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European Single Electronic Format (ESEF)-
European Regulation

In 2013, the European Directive 2013/50/EC pushed all annual financial statements of
issuers whose securities are admitted to trading on regulated markets in the EU to be
drawn up in a single electronic reporting format (ESEF), starting from 1 January 2020.

In this context, the European Commission's Delegated Regulation 2019/815 European
Single Electronic Format (ESEF) was drawn up, the format of the annual financial
statements added more specific rules for the marking of the financial statements,
namely:

• issuers to prepare and publish their annual financial statements in XHTML format;

• issuers that prepare their consolidated financial statements in accordance with
International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) should mark those consolidated
financial statements using iXBRL tags (the combination of XHTML format and iXBRL tags
allows annual financial statements to be read by both humans and machines, which
improves the accessibility, analysis and comparability of the information included in the
annual financial statements).
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ESEF Regulation - basic taxonomy 

• On 18 December 2020, the third version of the Commissions delegated Regulation (EU)
2020/1989 of 6 November 2020 supplementing Directives 2019/2100/EC & 2019/815/EC of the
European Parliament and of the Council as regards regulatory technical standards for the
specification of a single electronic reporting format (ESEF) was published in the Official Journal
of the European Union.

• This Regulation amends the previous version of Regulation (EU) 2019/815 of 16 December
2019. This update of the ESEF Regulation adopts the new version of ESMA’s basic taxonomy to
be used for ESEF. The basic taxonomy is now based on the 2020 annual update of the IFRS
Taxonomy published by the IFRS Foundation in March 2020.

• The Taxonomy Update 2020 applies to financial years beginning on or after 1 January 2021.
However, issuers are allowed to adopt the basic taxonomy 2020 specified in this Regulation for
financial years beginning on or after 1 January 2020.

• The basic taxonomy to be used for ESEF is developed by ESMA and builds on or is an extension of
the IFRS Foundation taxonomy. The IFRS Foundation annually updates the IFRS Taxonomy to
reflect, amongst other developments, the issuance of new IFRSs or the amendment of existing
IFRSs, the analysis of disclosures commonly reported in practice, or improvements to general
content or technology of the IFRS Taxonomy. Therefore, the regulatory technical standards are
updated accordingly to reflect each annual update of the IFRS Taxonomy.



ESEF XBRL taxonomy files

The European Securities and Markets Authority (ESMA) on the 7th December 2020 published
the 2020 ESEF XBRL taxonomy files and an update to the ESEF Conformance Suite to facilitate
implementation of the ESEF Regulation.

ESMA aims to facilitate the implementation of the European Single Electronic Format (ESEF) by
providing to XBRL taxonomy files and Conformance Suite test files that reflect the
requirements contained in the 2020 draft update to the ESEF Regulation and the 2020 update
to the ESEF Reporting Manual.

The 2020 ESEF taxonomy is based on the 2020 IFRS Taxonomy, prepared and updated annually
by the IFRS Foundation. The taxonomy package includes labels in all EU languages.

The ESEF Regulation requires that all issuers with securities listed on an EU regulated market
prepare their annual financial reports in xHTML and mark-up the IFRS consolidated financial
statements contained therein using XBRL tags and the iXBRL technology.
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ESEF Reporting Manual

ESMA prepared an ESEF Reporting Manual (09 July 2020_ESMA32-60-
254rev) to provide guidance on common issues encountered when
generating Inline XBRL instance documents.

The purpose of this document is to promote a harmonised and
consistent approach for the preparation of annual financial reports in the
format specified in the RTS on ESEF.
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ESEF Conformance Suite Documentation
Structure and content of the 2020 ESEF 

Conformance Suite

This document (07 December 2020_ESMA32-60-681) describes a set
of conformance tests for XBRL processors/software tools to ensure
compliance with the requirements of the European Single Electronic
Format (ESEF) as defined in the Commission Delegated Regulation (EU)
2019/815 of 17 December 2018 (hereafter, the RTS on ESEF) and with
the guidance included in the ESMA’s ESEF Reporting Manual as last
updated on 9 July 2020.
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XBRL = eXtensible Business Reporting Language

The ESEF uses XBRL tags (XBRL is short for eXtensible Business Reporting Language). It provides the
ability to tag the content of financial tables in line with a taxonomy. And as all issuers are required to
use largely the same taxonomy, based on International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS), financial
data is described uniformly and becomes both verifiable and comparable, even across different
languages.

XBRL.org* provides a nice analogy: “The change from paper, PDF and HTML based reports to XBRL ones
is a little bit like the change from film photography to digital photography, or from paper maps to digital
maps. The new format allows you to do all the things that used to be possible, but also opens up a range
of new capabilities because the information is clearly defined, platform-independent, testable and
digital.”

In order to maintain readability to the human eye, the ESEF will actually be an XHTML format (the
format that every web browser can display) with the XBRL tags embedded using the iXBRL (inline XBRL)
technology.

Instead of the technical terms, let’s have a look at an example: viewers can click any number within the
financial table and an iXBRL viewer to the right displays further details about this specific number,
providing clear context and a relation to the taxonomy. 8
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Level of tagging required by ESEF RTS 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR AUDITORS
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• The level of involvement of the statutory auditor in the annual financial report of 
issuers is currently not specifically addressed in European directives 
(Transparency, Accounting or Auditing Directives) 

• Some additional provisions would be needed in order to create an obligation for 
auditor’s involvement in the ESEF data produced 

• For the EU Commission considering that the ESEF Regulation is a binding legal 
instrument, the provisions included therein shall be considered as a « statutory 
requirements » within the meaning of Article 28(2)(c)(ii) of the Audit Directive (

• Auditors will have to include in the audit report an audit opinion not only on 
whether the financial statements give a true and fair view in accordance with the 
relevant financial reporting framework, but also on whether the financial 
statements prepared in the ESEF comply with the requirements set out in the 
RTS on the ESEF 



OPTIONS IDENTIFIED BY THE EU REGULATORS 

• As there is no direct (or unbreakable) link between the content of the 
human- readable version (XHTML) and the machine-readable detailed 
tagged data provided (XBRL), a simple consistency check between the 
audited financial statements and the human-readable version of ESEF 
would not provide certainty for the processors of the machine-readable 
data. 

• Therefore it is the machine-readable information (which is 
tagged/anchored/ with extension...) which would deserve some verification 
by auditors. 

• The EU REGULATORS has explored theoretically five scenarios of auditor’s 
involvement on the machine-readable data and how the auditors could 
provide some « assurance » on the tagging 
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Five Scenarios
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Assurance on tagging is provided in a (separate) section in the auditor ́s report 
(outside the audit opinion

Assurance on tagging is integrated into the section in the auditor ́s report 
on the audit of the financial statements (in the opinion on the financial 
statements) 

Assurance on tagging is provided outside of the auditor ́s report 

Agreed upon procedures on tagging are reported on by the auditor 
outside the audit report 

High level consistency check on the tagging are reported on in the 
audit report “other information” section - if any material 
misstatement is found (similar to ISA720 provisions) 



• The EU REGULATORS  is of the view that there is need to solve the 
legal issue 

• In a second step regulators and the audit profession should dig 
further in the details around the type and depth of procedures to be 
done before providing some level of assurance on the tagging. 

• An ECG note provided by Accountancy Europe suggests that ISAE 
3000 provides a framework to be applied in both option 1 and 3 

• However ISAE 3000 is not applicable in all Member States and would 
at least need to be supplemented in the frame of ESEF review to 
allow for consistency in the application. 
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Thank you for your attention

Questions?
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