BRAZIL:

The evolving role of
supreme audit institutions
in SDG reviews
Brazil’s supreme audit institution (SAI), the Tribunal de Contas da União (TCU), has taken a very
active role in the 2030 Agenda process. As the leader of the Technical Commission for the Environment (COMTEMA) of the Organisation of Latin American and Caribbean SAIs (OLACEFS), the TCU
has led several international projects to assess government preparedness and implementation of
the SDGs. Carlos Lustosa da Costa, Director of the Environmental Audit Area at the TCU, speaks
about the approach, practical experiences and lessons learned.
Mr Lustosa, many people wonder
what SAIs have to do with the
SDGs. How would you describe the
role?
LUSTOSA: I would say that SAIs
have a very relevant role, because
they contribute to accountability, transparency and efficiency of
public administration. This puts
them at the core of effective and
inclusive implementation of the
2030 Agenda. For example, when
we performed the SDG preparedness audit in Brazil, we met with
the President’s Office. Brazil had
signed the Agenda, but there were
no concrete actions yet. So we
asked: How do you intend to
implement this? Is there a
strategy, a commission,
a follow-up system? I
think one of the main
tasks for SAIs is to
encourage the
government
to organise
itself.
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You mentioned the SDG preparedness audit. What exactly is that?
That was a very interesting recommendation from the International
Organization of Supreme Audit
Institutions (INTOSAI), our global
umbrella organisation. They had realised that SAIs need to be proactive
and get involved in the SDG process
from the beginning. This is a longterm agenda, so it would not make
sense to wait until 2030 and then
just assess the outcomes. On the
other hand, you cannot ask the government in the first year what it has
achieved. By asking about preparedness, you change the focus. You are
not demanding results; instead, you
are offering support. This establishes
a more cooperative and constructive
dialogue with the public managers.
It sounds almost as if the SAI
acts as an advisor to the
government.
No, that is not our role. As SAIs,
we can identify the outcomes of
public policies, ex ante or ex post.
We analyse all the documents and
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WHAT IS A SUPREME
AUDIT INSTITUTION?
A SAI is an important actor in
a country’s accountability chain.
It is a government entity whose
external audit role is established
by the constitution or the supreme law-making body. SAIs are
traditionally responsible for their
oversight of public expenditure,
but they are increasingly taking
a more comprehensive view of
reliability, effectiveness and efficiency of policies and programmes, contributing evidence for
informed policy-making.5

speak to the different stakeholders.
We do not only look for mistakes or
problems; we also identify opportunities and room for improvement.
The point is that we are independent, so our task is to arrive at and
present evidence-based findings. The
decisions rest with the government.
How did you go about the preparedness audit? What steps did you
take?
Firstly, I should say that we did not
do it on our own. Brazil led the project, but we worked with SAIs from
other countries too. I will explain
that later. As for the steps, our first
challenge was how to define preparedness. We could not find a defini-

tion, so we discussed and came up
with the following: ‘Preparedness is
the presence of governance structures’
(for instance, a strategy, a coordination structure, accountability mechanisms, a follow-up system). We think
that this is the foundation. Many
governments still work in silos, but
the Agenda requires a whole-of-government approach. It is this integration of public policy that we looked
at in the preparedness audit.
How did you do that? What
methods did you use?
We adapted a methodology from
the SAI in the United States called
F-O-D: fragmentation, overlap
and duplication.6 For the SDGs,
we added a fourth dimension: the
omissions, to identify possible gaps.
Another novelty was that we worked
with a broad range of actors. As
SAIs, we usually audit a specific
policy and the related agency. But
given the importance of integration,
we needed to look at all the stakeholders and their interaction. This
made the process more complex.
In addition, we had to consider the
time frame. For many governments,
a four-year plan is ‘long term’.
But you cannot eliminate poverty
or address climate change in just
four years. That is why we assessed
whether there is a longer-term strategy and if so, whether it contains
any incoherencies or omissions.

5 Source: https://www.oecd.org/gov/external-audit-supreme-audit-institutions.htm
6 https://www.gao.gov/framework_duplication/overview

You said that you collaborated
with other SAIs on these audits.
How did that work?
In OLACEFS, the Latin American
and Caribbean group of SAIs, we
have a tradition of international
projects called ‘coordinated audits’,
where SAIs from several countries
audit a topic of common interest. At
the beginning of a project, we meet
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to plan the approach. Then we all
use the same methods and tools for
the audit. At the end, we meet again
to share our findings and consolidate a common panorama. The
objective is to obtain both national
analyses and a regional assessment
on the topic of the audit.
What are the benefits of this
international cooperation?
There are many. The 2030 Agenda is
a common language, so we also need
to develop a common language for
the audits. Our exchange of knowledge and experience is an important
element. Each SAI has its own
context, but we have common challenges, so we share good practices.
There is a very solid capacity-building component. We offer online
courses on specific topics, and we
have in-person workshops. At the
planning workshop for a coordinated audit, we agree on the strategy,
the methodology, all the paperwork
and our communication. And we
meet again to share our findings
before the report is finalised. It is
a complex process, but it is very productive, because you bring together
SAIs with different capacities and
resources. By working together, we
can overcome the gaps.
So you used this coordinated
approach for the preparedness
audit?
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Yes, that was our first coordinated
audit on the 2030 Agenda. Brazil
led the project, and SAIs from 11
countries in our region participated.
It was very interesting. We actually
audited two things: general preparedness of governments to implement
the Agenda, and specific preparedness to implement target 2.4
on sustainable food production. A
little later, 16 OLACEFS members
also participated in a global project
led by INTOSAI that focused on
preparedness to implement SDG 5,
gender equality.
Is there a difference between
whether you audit general preparedness or preparedness for a
specific goal or target?
Not really, it is mostly the scope that
changes. At a strategic level, there
needs to be a governance structure to implement the Agenda as a
whole. And a specific goal or target
requires specific governance. For
target 2.4, for example, we mapped
out all the related public policies
– and there were plenty. One of
the findings in Brazil was that the
government has a public programme
to stimulate sustainable food production. But in another programme,
large amounts of financial subsidies
are given to farmers to buy pesticides. That is just a small example,
but it shows that if you take this
integrated view to evaluate policies,

you will find contradictions. These
can make policies ineffective or
inefficient – or both.
What was the impact of the
preparedness audit? Did anything
change because of it?
In Brazil, for example, our questions prompted the government to
create the National Commission to
implement the SDGs. In addition,
there is now work in progress to
elaborate a long-term strategy. And
the government adopted the F-O-D
methodology to assess policies, both
ex ante and ex post. I would say
the preparedness audit has encouraged a change of mindsets, away
from silos and towards more of a
whole-of-government approach. But
it is a process, and it takes time to
consolidate these things.
Now that you have done the
preparedness audits, what are the
next steps?
We are now carrying out implementation audits. There is an ongoing
coordinated audit to assess the
contribution of protected areas to
SDGs 14 and 15, life below water
and on land. Brazil is leading this
project too, and this time 18 SAIs
are participating. In the preparedness audits, we looked mostly at
structures and processes. Now we are
assessing whether the governments

have achieved the targets. This also
provides an opportunity for us to
follow up on the preparedness audits. Again, we are all using the same
approach and methods – adapted
to each country’s context, of course.
We will soon have the findings
workshop, so we will see how these
goals are being implemented.

the background, the interaction
between different policies and stakeholders, all the positive and negative
effects. As SAIs and as auditors, we
need to adopt a systemic view for
this kind of analysis.
Do you also have any recommendations for other stakeholders
who may be less familiar with
SAIs?

Overall, what would you say are
the key challenges and success
factors for these SDG audits?

ed approach that involves partnerships and collaboration. So a very
important success factor was that we
started with the preparedness audit,
as it allowed us to hold discussions
with the government without immediately pressing for results.
Based on your experience, what
recommendations would you make
to other SAIs and auditors regarding the Agenda?
My main recommendation is about
the mindset. The Agenda, even each
SDG, is not a specific policy. So you
have to analyse the entire context,
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One of the main challenges was
to change our own mindset. As I
mentioned, as auditors we are not
used to taking this multi-dimensional view. I think one of our success
factors was to understand that the
SDGs are not just an environmental
agenda, so we established multi-disciplinary teams. This makes the
process more complex, but having
different expertise and perspectives
leads to richer results. Another
difficulty was that initially, some
governments seemed to be hesitant.
The 2030 Agenda is what we call a
soft law; it is not mandatory. But the
SDGs describe well-known problems that every government needs to
address. What is new is this integrat-

Many people think that SAIs just
audit government accounts, purchases, contracts and so on. But our
mission extends to evaluating the
efficiency and effectiveness of public
policies, and everybody can benefit
from our analyses. We produce and
publish in-depth reports that are
based on evidence. These are not
personal or government opinions;
they are independent, impartial
views. Universities, NGOs, businesses – everybody can use this
information to help them in their
activities. I would encourage anyone
interested in a topic of societal relevance, especially the SDGs, to go
to their SAI’s website. The chances
are that they will find a report on
that topic, and it will be a valuable
source of information for them.
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