 
promote the use of gender mainstreaming, as illustrated by the fact that for the 2016-2019 
period, the previous gender equality strategy was replaced for a non-binding document. Also, 
the “Strategic engagement for gender equality 2016-2019” document did not include a plan 
for implementing and monitoring gender mainstreaming and the new 2020-2025 Gender 
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Equality Strategy lacks specific actions, although it stepped up the Commission’s 
commitment to gender mainstreaming. The Court also found that, in the 2016-2019 period, 
the Commission did not provide sufficient training or expertise to its Directorates-General to 
implement gender mainstreaming effectively. Although the Court cites some examples 
concerning development aid, this area does not fall within the scope of this audit.

The EU’s budget cycle did not adequately take gender equality into account. The Court found 
that in the impact assessments for the MFF, the Commission paid little attention to gender 
analysis. The 2014-2020 and 2021-2027 MFF proposals mentioned gender equality only in 
general terms, and only in connection with the justice policy area, and the proposals for the 
next Generation EU instruments include one reference to gender equality measures, and some 
impacts of the COVID-19 crisis on women. The Court also found that, though a large 
potential of sex-disaggregated data is available, the Commission did not use this data 
systematically in its gender analysis. 

The Court also found that the Commission had set few explicitly gender-related objectives, 
did not effectively monitor the contribution of the EU budget to achieving gender equality and 
made little information available on the EU budget’s overall impact on gender equality.

Setting out legal requirements in detail facilitated the incorporation of gender equality into 
programmes. 

The Court states that the European Structural Investment Funds have a significant potential to 
contribute to gender equality, but found little information on results for the 2014-2020 MFF 
period. Gender equality was considered by Member States in the programme preparation 
phase (gender analysis performed and incorporated in the design), but less so in the 
implementation and monitoring phases. The Court found that little information was available 
on the impact of the programmes on gender equality. 

As regards direct payments under the European Agricultural Guarantee Fund, the Court is 
even harsher and states that these are gender blind, as the Direct Payments Regulation does 
not take gender equality into account and limits the Member States’ ability to do so. The 
Court further found that data gaps and a lack of gender analysis bring the risk of perpetuating 
gender inequalities.

With regard to Erasmus+, the Court found that the Commission did not take gender equality 
into account across all aspects of the programme, as it paid little consideration to gender 
equality during programme preparation. And also as regards monitoring, although the 
necessary data to carry out a gender analysis is available, the 2019 Erasmus+ annual report 
does not contain information on the impact or results on gender, or any sex-disaggregated 
data.

Conclusions

Overall, gender mainstreaming has not been applied across the EU budget. The framework for 
supporting gender mainstreaming across the EU budget is not yet fully in place. The EU’s 
budget cycle did not adequately take gender equality into account and the Commission has 
not yet lived up to its commitment to gender mainstreaming in the EU budget.

More specifically, the Court found that the Commission’s gender-equality strategy did not 
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sufficiently promote the use of gender mainstreaming. For the 2016-2019 period, the 
Commission replaced its previous gender-equality strategy with a non-binding document, 
which did not include a plan for implementing and monitoring gender mainstreaming. The 
new 2020-2025 Gender Equality Strategy stepped up the Commission's commitment to 
gender mainstreaming, but fundamental prerequisites and specific actions are still missing.

The Commission’s institutional framework is being reinforced, but does not yet fully support 
the implementation of gender mainstreaming. The 2014-2019 Commission did not put the 
necessary mechanisms in place for implementing and monitoring gender mainstreaming. It 
did not provide DGs with sufficient training or expertise to implement gender mainstreaming 
effectively. The 2019-2024 Commission has clarified roles and responsibilities pertaining to 
equality mainstreaming, notably giving a central role to the Secretariat-General (which has 
committed to ensuring that equality is taken into account in policy-making) however omitting 
the key role concerning gender mainstreaming in EU budgeting for DG BUDG (in charge of 
managing the EU budget).

Recommendations

Based on the observations, the Court made 6 recommendations to the Commission. Unless 
indicated otherwise, the recommendations were accepted by the Commission.

Recommendation 1 - Strengthen the Commission’s institutional framework

To strengthen the institutional framework for supporting gender mainstreaming, and to 
translate its commitment to gender mainstreaming into specific actions, the Commission 
should:

(a) clarify roles regarding gender mainstreaming in all policy areas, nominate staff in each 
DG, and draw up plans for implementing gender mainstreaming in each policy area;

(b) ensure that DG BUDG steers, coordinates and monitors gender mainstreaming in the 
EU budget (i.e. gender budgeting) effectively;

(c) make training on gender mainstreaming available to all staff; and

(d) ensure that DGs share information and practices and make consistent use of available 
tools and expertise when implementing gender mainstreaming, including those of EIGE.

Timeframe: by December 2021.

The Commission only partially accepts recommendation 1 b). The Commission reserves the 
right to distribute responsibilities internally as it sees fit. In this case, it has already put the 
necessary arrangements in place to be able to ensure that steering, coordinating and 
monitoring of gender mainstreaming is effectively done. DG BUDG plays a strong 
coordinating role in relation to mainstreaming in the EU budget, in close cooperation with the 
Secretariat-General.

Recommendation 2 - Carry out gender analysis

To better incorporate gender equality into the EU budget cycle, the Commission should:
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(a) update its better regulation guidelines for assessing the potential economic, social and 
environmental impact of legislative proposals to strengthen the analysis of impacts on 
gender.

Timeframe: by December 2021

(b) the Commission should carry out gender analyses of needs and impacts for EU funding 
programmes and instruments, and report on the results of these analyses, or explain the 
reasons for not carrying them out, in impact assessments, evaluations or performance 
reporting.

Timeframe: from January 2022

The Commission only partially accepts this recommendation. In line with its commitment 
under the Interinstitutional Agreement accompanying the new multiannual financial 
framework, the Commission will strengthen the assessment of gender equality impact in 
evaluations and impact assessments for relevant future EU funding programmes and 
instruments and will update its better regulation guidance, accordingly.

The Commission will screen whether the potential impact on gender equality impact of future 
EU funding programmes and instruments is significant, when preparing future proposals for 
EU spending programmes.

For relevant EU spending programmes, the Commission will present the assessment of the 
gender equality impact in evaluation and impact assessment and during the annual 
performance reporting, within the limits of available data.

Recommendation 3 - Collect and analyse sex-disaggregated data

To provide a better basis for gender analyses, and to allow differences in the situation of 
women and men to be measured and the impacts of gender mainstreaming to be monitored 
and reported on, the Commission should:

(a) systematically collect, analyse and report on existing sex-disaggregated data for EU 
funding programmes under direct management;

(b) systematically consolidate, analyse and report on the information provided by the 
Member States in line with the legal requirements of EU funding programmes under 
shared management; and

(c) include in upcoming legislative proposals the requirement to systematically collect and 
report sex-disaggregated data for EU funding programmes.

Timeframe: from January 2022

The Commission only partially accepts recommendation 3 c). The Commission will assess the 
appropriateness of collecting and reporting on such data, when preparing proposals for future 
EU funding programmes, in the context of evaluations and impact assessment or other 
preparatory steps.

However, the Commission indicates it cannot, at this stage, give commitments on the content 
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of future legislative proposals.

Recommendation 4 - Use gender-related objectives and indicators

To better take into account the horizontal priority of gender equality across the EU budget, 
and to allow progress made to be monitored, the Commission should:

(a) for the 2021-2027 EU funding programmes and instruments, identify and use relevant 
existing data on gender equality, including indicators for which sex-disaggregated data 
is available;

(b) for future legislative proposals, include gender-related objectives and performance 
indicators depending on the results of gender analyses.

Timeframe: from January 2022

Recommendation 4 b) has only been partially accepted by the Commission. The Commission 
indicates it cannot, at this stage, give commitments on the content of future legislative 
proposals.

The Commission proposes objectives for each programme based on their relevance to the core 
aspects of said programme. The Commission will assess the appropriateness including 
objectives and related indicators, when preparing proposals for future EU funding 
programmes, in the context of evaluations and impact assessment or other preparatory steps.

Performance indicators are then selected based on their relevance to a given objective, 
availability and quality of data, as well as cost-efficiency.

The Commission underlines that the timeline for developing a methodology for estimating 
gender-relevant expenditure has been agreed with the European Parliament and the Council, 
as part of the Interinstitutional Agreement accompanying the new multiannual financial 
framework.

Recommendation 5 - Improve reporting on gender equality

To improve accountability and budgetary transparency, and to ensure that reliable information 
on funds allocated and used on gender equality at programme level in the MFF 2021-2027 is 
available, the Commission should:

(a) develop a robust system for tracking funds allocated and used to support gender equality 
which can be applied to all EU funding programmes including the Recovery and 
Resilience Facility;

Timeframe: by December 2022

(b) report annually, in the AMPR and the draft budget, on the results achieved in terms of 
gender equality, and the amount of funds allocated and used to support gender equality 
across all EU funding programmes, including the Recovery and Resilience Facility; and
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Timeframe: progressively, from January 2024 until full coverage of all EU funding 
programmes is achieved

The Commission only partially accepts this recommendation. The Commission will report, in 
line with the Interinstitutional Agreement accompanying the 2021-2027 MFF. Given that the 
methodology will only be phased in over the duration of the 2021-2027 MFF, reporting will 
be limited to the available data at any given moment in time and will cover all EU funding 
programmes only progressively over the period.

(c) analyse the appropriateness of proposing a percentage of the EU budget to be used to 
support gender equality.

Timeframe: when preparing the post-2027 proposals

Recommendation 6 - Assess and report on whether the Recovery and Resilience Facility 
addresses gender equality

The Commission should assess the proposed measures included in Member States’ recovery 
and resilience plans and, subsequently, report on whether they have contributed to gender 
equality.

Timeframe: from May 2021

The Commission only partially accepts this recommendation. Under the Recovery and 
Resilience Facility Regulation, it is for Member States to ensure that their plans contribute to 
gender equality and explain how. The Commission will assess the explanations provided by 
the Member States in their plan.

The implementation of the national plans is the responsibility of the Member States. Based on 
the recovery and resilience plans and the implementation data reported by the Member States, 
the Commission will report on how the recovery and resilience plans tackle inequalities 
between women and men.

The Rapporteur’s point of view

The European Parliament, 

1. Welcomes the Court’s very timely special report, its findings and the Commission’s 
readiness to implement its recommendations, at least partially;

2. Particularly appreciates the conclusions of the special report on the lack of binding 
measures and plans for the implementation and monitoring of gender mainstreaming, 
the need for strengthening gender impact assessment, and the relevance of sex-
disaggregated data for policy making;

3. Regrets the absence of a solid framework supporting gender mainstreaming across the 
EU budget and notes that the Commission has not yet fully lived up to its commitment 
to gender mainstreaming; reminds that gender equality is one of the horizontal priorities 
of the 2021-2027 Multiannual Financial Framework and a horizontal principle of the 
new Common Provisions Regulation; 
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4. Reminds that gender budgeting is the application of gender mainstreaming at all levels 
of the budgetary process, stresses that the monitoring of programmes should not only 
aim at measuring the relevant expenditure in all budget lines, but, even more 
importantly, at assessing the outcome of the EU budget on improving gender equality;

5. Asks the Commission to specify how gender mainstreaming in the EU budget will be 
monitored more effectively, recommends making use of the existing tools developed 
by  the European Institute for Gender Equality such as its toolkit for gender budgeting 
in all stages of evaluation, implementation and monitoring; 

6. Recalls that sex-disaggregated data is essential to illustrate gender gaps and prevalence 
of gender inequality patterns in the policy area, and the systematic collection of 
intersectionally disaggregated data must be underlined in future EU funding programs 
and legislative proposals; 

7. Stresses the importance of improving the communication and coordination between the 
Commission and the Member States to ensure the measures with strong impact on 
gender equality are taken up by Member States on a sufficient scale and implemented 
more broadly, including in the Recovery and Resilience Facility; recalls that while the 
full economic, employment and social consequences of the pandemic are still unknown, 
preliminary studies suggest that the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated existing 
inequalities between men and women, including an increase in unpaid care work and 
gender-based violence and therefore, gender mainstreaming must be mirrored in 
national plans;

8. Urges the Commission to introduce concrete steps for strengthening the institutional 
framework to support gender mainstreaming and translate its commitment to gender 
mainstreaming into specific actions, including in the 2020-2025 Gender Equality 
Strategy and across the whole EU budget; 

9. Asks the Commission to present its plans for developing a training strategy on equality 
mainstreaming, and apply it across the EU institutions, notes that such training shall not 
be limited to the Commission or certain Directorates-General; 

10. Fully supports the six recommendations presented by the Court, namely strengthening 
the Commission’s institutional framework, carrying out gender analysis, collecting and 
analysing sex-disaggregated data, using gender-related objectives and indicators, 
improving reporting on gender equality and assessing whether the Recovery and 
Resilience Facility addresses gender equality, calls on the Commission to implement 
them urgently, in line with the timeframes idetyfied in the Court’s report; 

11. Calls on the Commission to report back to the Parliament on their follow-up to this 
report’s recommendations in one year’s time. 


