
Sustainable public finances – EU perspectives 

Ten key insights
Drawn from a discussion series with senior policy-makers and stakeholders

BUSINESS WITH CONFIDENCE	 icaew.com

http://www.icaew.com


Introduction

This report sets out ten key insights drawn from the 
2013 discussion series on ‘Sustainable Public Finances 
– EU perspectives’ organised by ICAEW, with support 
from PwC. These insights are designed to enhance 
understanding of the specific challenges of achieving 
sustainable public finances among policymakers and 
stakeholders engaged in the highly topical EU debate 
of how to move forward public sector accounting 
and financial management in Europe.

The global financial and economic crisis revealed 
the poor quality of financial management, reporting 
and governance within much of the public sector, 
stemming in particular from the inadequate 
application of accruals, accounting and budgeting, 
and the management of government balance sheet 
assets and liabilities. The causes and consequences 
of the crisis were far broader, but the shortcomings 
in accounting and financial management are now 
widely recognised in Europe and across the world.

Government accounting standards and arrangements 
remain extremely diverse in Europe. According to 
Eurostat, taking into account all tiers and branches 
of government and the public sector across EU 
member states, no two countries currently have the 
same system or apply the same standards. A major 
debate is taking place within the EU on the best 
way to improve public sector accounting standards 
across Europe. Eurostat is leading an ongoing project 
to develop European Public Sector Accounting 
Standards (EPSAS). 
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Important developments are also taking place at the 
international level with regard to International Public 
Sector Accounting Standards (IPSAS). Oversight and 
governance, as well as the accounting standards 
themselves, are key issues within the debate.

ICAEW, with PwC, convened a series of four separate 
meetings to address in turn specific areas within 
the overall area of sustainable public finances. Each 
discussion drew together a wide range of policy-
makers, interested organisations and experts, to 
provide a stimulating multi-perspective analysis of key 
challenges and priorities. A synopsis capturing the 
major aspects was published after each discussion. 
This report distils the key insights from these 
synopses. We hope that it can help inform debate on 
the best way forward in the public interest.

A digital version of this publication is available at 
icaew.com/publicfinances and pwc.com/euservices

We would be delighted to receive comments on this 
publication, to be sent to europe@icaew.com

http://www.icaew.com/publicfinances
http://www.pwc.com/euservices
mailto:europe@icaew.com


Shortcomings mask the real picture and pose major risks 
to the public interest
The shortcomings in the current state of accounting, reporting and financial management within much of 
the public sector in Europe constitute a major risk for the sustainability of public finances in many European 
countries. They effectively mask the real financial picture of member states, making it difficult for the wider 
public and government stakeholders to understand the true and complete picture of public finances. The 
areas of public sector pensions and the debt of quasi-governmental entities are common examples of acute 
shortcomings in accounting and reporting. At stake is the capacity of governments to take and implement 
decisions which affect the public interest today and in the future. The consequences of neglecting public 
sector liabilities and inadequate management of public debt have been all too visible in Europe, through 
the impact of austerity. Action in a number of areas is urgently needed if EU member states are to tackle 
medium and long-term challenges to their public finances; including managing costs of changing 
demographics and ensuring public investment for future growth. Therefore, it is a critical public interest 
issue to address the current shortcomings.
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Ten key insights

Ten key insights for achieving better public finances in the EU 
based on democratic accountability and fiscal sustainability
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Appendix
Organisations that participated in the 2013 ‘Sustainable Public 
Finances: EU perspectives’ series:
Belgium Federal Government

Cabinet of the President of the European Council

Centre for European Policy Studies

Conseil de normalisation des comptes publics (France)

Delegation of the Government of Catalonia to the EU

DG Budget, European Commission

DG Economic and Financial Affairs, European Commission

DG Internal Audit Service, European Commission

Dutch Court of Auditors

Economia

European Central Bank

European Centre of Employers and Enterprises providing 
Public Services

European Court of Auditors

European Group of International Accounting Networks and 
Associations

European Parliament

European Savings Banks Group/World Savings Banks Institute

European Stability Mechanism

Eurostat

Federation of European Accountants (FEE)

Finance Watch

Ghent University

House of the Dutch Provinces

ICAEW

Institut des Réviseurs d’Enterprises/Instituut van de 
Bedrijfsrevisoren

International Federation of Accountants (IFAC)

International Integrated Reporting Council

International Public Sector Accounting Standards Board 
(IPSASB)

Interpol

Lombardy Region – Presidency Delegation to the EU

North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO)

PensionsEurope

Public Interest Oversight Board (PIOB)

PwC

Representation of the State of Baden-Württemberg to the EU

UK Financial Reporting Council

UK National Audit Office (seconded to Department of Health)

University of Aberdeen Business School

University of Athens

University of Birmingham

Welsh Government

World Bank
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A plan for growth

A discussion series:

SUSTAINABLE PUBLIC FINANCES – EU PERSPECTIVES

PUBLIC SECTOR FINANCES – CHALLENGES AHEAD

Synopsis of discussion on 22 January 2013, Brussels  
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A plan for growth

A discussion series:

SUSTAINABLE PUBLIC FINANCES – EU PERSPECTIVES

REGIONAL AND CENTRAL GOVERNMENT PERSPECTIVES

Synopsis of discussion on 23 April 2013, Brussels  
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 A discussion series:

SUSTAINABLE PUBLIC FINANCES – EU PERSPECTIVES

VIEWS FROM INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTIONS

Synopsis of discussion on 24 September 2013, Brussels
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 A discussion series:
SUSTAINABLE PUBLIC FINANCES – EU PERSPECTIVES

DEMOCRATIC ACCOUNTABILITY AND FISCAL 
SUSTAINABILITY
Synopsis of discussion on 13 November 2013, Brussels



ICAEW is a world leading professional membership organisation that 
promotes, develops and supports over 142,000 chartered accountants 
worldwide. We provide qualifications and professional development, 
share our knowledge, insight and technical expertise, and protect the 
quality and integrity of the accountancy and finance profession.

As leaders in accountancy, finance and business our members have the 
knowledge, skills and commitment to maintain the highest professional 
standards and integrity. Together we contribute to the success of 
individuals, organisations, communities and economies around the 
world.

Because of us, people can do business with confidence.

ICAEW is a founder member of Chartered Accountants Worldwide and 
the Global Accounting Alliance.
www.charteredaccountantsworldwide.com
www.globalaccountingalliance.com

PwC helps organisations and individuals create the value they’re 
looking for. We’re a network of firms in 158 countries with more than 
180,000 people who are committed to delivering quality in assurance, 
tax and advisory services. Tell us what matters to you and find out 
more by visiting us at www.pwc.com

PwC refers to the PwC network and/or one or more of its member 
firms, each of which is a separate legal entity. Please see www.pwc.
com/structure for further details. 

‘PwC’ is the brand under which member firms of 
PricewaterhouseCoopers International Limited (PwCIL) operate and 
provide services. Together, these firms form the PwC network. Each 
firm in the network is a separate legal entity and does not act as agent 
of PwCIL or any other member firm. 
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