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Summary of background content 

At the end of January 2020, the first case of COVID-19 was officially recorded in Europe. In 
a matter of weeks, the disease spread across the EU, forcing most Member States to put in 
place measures to slow down the rate of infection. With citizens urged to stay home and 
telework, the EU institutions had to find ways to ensure business continuity. The role of a 
business continuity plans is to allow an organisation to react to disruptions while maintaining 
the ability to carry out its essential activities and legal obligations. They should define the 
persons in charge of their implementation, set out the essential activities of the organisation, 
be adapted to the risks identified by the organisation and be regularly updated and tested.

The audit covered four EU institutions: the European Parliament, the Council, the European 
Commission, and the Court of Justice of the EU, and focused on how the institutions’ 
administrations handled the crisis between February 2020 and July 2021 and took into 
account decisions taken after July 2021, if they had an impact on the institutions’ post-
COVID-19 environment.

The objective of the audit was to assess the resilience of the EU institutions: their level of 
preparedness, how they coped with the COVID-19 pandemic, and what lessons they have 
drawn from it. In particular, the ECA examined whether the institutions: followed recognised 
standards in their business continuity plans, and whether these plans were adapted to the type 
of disruption caused by a pandemic; were able to function, minimising disruption and 
fulfilling their respective roles as assigned under the EU Treaties; and drew lessons to adapt 
to their post-COVID-19 environment.

The audit approach entailed reviews of the institutions’ decisions and procedures related to 
their response to the crisis, as well as the minutes of meetings of the bodies involved in crisis 
management. It also involved the feedback of the administrative departments concerned 
through questionnaires, surveys conducted by the institutions to assess their staff’s perception 
of the measures put in place, and interviews with senior managers involved in managing the 
crisis, as well as representatives of the staff committees.

The Court’s conclusions

Overall, the EU institutions have demonstrated their resilience in the face of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Their response was rapid and flexible, and benefited from previous investments in 
digitalisation. However, they have not yet fully evaluated the extent to which the new ways of 
working introduced in response to COVID-19 are likely to be efficient or bring savings in the 
post-crisis environment.

The ECA found that the institutions’ business continuity plans before the start of the COVID-
19 crisis followed established standards. However, they were designed to deal with short-term 
high impact events, not the long-term disruption that COVID-19 has caused.

The COVID-19 crisis did not follow the pattern of the disruptions envisaged in the 
institutions’ business continuity plans. The institutions kept the part of their business 
continuity plans that were relevant and adapted them to the specificities of COVID-19 to 
organise their response over a short period in time. There was no forum defined in their 
continuity plans for the institutions to consult each other quickly on the decisions they were 
taking to respond to the crisis. To ensure some coherence in the measures they were 
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implementing, the institutions built on existing structures to share information, and managed 
to limit divergence in their responses. Their autonomy, different roles and the various national 
rules they had to take into account limited their ability to have an identical response.

The ECA found that the institutions’ flexible response to the crisis enabled them to minimise 
disruption. They adapted their rules of procedure when needed, showed flexibility in adjusting 
the ways of working to be able to carry out their core activities, and continued fulfilling the 
roles assigned to them under the Treaties. They managed to adopt important policy initiatives 
as well as the multiannual financial framework for 2021-2027, and continued issuing 
judgments on a level similar to that of pre-COVID-19 years. 

The institutions took measures to preserve the health of their staff and maintain business 
continuity. They followed the medical advice provided by the interinstitutional medical board 
and matched – or went beyond – the minimum required by the national legislation of their 
host countries. The measures introduced to support staff (equipment, training, social 
measures) were effective in maintaining performance during the crisis. 

At the start of the crisis, the institutions had different levels of equipment to allow their staff 
to work remotely, but each of them managed to equip all their staff with teleworking solutions 
within six weeks. The institutions made good use of collaboration tools. Specific needs, issues 
of data protection, security, and confidentiality led the institutions to deploy these tools at 
different speeds, and to choose different providers. The working arrangements put in place 
during the COVID-19 crisis increased the need for paperless workflows in the EU institutions. 
The digitalisation of workflows progressed, but its implementation along with solutions such 
as e-invoicing and qualified electronic signature was uneven between institutions. Despite the 
improvements made, administrative services have not yet been fully digitalised. For e-
invoices in particular, not all institutions monitor or encourage their use internally.

The institutions started their lessons learned exercises early in the crisis and continued 
reflecting on the post-COVID-19 environment throughout the crisis. The ECA found that all 
the audited institutions, which had introduced remote ways of carrying out their core 
activities, reached a similar conclusion: remote meetings are a back-up solution in times of 
disruption or emergency and can be useful for certain purposes such as urgent consultations, 
and information exchanges, but they cannot replace in-person meetings for core activities in 
the long term. The institutions have increased the possibilities for telework in the rules they 
devised for their post-COVID-19 environment. While a high level of telework has proven its 
usefulness in a crisis situation, its efficiency compared to the pre-COVID-19 working 
arrangements has not always been assessed for non-crisis circumstances.

The COVID-19 crisis has had a limited short-term financial impact for the institutions, 
because the savings made in some areas of expenditure, such as travel, were used to finance 
investments in IT. The changes in working arrangements were accelerated by the crisis, and 
all institutions expect travel and buildings management to be different after COVID-19. They 
have not, however, consistently evaluated the potential savings resulting from the new ways 
of working. Similarly, the institutions have not yet consistently assessed the impact of the new 
ways of working on their environmental policies.
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The Court’s recommendations

The ECA recommends that the four audited institutions:

Recommendation 1 – Include long-term disruptions and interinstitutional cooperation in 
the business continuity plans

The institutions should build on the experience of their response to the COVID-19 crisis and 
include measures related to long-term disruptions in their business continuity plans. 
Arrangements for interinstitutional cooperation in case of events impacting all institutions 
should also be part of the business continuity plans.

Target implementation date: Q1 2023

Recommendation 2 – Further develop the digitalisation of administrative services 

The institutions should build on the experience of their response to the COVID-19 crisis and 
further digitalise their administrative services by: (a) advancing the rollout of paperless 
workflows and extending the use of electronic signature, including qualified electronic 
signatures; (b) monitoring and extending the use of electronic invoices. 

Target implementation date: Q4 2023

Recommendation 3 – Assess the suitability of new ways of working in the post-COVID-
19 environment 

In their assessment of the new ways of working in the post-COVID-19 environment, the 
institutions should: (a) assess the suitability of fully remote and hybrid meetings compared to 
physical ones, and adopt guidelines on remote settings depending on the activity; (b) assess 
the impact of telework and adapt the post-COVID-19 rules if needed; (c) monitor and report 
on the budgetary impact of the new ways of working, in particular for buildings; (d) monitor 
and report on the environmental impact of the new ways of working. Based on these 
assessments, the institutions should decide on possible changes to their new working 
arrangements. 

Target implementation date: Q2 2024

The Commission’s replies to the Court’s recommendations:

The Commission accepts the Court’s recommendations. 

1) While specific provisions for long-term disruptions and interinstitutional cooperation 
were not explicitly part of the business continuity plans, the underlying arrangements to 
quickly adapt to the COVID-19 crisis were in place. The Commission launched a 
lessons learnt exercise in early 2022 and will update the business continuity plans in 
line with its conclusions and the recommendations of the Court. The Commission notes 
that, while it is committed to integrate interinstitutional cooperation in the business 
continuity plans, this also depends on the commitment of the other institutions.
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2) The Commission accepts recommendation (a) however, due to the technical complexity 
and the amount of IT systems involved, the Commission cannot guarantee that by Q4 
2023, a full integration of electronic signature (EU Sign) in all Commission’s corporate 
IT Systems will have taken place. The Commission already provides web-based 
qualified electronic signatures to Authorising Officers by Sub-Delegation and will 
expand the use of qualified electronic signatures to every system/process identified as 
able to benefit from their use within the indicated timeframe. (b) The e-Procurement 
programme, which is under development, will include the e-Invoicing step. This will 
contribute to an extension of the use of electronic invoices.

3) The Commission notes that the recently adopted Decision on Working Time and Hybrid 
Working includes a review clause allowing the Commission to evaluate the 
implementation of the Decision end of September 2023. The Commission will assess 
whether adjustments to the Decision are required, after concertation with the trade 
unions.

The European Parliament’s replies to the Court’s recommendations:

Parliament accepts the Court’s recommendations.

1) Parliament has set up a new Inter-DG Steering Group on Organisational Resilience. Its 
main mission is to foster threat analysis and risk detection. Different types of possible 
disruptions, including long-term ones, will be analysed. Business Continuity Plans, at 
Directorate-General and corporate levels, will be enriched accordingly. The 
interinstitutional cooperation which took place regularly on all levels during the 
COVID-19 crisis will be pursued and formalised further, whenever deemed effective. 
Particular attention will be paid to defining practical BC arrangements and agreements, 
wherever relevant, in order to provide a coordinated response to crises impacting 
several or all Union institutions.

2) This objective is part of the Secretary-General’s Strategic Execution Framework 2022-
2024 and its 2024 digital transformation strategy for the EP. The two programmes 
“Digital transformation for efficient workflows” and a “productive workplace” 
comprise altogether 12 projects initiated in 2021 and 2022 each intending to deliver 
further digitalisation of Parliament administrative and legislative processes. The further 
digitalisation of procurement including electronic invoices and the further digitalisation 
of all workflows including electronic signatures will be addressed in that framework. 
Parliament plans to start using the qualified electronic signature still in the course of the 
year 2022. Parliament has established a working group to further promote the use of the 
eInvoicing platform.

3) Parliament disposes of a sophisticated system to collect metrics of its key activities. 
Those metrics are already used and will be further refined to measure the quality and 
efficiency of hybrid meetings and teleworking. Parliament has started deliberations on 
the utilisation of its office space in a post-COVID scenario. Parliament monitors the 
environmental impacts of all its activities, including specifically analysing the impact of 
teleworking, as part of its monitoring of key environmental performance indicators.
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The Council of the European Union replies to the Court’s recommendations:

The General Secretariat of the Council accepts the Court’s recommendations.

1) The GSC considers that given the nature of its tasks and the characteristics of the two 
institutions it serves, its existing business continuity plans provide for sufficient 
reassurance and flexibility to react to short, medium and long-term crisis of varying 
sorts. The GSC also considers that the interaction, information exchange and 
coordination with the other institutions functioned very well during the various phases 
of the pandemic by using existing channels and fora. Nevertheless business continuity 
plans will be updated with respect to longer-term crisis. The GSC will contribute to the 
inter-institutional coordination on this recommendation in the context of the CCA and 
other possible fora.

2) The work will be taken forward in the context of on-going IT projects on electronic 
signature, including on digital contracting and electronic signature of financial 
documents as well as an increased use of e-procurement tools, taking into account the 
national legislation in this regard.

3) Some of the assessments requested in the recommendations have started. The 
assessment of the other strands of new ways of working will take place in the context of 
the development of the Council's new buildings strategy, the assessment of the NWOW 
pilot project and the work of the environmental steering committee.

The Court Of Justice of the European Union replies to the Court’s recommendations:

The CJEU accepts the Court’s recommendations.

1) Since its BCP already included scenarios for long-term interruptions, such as in the 
event of a pandemic, the CJEU welcomes this first recommendation, which it has 
started to implement, and will maintain this practice in future updates of its BCP. In 
addition, the CJEU is ready to take part in and promote any inter-institutional exchange 
aimed at formalising inter-institutional cooperation in the event of a crisis, since the 
intensive cooperation that took place in various forums during the pandemic proved 
particularly valuable.

2) The CJEU prides itself, thanks to the robustness of its IT system, its capacity for 
innovation and the acceleration of the ambitious digitalisation initiatives launched 
before the crisis, on having already advanced on the areas covered by this 
recommendation. The recourse to electronic invoicing was part of the CJEU's standard 
processes before the crisis and continues to show a rapid progression. By the same 
token, the CJEU’s has introduced ARES/Han in its workflows and has extended it to all 
administrative departments, thus offering them an easy access to electronic (including 
qualified) signature. As for the judicial activity, it is worth mentioning that qualified 
electronic signature has been operational since April2022. The CJEU intends to 
consolidate this approach, which demonstrates its commitment to seizing the 
opportunities offered by digitisation in the context of all its activities.

3) In the judicial field, it has learnt the lessons of remote working practices resulting from 
the crisis, in particular with regard to the use of remote pleading or the introduction of 
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webstreaming of hearings (as of April2022). In its administrative capacity, the CJEU 
also tackled some aspects of teleworking after assessing its efficiency and potential 
impact on the workload (e.g. to rationalise and optimise the extended recourse to emails 
that results from remote working). The real estate policy chosen by the CJEU proves 
very efficient and ensures that it will be able to consider, with serenity and agility, any 
changes in the future that could be deemed appropriated to the situation created by the 
new working methods. The CJEU will continue to monitor the effect of such new ways 
and adapt its policy accordingly. In this context, the CJEU has started to reflect on how 
to take into account the impact of these new working methods as accurately and 
effectively as possible in the context of its environmental policy and will continue to do 
so in preparation for the renewal of its EMAS registration in 2022.

The Rapporteur’s Recommendations

The European Parliament,

 Welcomes the Court’s special report, its findings and the institutions’ readiness to 
implement the Court’s recommendations;

 Notes the study on the COVID-19 response of EU public administration requested by 
the CONT Committee analysing seven European institutions (the European Parliament, 
the European Commission, the European Court of Justice, the European Court of 
Auditors, European Committee of the Regions; the European Economic and Social 
Committee and the headquarters of the European External Action Service); 

 Regrets that the audited institutions did not envisaged the long-term unavailability of all 
premises in their business continuity plans and that the medical services of the 
Parliament and of the Council had their own plans for contagious diseases but these 
were not integrated into the institutions’ business continuity plans before the COVID-19 
pandemic; calls for more attention to be given to measures to tackle long-term 
disruptions, to regular risk assessments, and more integration of medical service’s 
expertise into the plans; notes with appreciation the role of the Interinstitutional Medical 
Board in providing guidance and recommendations during the pandemic; 

 Calls for interinstitutional cooperation to be an integral part of the business continuity 
plans of all institutions to promote the sharing of useful lessons learnt and to improve 
the existing dialogue; notes that the implementation of joint procurement procedures 
during the crisis was found successful by the authors of the study1 and that the 
continuation of cooperation in this area should be envisaged, as well as the use of more 
flexible and simplified procedures where possible and in line with the Financial 
Regulation; calls, moreover, on the institutions to explore possibilities to extend 
cooperation in different fields as well, such as building policy, HR management, joint 
public procurement, with a focus on improving synergies; 

 Notes that institutions provided equipment for teleworking and increased alternative 
solutions to in-person meetings; notes that digitalisation of administrative processes is 
in progress and needs to be improved; calls for improving the systems in place and 

1 The COVID-19 response of EU public administration requested by the CONT Committee 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/IPOL_STU(2022)733411 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/IPOL_STU(2022)733411
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finding balance in the new hybrid working conditions, while also catering them to the 
different tasks and needs;

 Calls on the institutions to evaluate budgetary and environmental impacts of the 
different solutions in relation to costs redistributions; notes, in particular, the 
recommendation from the study2 that an overall cost-benefit analysis of the different 
options (in terms of e.g. building space, working modalities, IT solutions) might be 
implemented to provide a more precise overview of the long-term budgetary impact; 

Annex I

European Parliament’s earlier work related to the subject provided by the European 
Parliament Research Service (EPRS)

Parliamentary questions

COVID-19 and its impact on the functioning of the EU institutions, E-001833/2020 Question 
for written answer to the Commission, Rule 138, Olivier Chastel (Renew)
Commission answer

*******

Teleworking and remote operations in the EU institutions, E-003035/2020/rev.1 Question for 
written answer to the Commission, Rule 138, Karlo Ressler (PPE)
Commission answer

*******

Requirement for EU staff to be present in Brussels despite the strict lockdown, E-
006454/2020 Question for written answer to the Commission, Rule 138, Markus Buchheit (ID)
Commission answer

*******

Secure video conferencing for the European institutions, E-002168/2020 Question for written 
answer to the Commission, Rule 138, Susana Solís Pérez (Renew)
Commission answer

2 The COVID-19 response of EU public administration requested by the CONT Committee 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/IPOL_STU(2022)733411 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-001833_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-001833-ASW_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-003035_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-003035-ASW_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-006454_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-006454-ASW_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-006454_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-002168-ASW_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/IPOL_STU(2022)733411

