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Sustainable Development Goals 
– Audit Findings Framework  

ABSTRACT

The new Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
were adopted by the International community in Sep-
tember of 2015 and are to be implemented by all coun-
tries between 2016 and 2030. The commitments taken 
on bring many challenges to national governments, 
with important implications to public policies in diffe-
rent areas, not only the environment. Due to their po-
sition in national systems, Supreme Audit Institutions 
(SAIs) have been called by the international community 
to contribute, within their mandates, to the success of 
the SDGs. This paper proposes a framework to gather 
and communicate, in a structured way, results of per-
formance audits carried out by SAIs in topics covered 
by the SDGs. 

Keywords: performance audit. INTOSAI. Sus-
tainable Development Goals.

1. INTRODUCTION

In September of 2015, countries from all over 
the world gathered at the United Nations (UN) General 
Assembly, adopted a declaration entitled Transforming 
our World:  the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
As an integral part of this declaration, known as 2030 
Agenda, there are 17 goals and 169 targets, the Sustai-
nable Development Goals (SDGs). The SDGs represent 
global priorities, common challenges – in a bigger or 
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Therefore, the SDGs are at the same time am-
bitious and modest, innovative and commonplace, 
comprehensive and limited. Ambitious because, if im-
plemented, they will substantially change our society, 
but they are also modest because they are mostly about 
commitments already undertaken, about unresolved 
issues that are urgent to guarantee basic standards of li-
ving to people and basic conditions for the environment. 
They are innovative because they tried to be objective, 
attributing targets and means of implementation to each 
goal, but again, many of these issues have already been 
debated to exhaustion in international fora. They are 
comprehensive because we have 17 goals and 169 targets 
to implement in 15 years, which will no doubt be a chal-
lenge; yet, some important issues have been left behind.

                    

2. SDGS AND NATIONAL GOVERNMENTS

The efforts to achieve the SDGs will demand par-
tnerships. Citizens, civil society and the private sector 
are already reflecting on how they can contribute to the 
fulfilment of the objectives, but it is recognized that the 
main responsibility will fall on national governments. Ul-
timately, they were the ones that made the commitment 
internationally. Therefore, will be accountable for its ful-
fillment and delivery of expected results to the society.

Thus, the SDGs represent a big challenge to na-
tional governments: they have to be capable of dea-

smaller degree – to all countries, and a way to achieve 
the vision of the 2030 Agenda of a world with a deve-
lopment pattern that is fairer and sustainable.

The commitments represented by the SDGs are 
universal, that is, they are to be pursued by all countries 
in the world and achieved by all countries, respecting 
their capacities, until 2030. Of the 17 SDGs, there are 15 
thematic, or sectorial, objectives that cover basic develo-
pment areas, like, for example, fighting poverty and hun-
ger, promoting health, education, gender equality, water, 
energy, labor, infrastructure, among others. Moreover, 
goal 16, known as the “governance goal”, proposed the 
building of effective, accountable institutions at all levels. 
Finally, goal 17  addresses the need for partnerships,  cle-
arer rules in the international financial and trade systems, 
for technology exchange, among others, that is, systemic 
issues that have to be changed to support the implemen-
tation of the other proposed goals. 

It is important to notice that the issues presented 
by the new set of goals are not new to the international 
community. Some of them were already considered, 
for example, by the Millennium Development Goals, 
which are considered, in a way, the predecessor of the 
SDGs. Others were present as the main issue or as sub-
sidiary issues in a multitude of other international agree-
ments and UN resolutions adopted along the years. This 
is because the SDGs are bringing together issues that 
are basic development priorities. Issues that, in some 
measure, are relevant for all countries. 
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ling with increasingly complex issues, in an integrated 
manner, because the quest to sustainable development 
requires a systemic approach, which takes into consi-
deration the interlinkages between different areas, in a 
way that the solutions implemented are mutually sup-
portive, instead of causing negative impacts.

Paragraph 63, which relates to the means of im-
plementation of the SDGs, says that: 

Cohesive nationally owned sustainable development strategies, 

supported by integrated national financing frameworks, will be at 

the heart of our efforts. We reiterate that each country has primary 

responsibility for its own economic and social development and 

that the role of national policies and development strategies 

cannot be overemphasized. We will respect each country’s 

policy space and leadership to implement policies for poverty 

eradication and sustainable development, while remaining 

consistent with relevant international rules and commitments 

(UNITED NATIONS, 2016, p.34).

Therefore, the SDGs, to be in fact achieved, will 
need to have an impact on national development stra-
tegies of countries, with important national policy im-
plications in many areas. 

3. THE SDGS AND THE SUPREME 
AUDIT INSTITUTIONS

The United Nations, in its resolution A/RES/66/209 
“recognizes the important role of supreme audit institu-

tions in promoting the efficiency, accountability, effecti-
veness and transparency of public administration, which 
is conducive to the achievement of national development 
objectives and priorities as well as the internationally agre-
ed development goals, including the Millennium Develo-
pment Goals” (UNITED NATIONS, 2012, p. 1).

Due to their position in national systems, their 
mandate over all areas of governmental expenditure, 
and their active cooperation in global and regional orga-
nizations, SAIs can positively work towards the succes-
sful achievement of the goals. SAIs, for example, can be 
instrumental to ensure national governments are placing 
these international commitments in their agendas and 
pursuing them with transparency and accountability.

A careful look at the goals and targets of the 
2030 Agenda shows that SAIs are already familiar with 
many, if not all, of the SDGs issues, since, as mentio-
ned before, they are recognized as essential develop-
ment issues in which government action is traditional 
in all countries. 

Aware of this opportunity, SAIs at the Internatio-
nal Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions (INTO-
SAI), have promoted a series of meetings and debates 
about possible approaches for SAIs related to the SDGs. 
Four approaches have emerged as a consensus: 

1. Assessing the readiness of national systems to 
report on progress towards the achievement of 
the SDGs, and subsequently to audit their opera-
tion and the reliability of the data they produce; 
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2. Undertaking performance audits that examine 
the economy, efficiency, and effectiveness of key 
government programs that contribute to specific 
aspects of the SDGs; 

3. Assessing and supporting the implementation of 
SDG 16 which relates in part to transparent, effi-
cient, and accountable institutions; and 

4. Being models of transparency and accountability 
in their own operations, including auditing and 
reporting. 

Although all of them can be linked to work or ac-
tions already being developed in many SAIs, the second 
approach, related to carrying out performance audit in 
topics covered by the SDGs, is certainly more common 
and directly applicable. A desktop survey carried out by 
SAI United Arab Emirates in websites of SAIs worldwide, 
which have content in English and Arabic, found exam-
ples of audits from 658 reports from 40 countries covering 
all SDG topics. This survey shows that there is a lot of 
knowledge in SAIs about issues covered by the new go-
als, knowledge that can already contribute to the discus-
sions regarding implementation and results of the SDGs.

4. THE RESULTS FRAMEWORK

In order to collect all this knowledge and expe-
rience already in place in SAIs worldwide, and as part of 
the efforts for INTOSAI’s approach two, a framework 
was developed to communicate, in a structured way, re-
sults from performance audits that were already carried 
out by SAIs on the many issues covered by the SDGs, 
the SDG results framework. The instrument was based 
on findings from the Intosai Working Group on Environ-
mental Auditing (WGEA) to the United Nations Con-
ference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20), which 
identified 10 main factors that contribute to the poor 
performance of public policy addressing sustainable de-
velopment areas (INTERNATIONAL ORGANISATION 
OF SUPREME AUDIT INSTITUTIONS, 2012). The four 
steps proposed by the instrument are described below.

 » Step 1: Succinctly describe the audit conducted

In order to give readers the necessary context and 
basic information regarding the audit conducted, 
start with a brief description of the audit, inclu-
ding the following information: background and 

importance of the topic; objective and scope; ap-
proach and methodology.

 » Step 2: Identify the objective or target which was 
the subject of the audit

Next, examine the list of 17 goals, 169 specific tar-
gets trying to identify which topics were addressed 
by the audit.

 » Step 3: Analyze audit conclusions through defi-
ned risk factors

The ten factors identified by the WGEA survey can be 
used to conduct a sort of “risk assessment” describing 
factors that contribute to the poor performance of pu-
blic policy addressing sustainable development areas. 
In this step, the main conclusions from the audit report 
can be summarized in one sentence and categorized 
into one or more factors from this list below:

1. Unclear/overlapping responsibilities – Due to 
the nature of the issues related to sustainable deve-
lopment, in many cases the institutional framework 
for sustainable development is cross-governmental 
and requires more work from governments in order 
to integrate economic, social, and environmental as-
pects. Governments have adapted to this new reality 
by creating more integration among ministries, de-
partments and agencies, and programs and projects. 
However, there is not enough clarity regarding the 
specific role each one of those entities plays and what 
they are responsible for, resulting in overlapping res-
ponsibilities across agencies and departments. These 
overlaps compromise the effectiveness of policy co-
ordination and duplicate efforts.

2. Lack of coordination between main stakehol-
ders  –  sub-national levels and the national level/
different ministries or government bodies/ civil socie-
ty/private sector, etc.The cross-governmental nature 
of the issues related to sustainable development des-
cribed above requires not only clear definition of 
responsibilities, but also a high level of coordina-
tion between all those involved. Many of the issues 
encompassed by the SDGs are not solely the respon-
sibility of one specific ministry or not even only of 
national governments. They occur at all levels, from 
local to global, and involve municipal, regional, and 
national governments. They also increasingly involve 

Sustainable Development Goals - Audit Findings Framework // Articles



Articles

36 Revista do TCU   136

the active participation of civil society and business 
in the decision-making process, for example, throu-
gh participatory councils. Governments need good 
integration and coordination of the work at all these 
different levels in order to implement policies and 
achieve the intended results. 

3. Absent or deficient policies or strategies – Some 
governments have not yet created effective policy to-
ols and systems to govern sustainable development. 
Some have not improved public policy tools and 
processes as recommended. Targets, objectives, or 
commitments may be in place for some policies, but 
they are not always supported by comprehensive and 
specific national, regional, or sectoral strategies, plans 
and adequate means of implementation. Without the 
involvement of all affected levels of government, an 
overall policy or strategy cannot be well implemented 
and achieve the desired national results.

4. Insufficient assessment of the environmental/
social effects of governmental policies and pro-
grams – Governments are not using policy tools to 
ensure more timely consideration of environmental 
or social aspects before large sums are committed to 
a policy, program, or project. High-level regulatory 
impact assessment or strategic social environmental 
assessment is not a concern for many governments, 
which can lead to undesirable consequences that set 
back the sustainable development agenda.

5. Lack of analysis (economic, social and environ-
mental) supporting decisions – Policy makers are 
not taking into account the three pillars of sustainable 
development— economic, social, and environmen-
tal aspects— when making decisions. Sustainable 
development governance requires better integration 
of economic, social, and environmental policies, par-
ticularly within the broader development planning 
frameworks. Trade-offs and unintended consequen-
ces of policies should be taken into consideration as 
well when deciding on a policy approach.

6. Lack of long-term planning to implement po-
licies and programs – Issues requiring long-term 
planning, like climate change adaptation for exam-
ple, sometimes do not hªve corresponding planning 
processes or plans in place. Sustainable development 
is about the future as much as it is about the present. 
Many times some issue might not be a problem now, 

but, if not addressed can have serious consequences 
in the future.

7. Inadequate financial management of policies 
and programs – Financial management problems 
can be caused by insufficient planning, resulting in 
unanticipated costs of implementing intended po-
licies and programs. Other problems include the 
absence of an appropriate financial management 
framework to support the implementation of poli-
cies and programs, the lack of financial management 
skills, and the misuse of funds.

8. Lack of enforcement of domestic legislation – 
Many laws are not self-executing, and governments 
must ensure compliance with domestic environ-
mental legislation by taking appropriate, effective, 
and proportionate policy measures. Compliance 
requires administrative capacities and strong gover-
nment commitments to implement and enforce the 
regulatory framework.

9. Deficient monitoring and reporting systems – 
High-quality accountability and reporting systems 
are often lacking. Evaluations of key policy choi-
ces and instruments are not always in place. In the 
absence of a good evaluation, it is difficult for gover-
nments to report and measure their progress toward 
sustainable development or to identify where fur-
ther policy action is required.

10. Lack of data for decision-making – Government bo-
dies do not have sufficient and robust data to support 
their decisions and to evaluate their performance. There 
are problems in data availability, timeliness, quality, and 
accuracy. Overall, there is a lack of knowledge and in-
formation and a failure to use adequately the existing 
information to support management decisions. 

 » Step 4: Considerations regarding audit conclu-
sions and the achievement of the identified targets 

Since the objective of the framework is to gather 
information of audits carried out by SAIs on topics 
contained in the SDGs, the purpose of this last step is 
to conclude this effort. This is done by going back to 
the targets identified in step 2 and, in light of the con-
clusions and factors from step 3, reflecting on what 
can be identified as important findings regarding the 
implementation of the related goals and targets. 



May/August   2016 37

5. CONCLUSION

This framework was applied to three audits car-
ried out by the Federal Court of Accounts – Brazil (TCU) 
in the environmental, housing and education areas, to de-
monstrate how it can be used and its potential to adapt 
to different audits in distinct topics. Throughout 2016 a 
“proof of concept” report is being developed. To that end, 
a group of countries is being invited to test the instrument 
in one or more audits in the areas of health and educa-
tion (SDGs 3 and 4). The results will be compiled and 
will support conclusions about challenges and progress 
identified by SAIs in achieving the selected SDGs. These 
reports, and an evaluation of the instrument itself, will 
be presented at the XXII INCOSAI in December of 2016.
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