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Anna Pingen News 

On 23 November 2021, the European Court of Auditors (ECA) published a re‐

port on the European Commission’s estimate of error in EU cohesion policy.

The ECA pointed out that the related error rates, as disclosed by the Com‐

mission, are likely to underestimate the real level of irregularity in cohesion

policy spending because of shortcomings in the Commission’s control sys‐

tem.

The EU’s cohesion policy aims to reduce development disparities between

the EU Member States and regions. However, it is an area in which the risk

of irregular spending is high, because the governing rules are complex and

much of the expenditure is based on the reimbursement of declared costs.

In order verify the Member State auditors’ work and findings, the European

Commission carries out own verifications and assessments after Member

State audit authorities have completed their audits of cohesion expenditure.

With these findings, the Commission aims to confirm whether the residual

level of error in cohesion spending reported by Member States is below the 2% threshold.

With regard to the 2014-2020 period, the ECA noted that the European Commission released the 10% pay‐

ment retention initially withheld even if it had evidence that the expenditure in the accounts contained a level

of error above 2%. This release is not in line with the overall objective of the payment retention, which was

designed to safeguard the EU budget. 

The ECA criticised the limitations of desk reviews by the Commission that are used to check the consistency

of the regularity information that the Member States provide; this leads to undetected and uncorrected

irregular expenditure. With regard to compliance audits, where the Commission reviews the eligibility of

operations and related expenditure, the ECA pointed out the high frequency of undetected errors by the

Commission. Therefore, the EU auditors concluded that the Commission likely underestimates the real level

of error in cohesion policy in its annual management and performance report. 
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