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Summary

There are many different ways parliaments can exercise their rights of approval of the budget, of amending budgets, of monitoring and controlling the implementation of the budget and of giving discharge to the implementing authority. There are also differences in how parliaments use the possible assistance from the supreme audit institution for the purpose of improving their oversight of the budget. In this paper some experiences will be presented from the Netherlands and the EU. The focus is on the relations between parliament and the supreme audit institution and on how cooperation between parliament and supreme audit institution can assist parliament in its oversight role. It is shown that public administration reform or similar reforms can play an important catalyst role in strengthening the partnership between parliaments and supreme audit institutions. In the case of the Netherlands the action plan for improving the financial control and audit infrastructure not only resulted in the improvements that were aimed for, it also served as a vehicle for strengthening the partnership between parliament and the supreme audit institution, sharing the same objectives and working closely together. In the case of the EU a public administration reform, which included a major financial control component, was introduced in 1999. During the implementation of this reform parliament and the supreme audit institution found each other as allies, and became driving forces to secure full implementation. The partnership between parliament and supreme audit institution does exist in principle, but as is clear from the examples given, it needs to be put in practice by the main actors: members of parliament, more specifically those with responsibility for the budget and budgetary control, and leaders of supreme audit institutions. The experiences from the Netherlands and the EU show that this can be advantageous for both.
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Cooperation between Parliament and Supreme Audit Institution in Exercising Oversight of the Budget: Some General Considerations and Experiences from the Netherlands and the EU
1
Introduction

There are many different ways parliaments can exercise their rights of approval of the budget, of amending budgets, of monitoring and controlling the implementation of the budget and of giving discharge to the implementing authority. These differences may vary according to different constitutional arrangements, political culture, tradition and practices, and will often evolve over time. Ideal arrangements for effective monitoring and oversight do not exist: it very much depends on the circumstances which arrangements are best suited for a given parliament to effectively exercise its functions of budgetary scrutiny and oversight. In order to select appropriate arrangements, it is useful to see how other parliaments have operated in this respect. In this paper some experiences will be presented from the Netherlands and the EU. The focus will be on its relations with the supreme audit institution and on how cooperation between parliament and audit institution can assist parliament in its oversight role. Some general considerations concerning the role of parliaments and supreme audit institutions in budgetary oversight and concerning principles governing the relations between parliaments and supreme audit institutions will precede these experiences. 
2
 General considerations

2.1
Parliament and the budget
It may be useful to recall the major theoretical principles of, and requirements for the budget: the budget should be public, the budget should be universal, including all expenditure and revenue separately, the budget should be authorized by the legislature before implementation, the budget should cover a fixed period of time (a year usually), and the budget should be presented in a clear and structured way. The budget should reflect in financial terms the political priorities adopted by parliament. It should therefore allow parliamentarians to recognize how these priorities have been translated into budgetary terms.

In his contribution to the World Bank reader on Budgeting and Budgetary Institutions, published in 2007, Jürgen von Hagen gives a brief overview of the literature on public finance in the context of fiscal performance
. He rightly states that the core of public finance is that some people spend other people’s money and that in democracies voters delegate the power over public spending to elected politicians: parliament's "power of the purse". In public finance theory the relationship between voters and politicians is defined as a principal-agent relationship: the voters give a mandate to politicians, politicians are under the instruction of the voters. However, voters are not in a position to determine completely which projects politicians should spend public money on. In principle, this is counterbalanced by the possibility for voters to hold elected parliamentarians to account during the next elections. 

A similar relationship exists between elected politicians, parliamentarians, and government. Again, in democracies parliamentarians are to hold government to account for their acts, including public expenditure. This demonstrates the importance of the role of parliament in scrutinizing the budget and in keeping oversight of the implementation of the budget: on behalf of their voters parliamentarians are to check whether public money is spent in a way corresponding to the wishes of the voters. But also parliamentarians are not in a position to determine completely how and on what public money is being spent, or to effectively monitor how public money is being spent. The challenge for parliament is to organize itself in such a way that in the relationship between parliament and government the gap between government and parliament in terms of information, resources and organisation is reduced as far as possible. In this context, parliaments should consider how they could use audit reports from the supreme audit institution for the purpose of improving oversight. It is in this context important to be aware of the different formats of parliamentary committees that have the responsibility of communicating with an SAI. Sometimes it is the budget of finance committee, sometimes a subcommittee of this budget committee, sometimes a separate budgetary control committee, and sometimes a specialised public accounts committee with often a somewhat special status within parliament.
2.2
Supreme Audit Institutions
Supreme audit institutions (SAIs) are the independent external audit bodies in sovereign states. In general two types of SAIs are distinguished, the audit office model, usually led by an Auditor-General, and the Court of Accounts model, usually a collegial model which apart from the pure audit function exercises also a judicial function, investigating and if necessary sanctioning civil servants who have acted against financial rules and procedures. 
SAIs are independent – and usually this independence is laid down in the constitution – but this independence is primarily instrumental: it should guarantee that an SAI can do its work without interference from government or politics, deciding independently on what to audit, how to audit, and what to report. Independence is important, but it should not be the only reason for the existence of an SAI. The SAI would then risk being completely ignored. A supreme audit institution is to add value to the system of public administration by helping to improve financial management.    

INTOSAI, the International Organisation of Supreme Audit Institutions, has described the objectives of auditing as: (to enhance) the proper and effective use of public funds; the development of sound financial management; the proper execution of administrative activities; and the communication of information to public authorities and the general public through the publication of objective reports
. 
In carrying out audits and reporting on the results, supreme audit institutions (SAIs) can assist parliaments in their role of overseeing the budget. According to INTOSAI, SAIs should set up a follow up mechanism through which they monitor what follow up is given by audited entities on recommendations by SAIs, and SAIs should report on the results to those in charge of governance. In case of audits of central government this will usually be parliament. SAIs are also allowed to give expert opinions to parliament on draft laws and even draft budgets, although such activities do not fall under the definition of audit. The INTOSAI standards also foresee that parliaments can submit requests for audits to the SAI, and that SAIs may accommodate such requests. However, it should be up to the SAI to decide to do so or not. In practice it is not uncommon for parliaments and SAIs to lay down procedures for handling such requests, or that in the law an annual quota of audits requested by parliament is laid down. 
2.3
Strengthening relations between SAIs and parliaments: how parliaments can benefit 

Ideally, there is a symbiotic relationship between an SAI and the parliament to which it reports. These two important, but separate, institutions have mutually supporting roles in assuring effective governance. Parliament can perform its vital oversight functions most effectively when it uses, and can rely upon, the audit work of the SAI. Similarly, an SAI can be much more effective when parliament and its committees provide both a forum for the presentation and discussion of the SAI’s important audit results, and a potential ally in taking or strongly encouraging others to take appropriate corrective actions. 

SAIs carry out audits of financial statements, compliance audits and performance audits (audits on the effectiveness, efficiency and economy of government activities). What these audits have in common is that these are all ex-post audits, in other words they take place after the accounts have been closed, after activities have been carried out. This might lead to the suggestion that audit reports from SAIs can only play a role in the parliamentary discharge function, the last phase of parliament’s role in the budget cycle. However, the budget cycle would not be called a cycle if the last phase could not give input to the first phase of the next cycle. This is precisely the reason why it is important to ensure that the timing of audit reports on the accounts is aligned with the preparation and the adoption of a draft budget. For performance audit reports the link with the budget cycle is not so strong, although this may get stronger in case programme budgeting is introduced. 

As was indicated above, the independence of an SAI cannot be invoked by either the SAI or the parliament as an argument for not having relations or contacts. Independence is instrumental, not absolute. An SAI is part of a bigger system of checks and balances in the public sector, and cannot effectively work as a completely separated institution: it is part of the public sector, part of its influence should come from support by parliament whose role it is to hold government to account. This is not to say that relations between parliament and SAI will always be easy, independent professional audit opinions may not always be welcome in a political setting where often short term electoral or similar interests prevail. Good communication and effective procedures can help avoid problems in this respect. 
3
The Netherlands
3.1
The setting
The Dutch parliament, the States General, consists of two Houses. The Second Chamber (Lower House) with 150 members is elected directly, the First Chamber (Upper House) with 75 members is elected by the members of the provincial assemblies. The Second Chamber is the main political body, with extensive rights (absolute right of information, right to adopt, change, or reject draft laws, including budget laws, right of initiative to propose laws, right to call ministers to hearings or meetings, right of parliamentary enquiry with the obligation for everybody to appear as a witness, to name a few. The First Chamber does not have the right to amend laws, it can only adopt or reject a draft law. The First Chamber usually does not play a major political role, it accepts that the Second Chamber with its direct mandate from the voters, is the main political body.

Within the Second Chamber the work is organized in a committee structure. Standing committees (or sectoral committees) exist for policy areas, largely along the lines of ministerial departments or ministerial portfolio's. Parliamentary control is thus to a large extent exercised by standing committees on the respective departments and their political bosses. The committees scrutinize draft laws, hold policy debates with the responsible minister(s) and also scrutinize draft budgets, which have the formal format of a draft law.

There have never been majority parties in the Netherlands: the political landscape is rather fragmented, with nowadays 10 political parties represented in the Second Chamber. Governments are therefore always coalition governments, which can only function properly and stably on the basis of rather detailed programme agreements at the beginning of their term. These programmes are formally programmes of the cabinet, the government, but are materially and thus politically supported by the political parties in parliament that form the coalition government. 

3.2
What triggered the improvement of parliamentary oversight of the budget in the late 1980’s?
In 1983 the largest ship building company in the Netherlands, RSV, went broke although the Dutch government had subsidized the company during a number of years, totalling € 1,2 billion. Parliament started an enquiry and concluded that apart from not having been informed adequately by government it also lacked sufficient expertise to monitor budget implementation and identify gaps in the information supplied by government. This enquiry led to the establishment in 1985 of a committee of parliamentarians that proposed a number of improvements in parliamentary procedures and parliamentary support. These improvements were introduced from 1986 onwards. One of these measures was the introduction of a permanent staff of three budget experts for the parliamentary committee on budgetary control. This was the starting point for substantial strengthening of parliamentary budgetary control in the Netherlands. 

The establishment of this support unit coincided with the initiative by parliament to speed up the submission of the accounts and to pay more attention to the discharge procedure. In 1985 the accounts for the budget year 1978 were submitted to parliament demonstrating an enormous negligence in making up the accounts, a negligence that was also demonstrated by the lack of reliable, complete, and up to date financial information. This was considered unacceptable by parliament. Also, the Dutch Supreme Audit Institution, the Court of Audit, in its Annual Report published in 1985 had drawn attention to these shortcomings in the basic financial information structure. In 1985 parliament had therefore requested radical improvements of the financial information and the financial control and audit infrastructure
. This resulted in an action plan submitted to parliament in the beginning of 1987. 

3.3
The action plan and its implementation: contents and role of parliament
The action plan had four main components
: 

1 administrative organisation and internal control: laying the foundations for orderly and effective budgetary management, including an integrated accounting system based on both commitments and cash payments.
2 improved information provision: efficient and real time information concerning budget preparation, budget implementation and accounting within ministries, between ministries and the ministry of finance, and between government and parliament.

3 budget presentation: clearer presentation and more elaborated division of the budget in budget lines and categories, enabling parliament to exercise its budget right more easily and effectively.

4 audit: the introduction of internal audit in a structured way in all ministries, with the requirement that all ministerial accounts were to be accompanied by an audit opinion from the internal audit department. The Court of Audit, as the independent external auditor, could progressively rely on the audit work carried out by the internal audit departments, avoiding overlap.

Success factors in the implementation of this action plan were the commitment of the three major players: the Ministry of Finance, the Court of Audit, and the parliamentary committee on budgetary control. It is important to stress that the whole committee supported this action plan, irrespective of political affiliation. The three major players supported each other and kept each other awake. The ministry of finance had an additional argument for the action programme, not necessarily shared by the two other major players. The Ministry of Finance hoped that the implementation of the action programme would strengthen its position towards line ministries, by laying the foundation for more fiscal discipline by simply improving its information position. The strategy of the Ministry of Finance to win support from line ministries proved to be successful. Without such support the action programme could never have been successfully implemented.

Within the Dutch parliament (Lower House), the budgetary control committee (BCC) took the lead, but tried to involve the branch committees as much as possible. The BCC, supported by its expert staff, developed procedures for budgetary scrutiny by the responsible branch committees. Budget proposals for individual ministries were analysed by this staff and their reports with suggestions for questions were circulated amongst the members of the relevant branch committee to help them prepare for a public committee meeting with the minister and his civil servants. Also the accounts and the report from the Court of Audit on these accounts were placed on the agenda. This enabled a connection between an assessment of budget implementation of the previous year with the draft budget for the next budget year. Particularly important was the link with the action plan to improve financial information and financial control. The link ensured that feed back was given from parliament to government during the implementation, enabling fine-tuning between the two, and further stimulating each other's interest in the issues at stake. This resulted in a lasting improvement of the financial information infrastructure, a raised awareness of the regular and effective budget implementation, more fiscal discipline, and greater attention for accountability. 
3.4
The budgetary control committee: its role and functioning

The budgetary control committee has two major roles: it is on the basis of the rules of procedure of the parliament the committee responsible for the handling of reports from the Court of Audit, for legislation in the area of the budget and budgetary control, and for the general discharge. The second role is to serve the other committees in giving them advice, both on own initiative and on request, in budgetary and budgetary control matters. This second role is more complicated as it may interfere with the responsibilities of other parliamentary committees. This is partly a natural tension between the generalists in a budgetary control committee and the specialists in the branch committees, more committed to proposing new plans and expenditure programmes than in monitoring the implementation of previously adopted policies. But it is also due to the competition between politicians and between committees on influence and power. To a large extent this second role is mandated to the staff of the committee. Under the umbrella of the political power of the committee, the staff members prepare reports on budget proposals, audit reports, and on government proposals with major budgetary consequences.

During the late eighties, when the action plan for improvement of the financial information structure and financial control infrastructure was being implemented, the committee took the initiative to support all members of parliament and their assistants in budgetary affairs by providing them the opportunity to follow courses on how to read, understand, and amend budgets. These courses were given by the expert staff of the committee together with experts from the Court of Audit, the Ministry of Finance, and finance directorates from other ministries. Also parliamentary journalists were invited to attend. Ever since, after elections, similar courses are offered to all (new) members of Parliament, and it certainly contributed to greater awareness amongst parliamentarians of their fundamental budget rights and increased their knowledge on how to exercise these rights in practice. The lectures were assembled in a book that is regularly updated and still serves as an introduction to the budget.

3.5
The finance committee
The standing committee on finance is the responsible committee for setting the overall fiscal policy. The committee consists of all financial spokespersons of the political parties in the Second Chamber, and deals as well with tax legislation, banking and financial markets. 

The most important annual debate on fiscal policy and the budget in general is on the budget memorandum submitted by the Minister of Finance the third Tuesday in September. At the same time all draft budget proposals for the individual ministries are submitted to parliament. On the basis of the outcome of the general debate modifications are presented to the draft budget proposals. These changes are however proportionally rather small. The finance committee has two more opportunities for a general budget debate, in June when the Spring Budget Memorandum is submitted, and in December after the Autumn Budget Memorandum is presented. Obviously, the December debate cannot lead to any changes in the budget for the current budget year (Jan-Dec), but it may give some guidance for changes in the budget of the next year. 

The financial spokespersons of any political group are member of the standing committee on finance. Within their political group they fulfil a certain “minister of finance” role. Usually, certainly in the larger political groups, they have a responsibility for keeping the fiscal discipline within their political group. They are to control that fellow members of their group do not go outside the budgetary framework the party has set for itself. 

3.6
The role of branch committees

With the ceilings set after the general budget debate, it is the role of the branch committees to scrutinize the budget proposal for the ministry they are competent for. Before the debate in the plenary a committee meeting is held where the draft budget is carefully analysed at a sometimes quite detailed level. The debate is prepared through written questions by the committee members and answers from the ministry. As indicated before, for their questions the committee members can use the analysis prepared by the staff of the budgetary control committee. Of course, such analysis is a technical one that does not go into the political debate. However, the analysis will not avoid sensitive issues if from the point of view of budgetary control it needs to be ensured that members of the branch committee should at least be aware. 

One of the items especially interesting for members of parliament is to know where possible sources are to fund more expenditure for their policy priorities. A careful analysis of previous forecasts, realizations and reasons for differences in the budget documents may give rise to the identification of possible structural overestimates for specific expenditure budget lines, or underestimates for certain revenue budget lines. From the parliamentary point of view, these are opportunities to propose amendments to the budget making the budget right of parliament come to life. 
3.7
The Netherlands Court of Audit

The Netherlands Court of Audit, Algemene Rekenkamer, is an SAI of the office model, although it is governed by collegial board of three members, one of whom is the President. With 300 staff the Court of Audit issues around 60 reports annually, half of which are reports and opinions on the accounts of central government ministries and the consolidated accounts. It follows a multi-annual (six years) audit strategy, which is prepared with input from internal and external experts and stakeholders. In this way the SAI attempts to take interests and wishes from outside its own organisation into account when setting priorities and establishing its work programme. The Netherlands Court of Audit aims to audit and improve the regularity, efficiency, effectiveness and integrity with which the State and associated bodies operate. In this context it is important to stress that the mission of the Netherlands Court of Audit is not only to audit, but also to improve the efficient and regular functioning of the public sector. This relates to wider context of an SAI, it is part of the system of checks and balances and should therefore aim to add value, to contribute to the functioning of the system as a whole.
3.8
Relation between Parliament and the Court of Audit

Over the years the relations between parliament and the Court of Audit have substantially improved and intensified. The Court of Audit, with its constitutionally guaranteed independence, has since the beginning of the 1980’s become more and more aware that the impact of its audits can be increased through fostering the relations with parliament, for instance by looking more carefully to the political agenda when selecting and planning its audits. Suggestions from parliament for selected audit tasks are welcomed, and taken on board if it fits into the overall audit strategy of the Court and if resources allow. Also requests for specific audits, usually on politically sensitive issues, are generally accepted. For these requests a specific procedure has been established in the rules of procedure of parliament. In this procedure the budgetary control committee is to consult the Court on a draft request in order to make sure that the Court is competent to carry out an audit and to agree on audit questions and time frame. This type of request audits takes place quite frequently, and both demonstrates and maintains the good relationship.

Another demonstration of the good relationship is the regular secondment of staff from the Court of Audit to the support staff of the budgetary control committee. It increases the capacity of this budgetary support unit, and also allows auditors from the Court of audit to get more acquainted with the political flavour of working in the political environment, contributing to increased sensitivity for the needs of parliamentarians. 

The Court of Audit has regular meetings with the Budgetary Control Committee during which audit strategy and work programme are discussed. Before reports are published, the Court offers a briefing to the Budgetary Control Committee and other relevant parliamentary committees. This kind of contacts also contributes to a good working relationship between the audit institution and parliament. 

4
The European Union
4.1
The setting: EU budget and European Parliament

The annual EU budget is based on a multi-annual, political, agreement between the governments of the EU member states (Council) with a consultative role for European Parliament. The annual budget is prepared by the European Commission, and – within the terms of reference of the multi-annual agreement – adopted by Council and Parliament. Implementation of the budget is the responsibility of the European Commission, although the management of the budget is often shared with authorities in EU member states. European Parliament is the discharge authority, granting discharge to the EC for the implementation of the budget. The Council has an advisory role, giving recommendations to the European Parliament on the discharge. The European Court of Auditors, the SAI of the EU, assists European Parliament in its discharge decision by providing a report with an opinion, based on its audit, on the reliability of the financial statements and the regularity of financial transactions. Apart from this annual report, published in November, the European Court of Auditors issues 15-20 performance audit reports during the year. 
The 736 members of European Parliament are elected directly every five years as representatives of the 500 million EU-citizens in the 27 member states of the EU. Although elections are direct, they are organised on a national basis, and residents of one member state can only vote for candidates in the same member state. The European Commission is appointed by the Heads of Government of the member states, after consultation of the European Parliament. Due to the way it is appointed the European Commission does not have a direct political relation with the parliament, but parliament has the power to force the Commission to resign as a whole. Such a power does not exist in respect of individual Commissioners. The European Parliament has vast legislative powers, but only the European Commission can initiate legislation. 
After numerous negative opinions from the European Court of Auditors, the European Parliament decided in 1998 that before giving discharge a special committee of wise (wo)men should analyse what caused the problems with the implementation of the EU budget. The report of this committee not only triggered the stepping down of the European Commission, but also a reform process that focussed on making managers responsible, modernising the internal control system, establishing internal audit as an assurance to managers that the internal control systems are functioning properly, and professionalizing the civil service by moving towards a system where competence was to be more important than seniority, a full public administration reform.
The EU budget of approximately 120 billion euros per year is largely financed by contributions from EU member states. Expenditure is channelled to regional development of less developed regions in member states (around 45% of the total) and to agriculture and rural development (around 35% of the expenditure). An increasing part of the budget is spent on research and energy, and still a bit more to development aid. The complexity of rules governing EU expenditure, and the complexity of management arrangements, with final responsibility of the European Commission but with national, regional or local authorities within member states often in the driver’s seat, makes it understandable that it has been very difficult to ensure proper implementation of the budget. 
4.2
The European Parliament’s Budgetary Control Committee (COCOBU)
Within European Parliament it is the budgetary control committee that is responsible for the preparation of the discharge of the European Commission, deals with all reports from the European Court of Auditors, and is also the responsible committee for the fight against fraud and monitoring of the cost-effectiveness of the different EU financing policies. This responsibility is distinct from the one of the budget committee in European Parliament, that deals with the preparation of the debate on and adoption of the draft budget. 
The budgetary control committee’s main task is the preparation of the discharge. After the European Court of Auditors submits its Annual Report in November, the committee organises hearings with responsible Commissioners on the main expenditure areas. These hearings are prepared through written questions and replies, and for each hearing the European Court of Auditors is invited to explain its findings and comment on responses from the Commission. The hearings take until February, when the committee discusses the findings of these hearings, and draws conclusions which are finally voted upon in the plenary session of the parliament in April. Discharge can be granted or not, but an alternative option is to postpone discharge, putting pressure on the Commission to fulfil certain specific conditions set by parliament before discharge is granted. The Commission is obliged to report a year later on the follow up on recommendations given by parliament in its discharge decision. This procedure ensures that discharge is part of the budget cycle, and that lessons are learned from previous budget cycles.  
4.3
The European Court of Auditors
The European Court of Auditors has a collegial governing board with members from all member states of the EU. The tasks of the Court however, in contradiction to what the name suggests, are auditing and reporting according to the office model (see 2.2). The Annual Report includes an opinion on the reliability of the accounts and on the regularity of expenditure and revenue. In order to sufficiently base these opinions the Court audits supervisory and control systems and around 1000 financial transactions per year. It has developed its methodology over the years, allowing for more analysis and for more detailed observations. This makes it easier for the Commission as main auditee to take focused corrective actions
. It makes it also easier for parliament to direct its attention to the most problematic areas and discuss with the Commission how to address those.  
4.4
Relations between the Budgetary Control Committee and the European Court of Auditors 
The independence of the European Court of Auditors as an institution and in respect of the members of its governing board is enshrined in the Treaty on the functioning of the EU. The Treaty also gives consultative power to the parliament in the appointment procedure of members of the board. But in terms of functional relations perhaps most important is the provision that the European Court of Auditors is to assist the parliament in exercising its power of control over the implementation of the budget. This does not affect the independence of the Court, it simply clarifies the context of the audit work that the Court carries out: its audits and opinions are there to assist parliament to fulfil its duty, to exercise oversight. 

From this fundamental principle, the relations between parliament and SAI had to be constructed. This has not always been easy, because of differing views and also sensitivities in respect of positions. Differing views existed on the overall purpose of the budget: is it the obligation of the Commission to spend the approved budget until the last euro, as the parliament tended to think, or should the Commission rather concentrate on proper implementation of the budget, and take problems into account when making forecasts, as the Court tended to consider. Also parliament sometimes expressed regret that the Court gave an adverse opinion on the regularity of EU expenditure, as this could lead to reduced popular support for the EU as a whole. And sensitivities came to the surface when there were problems in fixing arrangements for the submission and publication of reports. But overall there has grown a mature sense of mutual interest and good cooperation. One of the components is a constructive response from the Court on specific requests for audits or opinions, but also for hearings on specific issues the budgetary control committee is organizing.  Another one is a good and balanced procedure for submission and publication of reports. And certainly important is that contacts at all levels have been intensifies: Court President with Chairman of the committee, members with members, Court staff with staff and assistants. This has also led to input from the Court into the discussion in the budgetary control committee on the committee’s strategic work programme.   
4.5
Public administration reform in the EU: how the Budgetary Control Committee and the European Court of Auditors cooperated

As mentioned before, from 1999 a public administration reform was forced upon the European Commission, mainly through the European Parliament. A reform programme was issued in early 2000, and the implementation was closely monitored by both parliament – i.e. by its budgetary control committee – and by the European Court of Auditors, since this reform had a major role in reforming the management and control arrangements. 

The Court audited the progress the Commission made with strengthening its internal control systems, and once sufficient progress had been made assessed whether it could rely on the results of the internal control processes. Its reports were used by the budgetary control committee during the annual discharge procedures, but the committee also organised other activities like hearings and workshops in order to keep pressure on the reform process. The Court was always invited to those activities, and it is fair to say that an alliance grew between the Court and the budgetary control committee with only one objective: to contribute to better financial management of the EU budget. At the request of parliament the Court issued opinions on the set up of audit arrangements within the EU and gave comments on proposals and analysis from the Commission. This proved to be useful input for the political debate in the budgetary control committee and contributed to the growing influence this committee was able to achieve. It showed that without any prior formal agreement between parliament and SAI the two can cooperate effectively as partners and contribute to the same goal. This implies that both institutions can fulfil their mission. 
5
Concluding remarks

There exists a large variety in how parliaments exercise their rights over budgeting and budgetary control. In both the Netherlands and the EU the SAIs do not play a role in assisting parliament in its power to approve the budget, at least not directly. However, in both cases parliaments depend to a large extent on the input from SAIs to exercise their rights to exercise control over the implementation of the budget. Public administration reform or similar reforms can play an important catalyst role in strengthening the partnership between parliaments and SAIs that exists in principle, but needs to be put in practice by the actors in this play: members of parliament, more specifically those with responsibility for the budget and budgetary control, and leaders of SAIs. The experience from the Netherlands and the EU shows that this can be advantageous for both, and for the public sector as a whole, and therefore for the citizens.
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