[bookmark: Ombudsman]Follow up to the European Parliament non-legislative resolution on the activities of the European Ombudsman – annual report 2019
1. Rapporteur: Sylvie GUILLAUME (S&D / FR)
2. [bookmark: _GoBack]Reference numbers: 2020/2125 (INI) / A9-0013/2021 / P9_TA-PROV(2021)0082
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 11 March 2021
4. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Petitions (PETI)
5. Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
Every year the PETI-Committee adopts an own-initiative report on the annual report on the activities of the European Ombudsman (hereafter ‘Ombudsman’), currently Ms Emily O'REILLY. This report contains a motion for a resolution and is submitted to the plenary for a debate and a vote. The current resolution was adopted on 11 March 2021 and refers to the activities of the Ombudsman in 2019. As every year, the Commission replies in writing to the European Parliament regarding the issues raised in the resolution concerning the Commission, where replies are needed.
6. Response to the requests and overview of the action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
Recital I
The Commission agrees that trust of the citizens in the European Union and its institutions are essential. The Commission does not spare any effort to promote the general interest of the Union and take appropriate initiatives in this regard. The Commission is committed to working in an open and transparent manner and to take decisions, which are based on all available evidence in line with the better regulation principles. It endeavours to engage stakeholders actively in what it does and the decisions it takes, as transparency is necessary to build citizens’ trust in the European institutions, as well as to ensure the legitimacy and accountability of a public administration. The Commission’s governance arrangements and how these ensure that the Commission functions as a modern, accountable and performance-oriented institution are set out in detail in the Communication ‘Governance in the European Commission’ adopted on 24 June 2020 (C(2020) 4240 final)[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  	https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/c_2020_4240_en.pdf.] 

As regards communication activities, the Commission’s Directorate-General for Communication contributes to the very high priority the institution gives to listening to and taking into account public opinion in policy formulation, which in turn is an important strand of accountability.
These include:
-	the Commission’s regular standard and special Eurobarometer surveys;
-	listening and engaging on the main social media platforms;
-	the organisation of Citizens’ dialogues – recently online due to the pandemic;
-	catering for a wide range of visitors’ groups and facilitating their contact with College members and officials, also recently online.
Meanwhile the Commission’s Representations engage with stakeholders and citizens on a daily basis and provide feedback to College members and senior officials in Brussels. The Commission’s Spokesperson’s Service is available non-stop to journalists and organises frequent press conferences by College members, including the President, and a daily briefing where journalists can put questions about any subject related to EU policy or administrations.
Recital S
The Commission considers that the acceptance rate of the institutions’ responses to the Ombudsman’s proposals must be assessed according to all relevant criteria and deems its acceptance rate to be high. First of all, the Commission remains by far the main addressee of the Ombudsman’s inquiries – approximately two thirds, since it is the institution with the most direct administrative dealings with citizens (59.7%, i.e. 274 inquiries out of 458 in 2019). A comparison is difficult between institutions, agencies, bodies and offices that received 274 inquiries and those that receive only a very few. The same remark applies to the Ombudsman’s proposals. On a total of 118 solution proposals, suggestions for improvement and recommendations, 73 concerned the Commission, while all other institutions, agencies and bodies that achieved an acceptance rate of 100% received from 1 to maximum 5 proposals. In this context, the acceptance rate of the Commission is very high and has increased by approximately 5% compared to the year before. The Commission always makes its best endeavour to comply with the Ombudsman’s proposals, but has also the right, and sometimes the obligation, to disagree with the Ombudsman’s conclusions, notably for reasons related to legal constraints. Finally, it should be stressed that only very few inquiries end up with a closing decision of maladministration (approximately 6%).
Recital Y
On the addresses of the European Ombudsman inquiries, the fact that the Commission remained the main addressee of the Ombudsman’s inquiries is normal, as acknowledged by the Ombudsman herself, for example in her latest annual report published in 2020: ‘As the biggest EU institution, with an enormous impact on the lives of millions of people, it is natural that a large percentage of the complaints to the Ombudsman concern the work of the Commission. The Commission is the executive arm of the EU’s administrative work and, therefore, in the spotlight.’
Recital AC
See the Commission’s response under paragraph 16.
Paragraph 5
On the need for the EU institutions to maintain the maximum level of transparency and objectivity concerning the purchase of vaccines against COVID-19, the Commission has already published a series of redacted contracts with the agreements of the vaccine manufacturers to ensure maximum transparency. This includes five Advance Purchase Agreements and one Purchase Agreement so far. All available documents can be found here: https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/coronavirus-response/public-health/eu-vaccines-strategy_en#documents
Information on, for example, the number of purchased doses and the contracts are transparently available on the website: https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/coronavirus-response/public-health_en and https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/coronavirus-response/safe-covid-19-vaccines-europeans_en
Paragraph 12
The resolution notes that, in keeping with the European Ombudsman’s recommendations, the Commission and the Council have maintained a high level of transparency in the legislative process throughout the negotiations on EU-UK relations and urges them to do the same when drawing up the future free trade agreement. The Commission will continue to implement its evaluation policy, including the preparation of Sustainability Impact Assessments (SIA) for major trade policy initiatives. SIAs are trade-specific instruments stemming from own commitments by the Commission.
Paragraph 13
The resolution points out that for years transparency, and in particular access to documents, has been the main subject of complaints and deplores the fact that the European Ombudsman’s recommendations are not always implemented. The Commission notes the fact that the Ombudsman’s recommendations are not legally binding and attaches great authoritative weight to them in particular with regard to the application of the provisions concerning access to documents. In line with the rules laid down in Regulation (EC) No 1049/2001 on access to documents and the case-law of the Court of Justice, the Commission strives to align its practice to the recommendations of the Ombudsman and welcomes the positive cooperation with the Ombudsman.
The resolution deplores the fact that OLAF’s report on the use of a loan granted to the German car manufacturer Volkswagen has still not been published. The European Ombudsman’s recommendation in relation to the report of the European Anti-Fraud Office (OLAF) was addressed to the European Investment Bank (EIB) and not to OLAF. In its replies to the Ombudsman, the EIB duly explained the reasons why, after having consulted OLAF, it could not agree with the arguments of the Ombudsman and decided not to accept her recommendation. OLAF’s objections to the disclosure by the EIB of the report in question relied on the general presumption of confidentiality applicable to OLAF’s investigations, as recognised by settled EU case law. The Commission considers that the reasons to object to the disclosure of OLAF’s report were valid at the time, and continue to be valid at present.
The resolution calls for EU legislation on access to documents to be updated. Regarding the revision of Regulation (EC) No 1049/2001, the Commission notes that it already submitted two proposals and the decision-making process is still on-going. The first proposal dated back to 2008 and consisted in a substantial recast of the Regulation. The second proposal submitted in 2011, aimed at adapting Regulation (EC) No 1049/2001 to the Treaty of Lisbon, namely by extending the right of public access to documents of all institutions, bodies, offices and agencies in order to align the Regulation with the new Article 15(3) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union. In the 2020 Commission Work Programme, the Commission proposed to withdraw these two proposals due to the lack of any significant progress and foreseeable agreement. Following the negative opinion of the European Parliament, it decided not to withdraw them. The Commission stands ready to continue the legislative work with the co-legislators. The Commission notes, however, that the regulation and case law of the Court continue to be a sufficient legal framework for ensuring the public access to documents.
Paragraph 15
The interinstitutional negotiations between the Commission, the European Parliament and the Council of the EU on the mandatory Transparency Register were formally concluded with a political agreement on 15 December 2020. The agreed package, as endorsed by the College, the Conference of Presidents of the European Parliament and COREPER, consists of the new interinstitutional agreement on a mandatory Transparency Register (IIA) and the accompanying joint political statement of the three institutions. The IIA now needs to be formally adopted by each of the signatory institutions separately, in compliance with their internal rules. Following the completion of internal adoption steps in the three institutions, the official signature of the IIA is expected in May. Following the signature, the IIA will be published in the Official Journal possibly in June or July 2021, and will enter into force on the twentieth day following that of its publication.
On the Commission’s decision not to follow the recommendations of the Ombudsman in case 1302/2017/MH and not to grant access to the documents relating to the opinions of its Legal Service concerning the Transparency Register, the Commission is of the view that the confirmatory decision was legally and factually correct at the point in time when it was taken as explained in its response to the Ombudsman. However, the Commission reiterates its proposal that if the applicant or the Ombudsman confirms that the applicant wishes the Commission to carry out a new assessment of the documents covered by its former request for public access to documents, the Commission will register this as a new initial request pursuant to Article 6(1) of Regulation (EC) No 1049/2001, and assess it in light of the currently prevailing legal and factual circumstances.
Paragraph 16
Regarding the Ombudsman inquiry 853/2020/KR concerning the BlackRock case, the Commission welcomes that according to the Ombudsman’s conclusions there was no maladministration by the Commission services in awarding the study in question to BlackRock Investment Management (UK) Ltd. The Commission has in the meantime replied to the Ombudsman on her two suggestions concerning the Commission’s internal guidelines and possible changes to the Financial Regulation. It is reflecting on possible clarifications to its internal guidelines while leaving the authorising officer sufficient discretion to capture the specificity of each case in full compliance with the principles of non-discrimination, equality of treatment and transparency. It may also include the issue in a targeted public consultation on the planned revision of the Financial Regulation that it intends to launch shortly. The Commission services will organise a public workshop, open to civil society and NGOs, to discuss BlackRock’s final report once approved and published.
Paragraph 18
The resolution notes the undertaking given by the Commission, following an inquiry by the Ombudsman, to publish the agendas and minutes of meetings of the ‘advisory bodies’ which influence EU policy-making and the comments made by participants in previous groups, and, for any future such group, to apply the same standards of transparency as those adopted by the expert groups.
As communicated to the Ombudsman in February 2019, the Commission confirms that, in principle, the transparency rules which apply to ‘Commission expert groups’ and ‘other similar entities’, in the sense of Article 2 of Commission Decision C (2016) 3301, or broadly equivalent rules, should apply, wherever appropriate, to other sui generis consultative bodies providing the Commission with advice in relation to the development of EU policy.
Paragraph 19
The resolution highlights the importance of public access to documents containing the positions taken by Member States in decision-making processes; it supports the findings of the Ombudsman in relation to case 2142/2018/EWM and deplores the Commission’s continued refusal to grant access to the requested documents dealing with the risk assessment of pesticides on bees.
Complaint 2142/2018 was submitted by a civil society group advocating for bee protection, following a negative Commission decision denying access to documents containing comments submitted by the Member States in relation to the EFSA (European Food Safety Authority) Guidance Document on the risk assessment of plant protection products on bees (‘the EFSA Guidance Document’), in the framework of a ‘Comitology’ procedure. The Commission refused access to these documents based on the exception of Article 4(3) (protection of the decision-making process) of Regulation (EC) No 1049/2001. The Commission argued that Articles 10(2) and 13(2) of the Standard Rules of Procedure for the Standing Committees[footnoteRef:2], which the Commission adopted pursuant to Article 9 of Regulation (EU) No 182/2011[footnoteRef:3], provide, respectively, that summary records of the meetings shall not mention the position of individual Member States in the committee's discussions and that those discussions shall remain confidential. Following an inquiry into the matter, the Ombudsman concluded that the Commission should grant public access to the requested documents because in adopting the bee guidance, the Commission acts under the powers delegated to it in accordance with the Union legislation on pesticides. Therefore, the Commission ‘can be understood to be acting in its legislative capacity’, which calls for wider public access than administrative procedures. Moreover, the Ombudsman considered that the requested documents ‘contain information on a measure likely to affect biological diversity’, which it considered environmental information within the meaning of Regulation (EC) 1367/2006. Last, the Ombudsman concluded that the disclosure of the Member State positions on the draft bee guidance was not contrary to Regulation (EU) No 182/2011. On 23 June and 8 September 2020, the civil society group in question submitted applications with the General Court seeking the annulment of the Commission decisions to the confirmatory requests for access to documents registered under reference numbers GESTDEM 2020/0498 and GESTDEM 2020/2083. In its confirmatory replies, the Commission refused access to a number of documents containing the positions of the Member States expressed within the Standing Committee on Plants, Animals, Food and Feed in relation to the EFSA Guidance Document. The court cases (T-371/20 and T-554/20) are ongoing. [2:  	Official Journal C 206 of 12.7.2911, p. 11.]  [3:  	Official Journal L 55 of 28.2.2011, p. 13 (Comitology Regulation)] 

Paragraph 20
On the ethics rules, the resolution urges the Commission to implement all recommendations made by the Ombudsman, to take a more robust approach to the issue of ‘revolving doors’ and to follow through with the proposed measures, including forbidding new activity when there is evidence that this activity would lead to a conflict with the public interest and publishing, directly on its ethics website and in a timely manner, all related information on each case of former senior staff members assessed with a view to implementing the one-year lobbying and advocacy ban.
The fact that less than 1% of requests are refused does not mean that the Commission is not assessing conflicts of interest properly or that the Commission would authorise former staff members to perform unethical activities. A phenomenon cannot be assessed by a mere statistic of refused activities, as former Commission staff are explicitly informed by the administration, before they leave the service, about the rules applicable to new occupational activities and consequently are not seek engagements that contradict the rules. The majority of requests for post-service activities do usually either not raise conflict of interest issues at all or the risks, if any, can be mitigated with conditions. Typical examples of post-service activities include academia, public international and national administrations, speaking engagements, NGOs, foundations and think tanks. 20% of Commission’s decisions on post-service activities do contain specific restrictions, such as a ban on professional contacts with former Commission staff of up to 2 years. Focusing only on prohibitions (as the report to which the Parliament refers does) does not give an accurate and comprehensive picture of the situation. The administration also examines the staff or former staff’s future employer and tasks before making its assessment. Where staff members face the risk of a prohibition, they can decide not to pursue their envisaged activity and consequently not to submit a formal request after receiving guidance from the ethics service. Therefore, the fact that only few requests are refused does not mean that the Commission is not assessing conflicts of interest properly. Whenever it has deemed it necessary to adopt measures to protect its interests and its reputation, the Commission has made use, or informed its former staff members of its intention to make use, of the possibility provided for in Article 16 of the Staff Regulations to forbid a job move. In other instances, the Commission worked with general or specific restrictions, some open ended or limited in time, where these were equally effective and more proportionate in view of the circumstances of the individual case. These restrictions can be very strict and adequate to exclude, or mitigate in a suitable way, potential situations of conflicts of interest and to protect the interests and reputation of the institution.
Paragraph 21
On the conflict of interests standards designed to prevent conflicts of interest and guarantee respect for the duty of discretion and integrity, the rules and procedures in place are designed to avoid possible conflicts of interest, to protect the legitimate interests of the institution and are fit for purpose. The Staff Regulations of Officials and Conditions of Employment of Other Servants of the European Union[footnoteRef:4] were reinforced with the last reform, which introduced the explicit obligation for new staff or staff coming back from leave on personal grounds (if more than 6 months), to provide a declaration on any potential conflict that could arise at the occasion of their entry or return into service. In case a potential conflict of interest is identified by the administration of the recruiting institution, appropriate measures are put in place to mitigate any potential risks. In addition, under Article 11a of the Staff Regulations, all staff members, while in the performance of their duties, are constantly under the obligation not to deal with a matter in which, directly or indirectly, they may have a personal interest such as to impair their independence, in particular family and financial interests. It should also be noted that the special report of the European Court of Auditors (ECA) on ‘the ethical frameworks of the audited EU institutions: scope for improvement’ confirmed that, to a large extent, the audited institutions – Parliament, Council and Commission – have established adequate ethical frameworks and that the Commission is well advanced on this matter. The Commission is ready to share its internal rules and practical experience with the other EU institutions and agencies and exchange best practices. [4:  	Regulation No 31 (EEC), 11 (EAEC) laying down the Staff Regulations of Officials and the Conditions of Employment of Other Servants of the European Economic Community and the European Atomic Energy Community, OJ 45, 14.6.1962, p. 1385.] 

The new Code of Conduct for the Members of the Commission adopted on 31 January 2018 was welcomed both by the Ombudsman and the European Parliament. It provides for a comprehensive set of high ethical standards. For the time being, the Commission does not see the need to change its rules, while remaining open to further clarifications for its practical implementation, where this is useful. For example, and as requested by the Ombudsman, the Commission envisages to clarify the existing rules on the participation of the Members of the Commission in national election campaigns. The declarations of interest of Commissioners-designate are assessed by the European Parliament in the framework of the procedure for the appointment of the Commission set out in Article 17(7) TEU. As regards the assessment and approval of former Commissioners’ post mandate activities, it is important to note that the ‘cooling-off period’ has been extended from 18 months to 2 years by the new Code of Conduct (and from 18 months to 3 years as regards former Presidents). This two-year period corresponds to the period during which former Members of the Commission are entitled to a transitional allowance, knowing that this latter period was shortened by Council Regulation 2016/300 of 29.02.2016, from three to two years. The assessment procedure of former Commissioners’ envisaged post mandate activities has been reinforced, notably with the establishment of an Independent Ethical Committee and the publication of the relevant Commission decisions and the related opinions of the Independent Ethical Committee.
Paragraph 22
The resolution underlines the urgent need for the existing Code of Good Administrative Behaviour to be improved and upgraded by adopting a binding regulation on the matter.
Article 41 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union of 7 December 2000 defines a ‘right to good administration’ as follows: ‘Every person has the right to have his or her affairs handled impartially, fairly and within a reasonable time by the institutions, bodies, offices and agencies of the Union’. In accordance with the Charter, all EU institutions, save the Court of Justice, have adopted Codes of Good Administrative Behaviour setting obligations on the staff of their administrations. As to the Commission, it adopted, in 2000, its Code of Good Administrative Behaviour[footnoteRef:5] for staff in their relations with the public as an annex to its Rules of Procedure. As all staff of EU institutions, Commission staff have to comply with the obligations provided by the Staff Regulations of Officials and Conditions of Employment of Other Servants of the European Union. In addition, the Commission’s Code of Good Administrative Behaviour provides guidance to its staff for the implementation of the Staff Regulations and of the Charter’s principle of the ‘right to good administration’ when dealing with the public. The Commission therefore considers that the specific provisions of the Code, which consists of internal guidelines, in addition to the legal framework in place, are appropriate. Furthermore, every institution, body, office or agency of the Union has a certain degree of leeway to adapt its Code of Good Administrative Behaviour to its specific constraints, structure or internal organisation. [5:  	Decision C(2000) 3614, OJ L 308, 8.12.2000, p. 32-34] 

Paragraph 23
The Commission considers that the general legal framework to address the ‘revolving doors’ phenomenon is appropriate and fit for a proper handling of each case individually. The legal framework was reinforced with the latest reform of the Staff Regulations, which contain provisions to address the issue of lobbying and advocacy during leave on personal grounds or after having left the institution. Moreover, each institution, body, office or agency has to complement the general legal framework with specific internal gules. The 2018 Commission Decision on outside activities provides clarity on the criteria taken into account to assess each case concerning former Commission staff members. When closing her previous inquiry on the “revolving doors” phenomenon, in February 2019, the Ombudsman confirmed that the Commission had high standards in the area of ethics and transparency and encouraged the Commission to continue to lead by example. The Ombudsman’s closing decision found no maladministration and contained no formal recommendations, but only a number of technical suggestions, most of which have already been implemented. Moreover, the European Court of Auditors stated in its 2019 report on the Ethical framework of three EU institutions (European Parliament, Council and Commission) that the Commission’s rules on outside activities for staff, and the rules and systems for dealing with the post-EU-employment of staff, address the risk areas and meet the criteria for acceptable activities, reporting and authorisation procedures. The Commission looks forward to the newly announced inquiry of the European Ombudsman on this matter. It will be an opportunity to present the progress achieved in response to European Ombudsman’s suggestions made during her previous strategic inquiry.
Paragraph 24
The resolution welcomes the new Commission’s introduction in 2019 of a specific appointment procedure for its Secretary-General, which includes the publication of a vacancy notice and the inclusion of the appointment on the agenda of the weekly meeting of Commissioners, with sufficient time for it to be given proper consideration.
The Commission notes the Committee’s satisfaction with the way in which it ran the selection procedure leading to the appointment of the current Secretary-General in January 2020.
Paragraph 25
The resolution notes that the European Medicines Agency (EMA) introduced measures aimed at improving the independence and objectivity of the marketing authorisation process for medicinal products and increasing transparency in areas such as clinical trials and calls on the it to implement the Ombudsman’s new recommendations in order to ensure its independence and impartiality and avoid any conflict of interest.
The Commission would like to emphasise that the EMA has taken exceptional measures on independence of assessment and transparency for decisions taken on medicines in the context of the COVID-19 response.
Paragraph 28
The resolution urges the Commission to guarantee the transparent distribution and management of funds and insists that it improve the transparency of its preparation process for the annual Work Programmes for the funds it manages. In particular, the resolution calls on the Commission to ensure that resources made available through the European Structural and Investment (ESI) Funds are disbursed by the Member States in accordance with the requirements laid down in the UNCRPD (United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities) on independent living for persons with disabilities.
Under shared management, the responsibility for selecting and implementing individual operations lies with Member States. Therefore, it is not in the Commission’s competence to select the operations to be supported by the ESI Funds. However, the Commission pays great attention to the situation of persons with disabilities in all Member States of the European Union and is committed to uphold and protect their rights. Furthermore, the Commission services will work closely with Member States during the negotiations for the 2021-2027 programming period to ensure continued progress on deinstitutionalisation.
Paragraph 30
The resolution calls on the Ombudsman to closely monitor the proposals made by the Commission concerning the new European Disability Strategy for the post-2020 period; considers it urgent to address the lack of an appropriate legal basis ensuring that EU spending complies fully with the UNCRPD.
The UNCRPD is mentioned in the future ESF+ regulation as a reference for the inclusion in society of persons with disabilities on equal basis with others, and a specific article of this regulation refers to equal opportunities for all, without discrimination based on disability. There is therefore a legal basis for complying with UNCRPD. In addition, the Financial Regulation refers regularly to the need of ensuring equal treatment and non-discrimination when selecting applications for being financed from the Union’s budget (e.g. Articles 150, 188 and 237).
Paragraph 31
Regarding the accessibility of Commission websites for persons with disabilities, the Commission is committed to ensuring its websites, mobile apps and other online tools are accessible to as many people as possible, including people with disabilities. As set out in the Europa Web Guide, the Commission requires its websites to be compliant with the harmonised European standard on accessibility requirements for ICT products and services[footnoteRef:6], the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.1 conformance level AA, as a minimum, to make sure they are accessible to people with the widest range of abilities. It also requires its websites to follow the provisions of the Web Accessibility Directive. Accessibility has been integrated into the design, development and content creation processes for the main Commission website since a major revamp in 2016. It is also central to a new modular design system the Commission is building to accommodate over 100 websites. This new platform enables Commission departments to create an accessible website in just a few days. In 2019, the Commission has increased the frequency of accessibility evaluations carried out on its sites and is shortly introducing routine ad hoc testing of its websites. Both the Commission’s main site and sites built so far using the new platform perform very well in accessibility testing. If testing or feedback from users uncovers any accessibility issues, the Commission works to resolve these as a priority. [6:  	EN 301 549 V2.1.2 (2018-08)] 

Paragraph 33
The resolution calls on the Commission to propose a comprehensive, ambitious and long-term European Disability Strategy for the post-2020 period in order to make possible, inter alia, the full and consistent implementation of the UNCRPD.
The new Strategy on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities has been presented on 3 March 2021. This Strategy covers the period from 2021 to 2030 and sets the framework for the implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities by the Member States as well as the EU institutions. This new Strategy focuses on several important areas such as employment, social security, education, accessibility and independent living for persons with disabilities. The Strategy contributes to building a Union of Equality as announced by President von der Leyen, along with other equality strategies presented by this Commission. It will also strengthen Europe’s role as a global partner in supporting the inclusion of persons with disabilities.
Paragraph 39
The resolution notes that the number of inquiries concerning EPSO (European Personnel Selection Office) rose from 23 in 2018 to 44 in 2019 and urges the European Ombudsman to monitor closely the proper implementation of anti-discrimination measures.
While the number of Ombudsman inquiries concerning EPSO has indeed risen considerably from 2018 to 2019, this increase should be assessed against the overall number of competitions organised and candidates tested in the years in question. Specifically, the numbers of competitions organised, applications received, candidates admitted to tests, and candidates who succeeded and were included on the reserve list are as follows for 2018 and 2019:
	
	2018
	2019

	Competitions organised
	16
	37

	Validated applications
	36,993
	45,557

	Admitted candidates
	1,592
	2,347

	
	
	

	Successful candidates
	680
	361


In the light of the above figures, it can be said that the increase in the number of Ombudsman inquiries simply reflects an overall increase in the numbers of candidates tested by EPSO, and in particular a sharp increase in the percentage of unsuccessful candidates.
At the same time, the increased number of inquiries concerning EPSO, taken alone, says nothing about the compliance of EPSO’s operations with the principles of good administration, fairness and transparency during the reference period in question. According to our data, none of the Ombudsman inquiries opened in 2018 and 2019 concerning EPSO have resulted in a finding of maladministration.
Overall, EPSO views its cooperation with the EU Ombudsman’s Office over the recent years as very constructive. Furthermore, EPSO is currently involved in close cooperation with the Ombudsman’s services (as well as representatives of its other stakeholder institutions) in the context of a task force aimed at enhancing the general transparency of EPSO’s selection procedures.
Paragraph 41
The resolution deplores the fact that many sections of the EU institutions’ websites and the publications uploaded to them continue only to be available in certain popular languages and never get coverage in all 24 official EU languages as required by the principles of the Union.
The Commission is fully committed to multilingualism and promotes linguistic diversity across Europe. It considers that the languages used in the EU Member States are an essential part of the cultural heritage and identity of all Europeans. The language rules applicable to the institutions are defined by the Council by unanimity. According to these rules, there are currently 24 official and working languages. The Commission dedicates substantial resources to communicating directly with citizens in the full range of official and working languages. Indeed, communicating in different languages brings the European Union and the Commission closer to the citizens of Europe and supports citizens’ participation in European democracy. Citizens can contact the EU institutions in any of the 24 languages and will receive a reply in the same language. When it comes to non-official documents and websites of the Commission, the Commission applies a flexible and pragmatic approach, balancing the need of ensuring availability of information in as many languages as possible and practical constraints. The Commission welcomes the practical guidelines on the use of languages by the EU institutions and bodies and considers that its practice is already in compliance with them.
Paragraph 46
The resolution welcomes the European Ombudsman’s strategic initiative on the leave rights of certain EU staff members and the best interests of the child.
The Commission decision, that grants a special leave to staff members who welcome a new-born child in their household without having right to either maternity or adoption leave, in practice, benefits the LGBTI families. The Commission is ready to share its experience with other EU institutions wishing to adopt similar rules.

