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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Reducing administrative burdens so as to improve the business environment in the EU has 
been a high priority for the European Commission in recent years. The Action Programme for 
Reducing Administrative Burdens on business stemming from EU legislation by 25 % was 
launched by the Commission and endorsed by the Council in 20071. 
 
The aim of the ABR Action Programme was to measure costs2 imposed by information 
obligations on businesses and to eliminate any unnecessary administrative burdens in thirteen 
selected priority areas. Under this programme, measures worth EUR 30.8 billion in annual 
savings for businesses have been adopted at EU level. This represents a 25 % reduction in 
existing administrative burdens stemming from EU legislation, which have been estimated at 
EUR 123.8 billion. Another 5.5 % of burden reduction, which would take the total to 30.5 %, 
could be achieved if the additional measures already proposed by the Commission were 
adopted by the European Parliament and the Council. It has been estimated that in the 
medium term the programme could lead to an increase of 1.4 % in EU GDP, equivalent to 
EUR 150 billion.  
 
The process has also given rise to a change in administrative culture, establishing a priority 
focus on achieving public-policy objectives in the least burdensome way for business and 
citizens. 
 
This final report presents the results achieved in the Action Programme. 
 
Concerning the achievements of the programme itself, the legislative changes adopted at EU 
level will yield their full impact only if they are implemented in Member States without 
undue delay and in the most efficient and least burdensome way. Continued collaboration and 
sustained effort at all levels of government are needed to ensure that the EU measures are 
implemented so as to produce the greatest benefits at least costs. 
 
The search for further possible reductions in reporting requirements will continue so as to 
achieve a broader and deeper overall reduction in the regulatory burden at EU level, as 
detailed in the Communication on ‘EU Regulatory Fitness’. 
 
 

 
 

                                                 
1 COM(2007) 23 "‘ Action Programme for Reducing Administrative Burdens in the European Union’" 
 
2 COM(2006) 691: ‘Measuring administrative costs and reducing administrative burdens in the European Union’- 
accompanying the Strategic Review of Better Regulation in the EU. 
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Action Programme for Reducing Administrative Burdens in the EU   
Sectoral Reduction Plans. Final Report   

 
1.  BACKGROUND 
 
Following the first strategic review of the Better Regulation initiative in November 2006, the 
Commission proposed an ambitious joint strategy with the Member States to reduce the 
administrative burden on business stemming from EU legislation by 25 % by 2012.3 The 
proposal was part of the efforts to generate growth and jobs in Europe. 
 
The Action Programme for Reducing Administrative Burdens in the European Union4 was 
launched by the Commission in January 2007 and endorsed by the European Council in 
March of the same year. The Council simultaneously invited Member States ‘to set national 
targets of comparable ambition’. 
 
The aim of the Action Programme was to measure costs imposed by information obligations 
on business and to eliminate unnecessary administrative burdens in order to improve the 
efficiency of legislation without jeopardising its purpose. 
 
The programme covered both EU legislation and national legislation implementing and 
transposing EU law. The scope of the programme initially included 42 legislative acts which 
were later extended by a further 30 acts5 in 13 Priority Areas identified as the most 
burdensome for businesses. 
 
In 2007 a measurement exercise was performed in all 27 Member States to estimate the 
existing level of administrative burden. This baseline measurement identified the extent of 
existing administrative burden and provided a basis for the subsequent calculation of the 
reduction measures. The Commission hired a consortium of consultants to assist in this 
exercise using the so-called ‘EU Standard Cost Model’6 inspired by different variants of the 
Standard Cost Model (SCM)7 used in a number of Member States. 
 
Member States’ contribution to the exercise was mainly channelled through the High Level 
Group of National Experts on Better Regulation and the Single Points of Contact designated 
in each Member State to coordinate the national feedback on the Action Programme. 

                                                 
3 COM(2006) 689 ‘ A strategic review of better regulation in the European Union ‘. 
4  COM(2007) 23 ‘ Action Programme for Reducing Administrative Burdens in the European Union ‘. 
5 COM(2009) 16 ‘Reducing Administrative Burdens in the European Union’. Annex to the 3rd Strategic Review 
on ‘Better Regulation’ in the European Union.  . 
6 COM(2005) 518 ‘EU common methodology for assessing administrative costs imposed by legislation’ and 
SEC(2005) 1329; Annex Outline of the proposed EU common methodology and Report on the Pilot Phase 
(April– September 2005). 
7 ‘The SCM approach does not aim at producing statistically valid results, but rather expert-based estimates that 
help in understanding the nature of the problem and assessing reduction progress in relative terms.’ 
COM(2009) 16 Commission working Document. Reducing Administrative Burdens in the European Union — 
Annex to the 3rd Strategic Review on Better Regulation. 
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Stakeholders’ involvement was structured around three pillars: the work of the High Level 
Group of Independent Stakeholders on Administrative Burdens established in 20078 to advise 
the Commission on the implementation of the programme;9 extensive consultation to give 
businesses the possibility to voice their concerns and make concrete suggestions10 which was 
supported by an online tool; and the organisation of local workshops and seminars. 
 
The findings of this measurement exercise were presented in the Communication of 22 
October 200911 together with concrete sectoral reduction plans that would contribute to 
achieving the overall target. Two so-called ‘Fast-track’ packages of measures to help achieve 
the reduction target had already been presented in 2007 and 2008. 
 
The sectoral reduction plans included burden estimates and defined specific actions to be 
taken in each of the 13 Priority Areas listed in the Programme: Agriculture and Agricultural 
Subsidies; Annual Accounts / Company Law; Cohesion Policy; Environment; Financial 
Services; Fisheries; Food Safety; Pharmaceutical Legislation; Public Procurement; Statistics; 
Taxation and Customs; Transport; Working Environment / Employment Relations. 

The administrative burdens on business at the beginning of the Commission’s term of office 
(2005) were estimated at EUR 123.8 billion. A 25 % reduction would thus amount to cutting 
the burden on businesses by around EUR 40 billion. 

Following the 2009 Communication, the Commission has published12 regular updates on how 
much the administrative burden has been reduced by the measures included in the sectoral 
reduction plans.   
 
 
 
2. OVERVIEW OF THE FINAL RESULTS 

 
The final results of the programme show that the 25 % reduction target was duly achieved. 
The Commission has tabled proposals with an administrative burden reduction potential of 
EUR 40.9 billion. Some of this potential (roughly EUR 3.2 billion) was lost in the legislative 
process with the European Parliament and Council, the overall reduction is then estimated at  
                                                 
8  Commission Decision of 31 August 2007 setting up the High Level Group of Independent Stakeholders on 
Administrative Burdens — C(2007)4063. 

9 In 2010, the group chaired by Dr Edmund Stoiber saw its mandate in relation to the Programme extended until 
2012. In November 2011, the HLG adopted a report: ‘Europe can do better: Report on best practice in Member 
States to implement EU legislation in the least burdensome way’, a report providing concrete examples of best 
practice proposed primarily by Member States themselves. 

The members of the Group include the leaders of several bodies overseeing programmes to cut red tape in the 
Member States, as well as representatives from industry, small and medium-sized enterprises and environmental 
and consumer organisations and social partners. . 

10 Businesses were consulted in numerous occasions. More than 3000 interviews of business stakeholders were 
conducted to spot unnecessary burdens and possible solutions, and additional public consultations were carried 
out for the sectoral reduction measures. 

11 COM(2009) 544  ‘Action Programme for Reducing Administrative Burdens in the EU. Sectoral Reduction 
Plans and 2009 Actions’. 
12 http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/secretariat_general/admin_burden/result_burden/result_burden_en.htm 
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EUR 37.6 billion (30.5 % of the total estimated burden). Measures worth EUR 30.8 billion 
with a reduction potential of 25 % have already been adopted by the European Parliament and 
the Council. However, some of them still need to be implemented in the Member States. 
 
Reducing administrative burdens is a dynamic process and the Action Programme could still 
generate additional savings for businesses worth EUR 6.8 billion (5.5 %) if the measures 
already proposed by the Commission were adopted by the European Parliament and Council 
in a way that  their full burden-reduction potential remains untouched. 
 
Table 1 provides an overview of the overall results of the Action Programme. It indicates the 
estimated burden reduction contained in the measures originally proposed by the Commission 
in each priority area and the reduction resulting from the measures as adopted by the 
Parliament and the Council. The last column presents the estimated total reduction in 
administrative burden to be achieved by the measures already adopted or proposed by the 
Commission.13  

                                                 
13 The Annex presents detailed results achieved by the measures contained in each sectoral reduction plan. 



 

 7

Table 1 
 
Priority Area   

Proposed 
 by the 

Commission  

A 
Adopted/ 

Completed  

B 
Pending 

adoption by co-
legislator 

D=A+B 
Total reduction 

potential  

1. Agriculture / 
Agricultural 
Subsidies 

-1 891.4 -1 891.4 - -1 891.4 

2. Annual Accounts 
/ Company Law -10 043.5 -4 931.3 - 1 700 -6 631.3 

3. Cohesion Policy -234.9 - 179.9 -55.0 - 234.9 

4. Environment -302.7 - 302.7 - - 302.7 

5. Financial 
Services +29.5 - 141.5 +171 +29.5 

6. Fisheries -33.4 - 25.9 - -25.9 

7. Food Safety +78.8 +79.2 -0.4 +78.8 

8. Pharmaceutical 
Legislation -101.1 - 101.1 -267.4 - 368.5 

9. Public 
Procurement -216.6 - 60.1 -156.5 -216.6 

10. Statistics -329.6 - 329.6 - - 329.6 

11. 
Taxation/Customs -26 334.3 - 21 936.9 - 4 397.4 - 26 334.3 

12. Transport -1 263.3 - 748.3 - 415 - 1 163.3 

13. Working 
Environment 
/Employment 
Relations 

-232.5 - 232.5 - - 232.5 

 (million Euro) -40 875 -30 802 -6 820.7 -37 622.7 

 % of the total AB 
estimated 
(123 760.8) 

33 25 5.5 
 

30.5 
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2.1. MEASURES ADOPTED 
   
The sectoral reduction plans include more than 120 measures to reduce the administrative 
burden affecting the 13 priority areas. Measures adopted include more than 40 changes 
introduced through regulations and 26 through directives. Additional reductions have been 
achieved through 15 measures of a non-legislative nature 
 
The biggest reductions have taken place in 3 policy areas: Agriculture, Annual Accounts / 
Company Law and Taxation / Customs, with potential reductions worth EUR 28.7 billion 
(23 % of the initially estimated burden), reflecting the fact that these three areas accounted for 
more than 80 % of the administrative burden initially estimated.   
 
Reducing inspection costs stemming from marketing standards for fruits and vegetables (part 
of Regulation (EC) No 1234/2007 — Single Common Market Organisation Regulation) alone 
amounted to a potential burden reduction of EUR 973.7 million. 
 
Additionally, the measure allowing Member States to exempt micro-enterprises from 
accounting directives (part of Directive 2012/6/EU of 14 March 2012) presented potential 
savings of close to EUR 3.5 billion. Although high, this savings potential is substantially 
lower than that proposed by the Commission (EUR 6.3 billion). 
 
In the area of Taxation and Customs, the measure to foster equal treatment between paper and 
e-invoices to enable wider use of electronic invoicing (part of Directive 2010/45/EU 
amending Directive 2006/112/EC on the common system of value added tax as regards the 
rules on invoicing) produced a burden reduction potential of EUR 18.8 billion. The measures 
to modernise customs procedure and especially to switch to a fully electronic customs 
procedure (Regulation (EC) No 450/2008 laying down the Community Customs Code 
(Modernised Customs Code and Decision 70/2008/EC on a paperless environment for custom 
and trade) while not being still in application, are expected to produce a burden-reduction of 
EUR 2.43 billion. 
 
  
2.2. MEASURES PROPOSED  

Among the measures proposed by the Commission which are still pending before the 
European Parliament and Council, the economically most significant reductions are also 
expected within the areas of Annual Accounts/Company Law and Taxation and Customs. 

Among these reduction measures is the proposal to modernise EU accounting directives 
through a general overhaul14 which could deliver annual savings worth EUR 1.7 billion. 

The Commission 2004 proposal setting up a One Stop Shop and increasing thresholds for the 
use of special schemes for SMEs and distance sales of goods,15 with potential savings worth 

                                                 
14 COM(2011) 684 Proposal for a directive of the European Parliament and the Council on the annual financial 
statements, consolidated financial statements and related reports of certain types of undertakings. 

15 COM(2004) 728 Proposal for a Council directive amending Directive 77/388/EEC with a view to simplifying 
value added tax obligations, Proposal for a Council directive laying down detailed rules for the refund of value 
added tax, provided for in Directive 77/388/EEC, to taxable persons not established in the territory of the country 
but established in another Member State, Proposal for a Council regulation amending Regulation (EC) No 
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EUR 4.4 billion, is still pending in the Council.  Nonetheless, an important first step has been 
taken to address the complexity of the EU VAT system for businesses. Member States have 
given their agreement to the setting up of a mini-One Stop Shop for cross border sales to 
private individuals of telecoms, broadcasting and e-services which will enter into force on 
January 2015. It is an extension of the e-commerce scheme which exists since 2003 for non-
EU suppliers of e-services that allows the submission of  a single VAT declaration and 
payment via an electronic portal with the payment allocated automatically to the different 
Member States where VAT is due on the basis of the information supplied. The mini-One 
Stop Shop will reduce significantly the burdens imposed on business and could be extended to 
other types of transactions thereafter, as was mentioned in the Communication on the future 
of VAT16.   

The two measures, modernisation of the accounting directives and the proposal setting up a 
One Stop Shop system, in themselves would account for a further reduction of 5 % of the 
administrative burden initially estimated. 

 
3. CONCLUSIONS 
 
The Action Programme has delivered on the Commission’s commitment to reduce 
administrative burdens for business stemming from EU legislation by 25 % by 2012. Part of 
its success is due to the strong support from all EU institutions at the highest political level. 
 
Moreover, the Commission had pointed out from the beginning that the 25 % reduction target 
was a joint objective which could only be attained on the basis of shared responsibility and 
common endeavour on the part of the Member States and the European Institutions. 
Following the European Council’s invitation to Member States to adopt targets of similar 
ambition, all Member States adopted similar targets to reduce administrative burdens at 
national level. The next few years will show whether these commitments have been met and 
EU proposals implemented at national level, so that the businesses can feel the difference ‘on 
the ground’. 
 
The programme has also served as an important driver for a change in the culture of EU 
administration so that the impact of legislation on administrative burdens and thus on 
businesses is taken into account from the beginning. 
 
However, concerns have been raised in various quarters regarding elements of the 
programme, including:   
 
- the programme’s exclusive focus on administrative burdens, not taking into account other 
costs and benefits that must be assessed to achieve a full picture of the efficiency and 
effectiveness of legislation; and 
 
- the extent of resources deployed in measuring the baseline level of administrative burdens 
and on maintaining an overview of the progress of the programme. 
 
                                                                                                                                                         
1798/2003 as regards the introduction of administrative cooperation arrangements in the context of the one-stop 
scheme and the refund procedure for value added tax. 

16 COM(2011) 851 final 
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Another key issue relates to the shared responsibility of the European Institutions and 
Member States. There have been specific cases where the Commission had identified and 
proposed suitable measures to simplify and to reduce the administrative burdens on business, 
but where the measures adopted by the European Parliament and the Council offered less 
scope administrative burden reduction. In addition, EU legislation needs to be implemented in 
Member States; the benefits of the programme cannot be achieved unless measures adopted at 
EU level are implemented in Member States by the competent authorities in the most efficient 
and least burdensome way. 
 
The Commission is determined to go further and remove not only administrative but any 
unnecessary regulatory burden within the integrated approach explained in the 
Communication on ‘EU Regulatory Fitness’. The Regulatory Fitness and Performance 
Programme (REFIT)which seeks to reduce the regulatory burden and to ensure the body of 
EU legislation remains fit for purpose will take Smart Regulation to the next level. It will 
include a follow-on programme called ABR-Plus which will focus on the implementation in 
the Member States of the measures adopted at EU level under the ABR Action Programme.  
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