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TITLE OF THE INITIATIVE E-invoicing in public procurement 

LEAD DG – RESPONSIBLE UNIT MARKT/C4 DATE OF ROADMAP 10/2012 

This indicative roadmap is provided for information purposes only and is subject to change. It does not prejudge the 
final decision of the Commission on whether this initiative will be pursued or on its final content and structure. 

 

A. Context and problem definition 

(1) What is the political context of the initiative? 

(2) How does it relate to past and possible future initiatives, and to other EU policies? 

(3) What ex-post analysis of existing policy has been carried out? What results are relevant for this initiative? 

(1) The political climate to act on electronic invoicing (e-invoicing) is generally propitious. The potential benefits 
from the use of e-invoicing are perceived as an opportunity by a wide range of actors, chief among them: 

 Member States, who have called for measures to promote e-invoicing at the Informal Competitiveness 
Council of February 2012 and in the European Council Conclusions of June 2012.

1
 

 The European Parliament, who called for making e-invoicing compulsory in public procurement by 2016 
in a resolution adopted in April 2012.
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 Some categories of stakeholders (chiefly economic actors and NGOs), who in various fora (conferences, 
studies, and reports) have highlighted the benefits which e-invoicing could bring with respect to cost 
savings, increased efficiency, improved payment processed, or a reduced environmental impact.   

(2) An initiative promoting the use of e-invoicing in public procurement would be consistent with the overall 
Commission policy on e-invoicing and would contribute to achieving the objectives of several existing 
Commission initiatives, in particular: 

 the European Commission's initiative "A Digital Agenda for Europe" (COM(2010)245)
3
, which gives a 

prominent role to achieving a single digital market and calls for removing the regulatory and technical 
barriers which prevent mass adoption of e-invoicing;  

 the 2010 Communication "Reaping the benefits of electronic invoicing for Europe" (COM(2010)712)
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, 

which sets as an objective that "e-invoicing becomes the predominant method of invoicing by 2020 in 
Europe"; the Commission has set up a EU Multi-Stakeholder Forum on e-invoicing (composed of 
delegates from national e-invoicing fora and key stakeholders from the user side of the market) which 
could be leveraged in the context of this initiative (it is worth noting, however, that the scope of the 
Communication and the EU Forum is e-invoicing in general, i.e. broader than B2G e-invoicing);  

 the recently adopted Communication on "A strategy for e-procurement", (COM(2012)179)
5
, which states 

that "the ultimate goal is “straight through e-procurement” with all phases of the procedure from 
notification (e-notification) to payment (e-payment) being conducted electronically; and 

 the Commission proposal for a Connecting Europe Facility (CEF), which foresees support to digital 
services infrastructures (which will enable also e-invoices).  

Additionally, such an initiative is a logical follow up to the recent "Council Directive on the common system of 
value added tax as regards the rules on invoicing" (2010/45/EU)
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, which, among others, revises and 

simplifies the rules on e-invoicing in the EU with a view to promoting its usage. 

(3) Since no EU policy initiatives dealing specifically with e-invoicing in public procurement exist, no ex-post 
analysis has been carried out. However, ex-post analyses of related policies (e.g. public procurement 
directives, directive on the common system of value added tax) have been carried out.  

 With regards to the public procurement directives, the evaluation found that the directives have had 
positive impacts: transparency has increased and there are good levels of competition for many public 
procurement contracts. This has resulted in a net increase in benefits - the total cost of the procurement 
process at 1.3% of the total value of contracts published. This is more than offset by the estimated 
savings, which are around 5% of the total (without making any allowance for improvements in quality 
and wider environmental or social benefits). 
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 The ex post analysis of the first VAT Directive on invoicing, required through a review clause, highlighted 
the need to further reduce administrative burdens on businesses and particularly in the area of e-
invoicing where the options for Member States for requiring certain technology, such as e-signatures or 
EDI, was restricting the growth of e-invoicing. Furthermore, the High level Group of Independent 
Stakeholders for Administrative Burdens issued an opinion in October 2008 in which administrative 
burdens reductions of EUR 18 billion could be obtained through promoting e-invoices by creating equal 
treatment between paper and electronic invoices. This lead to a Commission proposal and the VAT 
Invoicing Directive (2010/45/EU) which enters into force on 1 January 2013. 

What are the main problems which this initiative will address? 

The main problems that this initiative will address are the following: 

1) Multiple standards in e-invoicing imposed by Member States 

Several Member States have adopted legislation or have implemented non-legislative measures requiring that 
invoices submitted to the public sector must be in electronic format. As part of this process, Member States also 
require or recommend the use of specific (frequently national) standards with which e-invoices must comply. The 
resulting multiplicity of standards results in additional complexity and costs for firms trading across the Single 
Market. 

For enterprises, the need to maintain multiple standards results in higher operating costs and more complex 
business processes (especially for cross-border contracts), which are particularly burdensome for SMEs. This 
often translates into higher prices for the contracting authorities, which indicates a suboptimal use of public 
resources in procurement. 

The excessive level of complexity resulting from the many different requirements and models across the EU 
leads to a lack of interoperability between the e-invoicing networks and generates unnecessary additional costs 
of developing multiple standards which can fulfil these requirements. These costs are then transmitted to firms 
using products linked to those standards, increasing their operating costs. 

Both the higher operating costs for enterprises and the lack of interoperability in the e-invoicing market lead to 
market access barriers and market fragmentation, resulting in a situation where national rather than EU-wide e-
invoicing regimes predominate. The barriers to cross-border invoicing could in turn deter cross-border bidding on 
public procurement contracts. 

2) Predominance of paper-based invoicing 

Paper based invoicing still predominates in the EU. This generates higher transaction costs for contracting 
authorities (CAs) as well as for enterprises supplying to the public sector. It is also one of the reasons for the 
continued existence of inefficient manual invoicing procedures. 

The insufficient uptake of electronic invoicing has a direct negative impact on the cost of various procedures 
related to invoicing: the reception and processing of incoming invoices, the preparation of payments, and 
storage/archiving all require greater use of resources and are therefore more costly than would be the case with 
full process automation. Furthermore, such manual procedures take significantly more time and are more prone 
to errors, meaning that opportunities are missed not only for reducing operating costs, but also for ensuring 
shorter payment delays, greater transparency, improved security and auditability of data, etc.  

Public administrations which switch to using IT systems in the day-to day administration of their files (including e-
invoicing) could take on the role of front-runners on the market. Every year around one fifth of EU GDP is spent 
by different levels of government (central and sub-central), bodies governed by public law and utility service 
providers to procure goods, works and services. Almost 20% of this total is spent on purchases exceeding the 
value thresholds set in the public procurement directives and is therefore governed by EU public procurement 
rules. According to Commission estimates, the total value of invitations to tender for contracts above the 
thresholds in 2010 was approximately EUR 447 billion (3.6% of EU GDP). Considering the inefficiency of 
maintaining two separate invoicing systems (paper and electronic), and in light of the importance of public 
purchases in the entire economy, making e-invoicing the primary form of invoicing in public procurement could 
be the source of important spill-over effects to the private sector (e.g. B2B invoicing transactions). This in turn 
would generate potentially significant benefits from a more widespread use of IT tools by all actors on the market 
(externalities).  

In summary, missed opportunities on a micro level (i.e. untapped savings in transaction costs in public 
procurement, unnecessarily lengthy and complex manual procedures), as well as on a macro level (i.e. untapped 
savings due to digitalisation of public sector and spill over effects to B2B) lead to insufficient cost efficiency of 
the broadly understood public procurement supply chain. 

These negative impacts of paper based invoicing on the cost–efficiency of public procurement supply chains 
lead to the conclusion that currently the use of public resources in procurement is less than optimal. 
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Who will be affected by it?   

The main stakeholders affected by this initiative are: 

• Contracting authorities as purchasers of goods, works and services; 

• Suppliers (i.e. businesses, including SMEs) who are active on public procurement markets; 

• Enterprises providing e-invoicing services 

• Member states and all regional/local governments, who would implement the new initiative 
(including possibly the transposition of legislation). 

• Citizens as taxpayers and users of public service. 

While analysing impacts on various groups of stakeholders, it must be kept in mind that any options presented in 
the Impact Assessment might have different impacts on different stakeholders.  

Costs of implementing new IT solutions and the need to acquire new skills to handle electronic invoices would 
spread asymmetrically across larger and smaller / central and regional public administrations. In the same way, 
larger and smaller enterprises might be affected differently by the requirement to submit e-invoices, particularly 
depending on their ratio of business with the public and private sector. Finally, the cost-benefit ratio might be 
different for purchasers and for suppliers.  

Is EU action justified on grounds of subsidiarity? Why can Member States not achieve the objectives of the 
proposed action sufficiently by themselves? Can the EU achieve the objectives better?  

Yes, EU action is justified on grounds of subsidiarity. Over the past few years, the use of e-invoicing in Europe, 
although still fairly limited, has been increasing. Various initiatives promoting its use have appeared both in the 
private and in the public sector. In order to accelerate the take-up of e-invoicing, several Member States have 
drawn up legislation which in some cases makes its use in public procurement mandatory. Frequently, a 
particular standard is imposed; in the majority of cases, the chosen standard is unique to that particular Member 
State. This has resulted in a very complex and chaotic situation, in which e-invoicing, where it does take place, is 
for the most part limited to separate – often national – networks, creating 'islands of e-invoicing' in the single 
market. For the most part, these national networks are not interoperable. 

Although some efforts at standardisation have been undertaken, these have shown limited results to date. The 
number of standards, requirements, and solutions remains very large and e-invoicing networks appear to be 
growing more, not less, entrenched along national boundaries. There has been very little effort to promote 
interoperability between the national networks, which would help to ensure the proper functioning of the Single 
Market. 

EU action is therefore required in order to co-ordinate the actions of the Member States with respect to e-
invoicing in public procurement and prevent any further fragmentation of the Single Market. Until the present, 
such actions at national level have been either non-existent or insufficient, and there is little indication that this 
state of affairs will change in the foreseeable future. The EU, on the other hand, can act as an arbiter in the 
discussion on interoperability and objectively recommend the best approach to eliminating market barriers. 
Measures promoting the use of e-invoicing by public bodies in the EU will also act as a stimulus for the broad 
implementation of the best solutions across Europe.  

Should the Impact Assessment conclude that legislative measures are the most appropriate method of achieving 
the stated objectives, art. 114 of the TFEU would serve as the legal basis.  

 

B. Objectives of the initiative 

What are the main policy objectives? 

This initiative would eliminate the fragmentation of the Single Market by promoting the use of e-invoicing in 
public procurement and enhancing the interoperability of national e-invoicing systems. It would help to reduce 
the operating costs of enterprises and the procurement costs of public authorities by fostering the automation of 
procedures related to invoicing, and would facilitate cross-border invoicing transactions. 

The precise scope and deadlines of these requirements are yet to be defined, following the detailed assessment 
of impacts and consultations with stakeholders. However, any standardisation / interoperability framework 
established for public authorities in the context of this initiative will also need to be suitable for the non-public 
procurement domain (i.e. B2B transactions). 
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Do the objectives imply developing EU policy in new areas? 

No. Various initiatives promoting the use of electronic invoicing in the broader B2B market already exist (e.g 
"Council Directive on the common system of value added tax", the Commission's 2010 communication "Reaping 
the benefits of electronic invoicing for Europe"). The current initiative would build on these policy existing 
initiatives current requirements with respect to e-invoicing in public procurement (B2G). 

 

C. Options 

(1) What are the policy options (including exemptions/adapted regimes e.g. for SMEs) being considered?  

(2) What legislative or 'soft law' instruments could be considered?  

(3) How do the options respect the proportionality principle? 

(1), (2)  

A number of policy options are being considered with a view to achieving the above-stated objectives in the most 
effective and efficient manner. 

a) No action 

In the foreseeable future, it can be expected that additional Member States will mandate the use of e-invoicing in 
public procurement and that its use will increase at a slow and steady pace. With no action on the part of the EU, 
there is a significant risk that the national e-invoicing networks will become more and more entrenched and 
barriers to cross-border e-invoicing will remain. This will be a major stumbling block to the swift take-up of e-
invoicing, resulting in the continued fragmentation of the Single Market and missed opportunities for savings and 
process improvement. 

b) 'Soft law' approach 

A soft law approach could consist of one of a number of options, e.g. a recommendation or a communication 
which could, for example, set up a benchmarking system or urge a self-regulatory initiative to define a common 
standard. The general approach would be similar in all three cases: the Commission would recommend 
measures to promote the take-up of e-invoicing in public procurement in the Member States and would suggest 
several possible ways of enhancing interoperability (including, where appropriate, through the sharing of the 
Commission's own e-Procurement solutions).To a certain extent and in a more general manner this has already 
been done in the Commission's 2010 Communication on e-invoicing, but at present, this approach does not 
seem to fully resolve the current problems with e-invoicing, as there is no guarantee that Member States will take 
up the recommendations, and even if they do act, the chosen solutions might not have any impact on the current 
lack of interoperability. This might, however, be the system preferred by the Member States and the service 
providers. 

c) Legislative act 

A legislative act would consider various methods of promoting the take-up of e-invoicing in the Member States, 
including the possibility of making e-invoicing mandatory in public procurement. Furthermore, a range of options 
would be assessed by which to ensure interoperability, including the possibility of mandating the use of specific 
standards. This approach currently appears to be the most effective in reaching the objectives because of its 
coercive nature: it would provide a strong stimulus for the take-up of e-invoicing on the one hand, and closely co-
ordinate the activities of the Member States to find common, shared solutions to the interoperability problem on 
the other. However, as this would be the most far-reaching of the options, it might meet with some resistance on 
the part of the Member States (some of which have recently voiced concerns about the feasibility of 
implementing in the near future a system where e-invoicing is the sole method used throughout the public 
sector) and the service providers (among whom there is some reluctance to subject their systems to full 
interoperability). 

d) A mixed approach based on b) and c) 

Such an approach would combine the strong stimulus of the legislative act for the use of e-invoicing in public 
procurement with a more flexible approach as to the most appropriate means of ensuring interoperability. For 
example, specific timelines and objectives could be set, after which additional steps would be considered if these 
goals were not entirely met.  

The exact scope of any Commission initiative will be analysed in the Impact Assessment. Irrespective of the type 
of initiative used, a wide range of options and possibilities will need to be considered, for example:  

 The coverage of the initiative (which actors would be obliged to accept exclusively e-invoices): 

i) Authorities which have applied public procurement procedures in order to purchase works, goods or 
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services;  

ii) Authorities and/or entities which have applied public procurement procedures defined in the EU 
directives in order to purchase works, goods or services; 

 The acceptable form and technical requirements defining the exchange e-invoices: 

i) Non-structured invoices are allowed, if exchanged electronically (e.g. pdf files, free-text messages); 

ii) Only structured invoices (data in a clearly specified, machine-readable electronic format) are 
allowed with the freedom to choose among various e-invoicing technical standards;  

iii) Only structured invoices are allowed, but one single e-invoicing technical standard is imposed 

(3) 

The measures which will be identified in the Impact Assessment will focus on addressing bottlenecks in the 
functioning of the broadly-understood public procurement chain and the functioning of the Single Market. The 
measures will take into account the fact that e-invoicing systems are well-established in some Member States 
and will seek to achieve inter-operability at the least possible cost and disruption to existing systems. 

 

D. Initial assessment of impacts 

What are the benefits and costs of each of the policy options?  

The options set out above could have a wide range of impacts across the three main categories of impacts 
generally considered for an Impact Assessment. This might include (non-exhaustive list) the following: 

(i) Economic impacts on: 

• transparency and better transaction tracking (both in terms of lower risk of fraud and easier 
auditing/access to data in fiscal controls, and in terms of better supply chain management/planning 
by enterprises); 

• transaction errors (reduction or elimination of errors in fully integrated processing with automatic 
matching of purchase orders and invoices; automated dispute management); 

• transaction costs (savings for contracting authorities and entities due to automation versus investments 
in IT infrastructure; costs of coexistence of multiple e-invoicing standards); 

• time taken to process payment (potential reduction in payment delays and related supply chain financing 
costs, especially beneficial for SMEs);  

• markets access barriers / barriers to cross-border acceptance of e-invoices by public administrations 
(especially due to the existence of multiple e-invoicing standards); 

• potential spill-over effects (e.g. into e-invoicing in the B2B sector); 

• competition among e-invoicing service providers (increased due to more standardised procedures and 
requirements); 

• implementation costs vs. benefits (possibility of different scale of impacts depending on chosen option; 
for buyers vs. suppliers; for large vs. small market actors);  

• costs of potentially running parallel (electronic and paper-based) systems in the short to medium term 

• staff and training costs due to the introduction of new IT technologies (potentially significant for SMEs 
and smaller public bodies and dependent on the level of IT-maturity). 

(ii) Social impacts on: 

• general digitalisation of public administrations (externalities due to wider use of IT technologies by 
contracting authorities, e.g. modernisation of public services, improved image of public 
administration push toward e-Government); 

• enhancement of IT skills (contribution to improving the general IT skills of society due to broader use of 
the latest technologies); 

• internal restructuring (reallocation of staff to more productive work or redundancy caused by increased 
automation); 

• process change management (possible difficulties in changing well-established working methods, 
especially for SMEs and small contracting authorities). 

(iii) Environmental impacts on: 
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• waste production (reduction or even elimination of paper files);  

• transport costs and CO2 emissions. 

Could any or all of the options have significant impacts on (i) simplification, (ii) administrative burden and (iii) on 
relations with other countries, (iv) implementation arrangements? And (v) could any be difficult to transpose for 
certain Member States?  

(i) Since little currently exists in terms of EU legislation concerning e-invoicing in Europe, the proposed initiative 
would primarily have an indirect impact on simplification, i.e. through the co-ordination or harmonisation of 
national legislation. Additionally, the initiative would contribute to a simplification of existing rules on the 
acceptance of e-invoices as set out in the directive on a common system of the value added tax. 

(ii) The proposed initiative on e-invoicing will seek to optimise the use of resources, in particular by increasing 
the ease with which the parties involved carry out all processes related to invoicing and payment. In the optimal 
scenario, e-invoicing procedures would be fully automated (i.e. would not require any human interaction) and 
would include electronic archiving. As a result, the processing of electronic invoices would require much less 
time, effort, and resources invested for both firms and CAEs than handling of paper invoices. Although the 
reporting and monitoring obligations foreseen in public procurement would remain unchanged, a significant 
reduction of administrative procedures can be expected: data gathering, analysis, and reporting would be greatly 
simplified. Furthermore, auditing activities would also be greatly facilitated, as the structured invoice data would 
be readily available for an unlimited period of time and be readable by a wide variety of electronic tools. 

(iii) Relations with other countries would not be significantly affected by this initiative, as its scope will only cover 
invoicing for public procurement. There may be limited positive effects for European enterprises doing business 
with firms from outside the EU. Additionally, there might be positive effects for non-EU enterprises doing 
business with partners in the EU, as they will be faced with a less complex system of standards. 

(iv) Depending on the final scope of this initiative (e.g. level of technical harmonisation, inclusion of central 
government only or all public institutions, etc.) the impacts with regards to implementation will vary. A too 
complicated system of rules defining the scope of this initiative could be the source of complexity, whereas the 
application of the obligation to accept e-invoices introduced on a general basis would have the virtue of simplicity 
and ease of application.   

(v) Varying levels of technical or procedural readiness between Member States could translate into potential 
implementation problems and higher initial investment costs in the countries where e-invoicing is less developed 
(i.e. due to lower IT literacy or well-entrenched procedures and business practices).  

(1) Will an IA be carried out for this initiative and/or possible follow-up initiatives? 

(2) When will the IA work start? 

(3) When will you set up the IA Steering Group and how often will it meet? 

(4) What DGs will be invited? 

(1) Yes, an Impact Assessment will be carried out for this initiative. 

(2) The Impact Assessment work started in August 2012 and is currently on-going. 

(3) The Impact Assessment Steering Group held its first meeting on 14 September 2012. Two additional 
meetings are currently tentatively planned for November 2012 and January 2013. 

(4) The following DGs and services have been invited: SG, SJ, BUDG, CONNECT, COMP, DIGIT, ENTR, 
TAXUD, REGIO, ECFIN, JUST, MARKT. 

(1) Is any option likely to have impacts on the EU budget above € 5m? 

(2) If so, will this IA serve also as an ex-ante evaluation, as required by the Financial Regulation? If not, provide 
information about the timing of the ex-ante evaluation. 

(1) No 

(2) No 

 

E. Evidence base, planning of further work and consultation 

(1) What information and data are already available? Will existing IA and evaluation work be used?  

(2) What further information needs to be gathered, how will this be done (e.g. internally or by an external 
contractor), and by when?  

(3) What is the timing for the procurement process & the contract for any external contracts that you are 
planning (e.g. for analytical studies, information gathering, etc.)? 
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(4) Is any particular communication or information activity foreseen? If so, what, and by when? 

(1) The Impact Assessment will draw on a significant number of already existing data and results from a variety 
of sources and projects: 

(i) the work of the Expert Group on e-invoicing (e.g. "Final Report of the Expert Group on e-invoicing"); 

(ii) the work to date of the EU Multi-stakeholder Forum on e-invoicing, in particular interim reports and 
recommendations; 

(iii) various studies commissioned by DG ENTR and DG MARKT within the context of the European 
Commission's activities on e-Invoicing (e.g. "SEPA" potential benefits at stake" by Capgemini); 

(iv) publicly-available information provided by the industry, such as various reports, studies, and surveys 
(e.g. "E-Invoicing / E-Billing: Opportunities in a challenging market environment" by Billentis; "E-
invoicing: Final step of an efficient invoicing process" by Deutsche Bank Research; "Electronic Invoicing 
Initiatives in Finland and in the European Union" by the Helsinki School of Economics, etc.); 

(v) final results and deliverables of the PEPPOL (Pan-European Public Procurement Online) pilot project, a 
Large Scale Pilot PEPPOL funded under the EC's CIP ICT PSP programme; 

(vi) the evaluation of Directives 2004/17/EC and 2004/18/EC completed in 2011 and on the research carried 
out in the context of the on-going proposal for the revision of the existing directives, adopted by the 
college in December 2011; 

(vii) lessons learnt from the implementation of electronic procurement within the Commission through the e-
PRIOR action of ISA, as well as the sharing of the artefacts with the Member States through the open 
source solution Open e-PRIOR; and 

(viii) ad-hoc meetings with various stakeholders. 

(2) A public consultation will be launched in the 4
th
 quarter of 2012 to gather stakeholders' opinions about 

options that are considered under this initiative (i.e. concerning its coverage and the various means of 
addressing the issue of technical requirements) as well as the most appropriate implementation timeline. 

(3) No procurement procedures need to be launched in the context of this initiative. 

(4) The initiative will be presented to Member States during the meeting of Advisory Committee on Public 
Contracts and consulted with members of the European Multi Stakeholder Forum on Electronic Invoicing. 

Which stakeholders & experts have been or will be consulted, how, and at what stage? 

A public consultation is planned in Q4 of 2012 to discuss the key policy choices with the main stakeholders (e.g. 
public procurement authorities in Member State governments; contracting authorities conducting public 
procurement transactions at central and sub-central level; firms which act as suppliers to the public sector and 
their business associations; citizens, academics and experts carrying out research in public procurement). The 
consultation will be available on line and will take the form of an on-line questionnaire accessible to the general 
public.  

Additionally, the initiative will be consulted with the European Multi-Stakeholder Forum on Electronic Invoicing 
and the Advisory Committee on Public Contracts.  
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