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INTRODUCTION

The Addis Ababa Action Agenda identifies a set of com-
mitments to mobilize resources to achieve the Sustaina-
ble Development Goals (SDGs) and calls for the alignment
of public spending with national development priorities
and the SDGs.! In the context of the Fourth International
Conference on Financing for Development (30 June -3 July
2025), discussions call for adopting a whole-of-government
approach to ensuring transparency and accountability in
public financial management and promoting budget trans-
parency, accountability and efficiency, including enhanc-
ing oversight by Supreme Audit Institutions (SAIs).2

Public budgets are fundamental for the implementation of
the SDGs. On the expenditure side, sound public financial
management is needed for the effective and efficient use of
resources. When budgets are not credible or implemented
as intended, this impacts when and how essential services
are delivered in areas such as health, education or the envi-
ronment, and can undermine progress in addressing pov-
erty and inequality.3 Lack of credibility undermines public
trustin institutions4 and jeopardizes the integrity of public
funds, increasing corruption risks. SDG 16 recognizes the
importance of budget credibility through a dedicated indi-
cator (16.6.1) that measures the difference between the leg-
islated annual budget and actual expenditure for the same
year.5 Effectively delivering on the SDGs also requires that
spending and revenue do not cause debt to rise continu-
ously to ensure fiscal sustainability. SDG Target 17.4 recog-
nizes the importance of long-term debt sustainability and
reducing the risk of debt distress in developing countries.

SAIs audit public funds and government programmes
to ensure that government revenue and spending are

1 United Nations, Addis Ababa Action Agenda of the Third International Conference
on Financing for Development, Final text of the outcome document adopted at
the Third International Conference on Financing for Development (Addis Ababa,
Ethiopia, 13-16 July 2015) and endorsed by the General Assembly RES 69/313 of
27 July 2015. (New York, United Nations, 2015).

2 United Nations, Zero draft: Outcome document of the Fourth International Confer-
ence on Financing for Development (New York, United Nations, 17 January 2025).

3 International Budget Partnership, “Connecting budget credibility to the Sustain-
able Development Goals” (Washington DC, IBP September 2022).

4 Onpublic trust, see United Nations, World Social Report 2025: A New Policy Con-
sensus to Accelerate Social Progress (New York, United Nations)

5 International good practice is achieved when actual expenditure deviates within
five per cent of the approved budget. Deviations exceeding 15 per cent indicate
low reliability of approved budgets as a predictor of expenditure results.

Key Messages

» Budgets that are not credible or implemented as intended affect
the delivery of essential services, undermining progress in
addressing poverty and inequality, increasing risks of corruption
and eroding trust in institutions.

» Supreme Audit Institutions audit public budgets and government
programmes to ensure that they are transparent and effective. They
provide independent evidence on the strengths of and opportunities
for enhancing fiscal systems for SDG implementation.

» External audits have identified the need to strengthen fiscal legal
frameworks, enhance public debt management and financial
reporting, information and disclosure, and improve fiscal
sustainability to better support national development priorities.

» Supreme Audit Institutions have recommended aligning budget
processes with national planning, strengthening the links between
national goals, actions and resource allocations, and incorporating
sustainability into public budgets.

» Audits in areas such as climate change, the environment, and
gender provide opportunities to strengthen the synergies between
public finance and performance audits and to link fiscal oversight
with national priorities and the SDGs.

transparent and effective. Independent, evidence-based,
and publicly available audit reports provide information on
the performance of fiscal systems and how they contribute
to the achievement of national priorities and the SDGs. This
brief discusses how SAIs audit public finances and presents
audit recommendations to improve the transparency and
effectiveness of fiscal systems. It also identifies the barriers
and opportunities for SAIs’ fiscal oversight to better inform
the implementation and follow-up and review of the SDGs.

POSITIONING SAIS' FISCAL OVERSIGHT WORK

While external oversight of fiscal systems still faces
challenges,® SAIs have gradually built their capacities to
audit public finance. According to the INTOSAI 2023 Global

6 Development Finance International, “Promoting public debt accountability at the
country level. A scoping study” (London, DFI, 2024), p. 23. Analysis of PEFA data
forindicator P1.30 on external audit shows only four countries and two local gov-
ernments out of 162 with highest scores of A and B (data from https://www.pefa.
org/assessments/batch-downloads).
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Figure 1
Public finance oversight and SDG implementation
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Stocktake,” 68 per cent of 166 SAIs audited public debt and 85
per cent audited tax and revenue collection in 2020-22, and
87 per cent of respondents conducted audits on COVID emer-
gency spending. This significance also holds for the least
developed countries (LDCs) and small island developing States
(SIDS). SAls in SIDS, for example, reported their highest num-
ber of audits on emergency spending and taxes and revenues
during that period. Similarly, 74 per cent of 27 respondents to a
2021 SAI survey conducted by UN DESA and the International
Budget Partnership (IBP) identified budget credibility as a sig-
nificant problem in their countries and 82 per cent of respond-
ents addressed related issues in their work.3

SAIs assess various fiscal issues in their reports. Some audits
take a systemic, whole-of-government approach, focusing
on transversal (cross-cutting) public financial management
processes, while others focus on specific entities or pro-
grammes. Topics audited include the fiscal, legal and govern-
ance framework, financial planning and budget preparation,
budget and debt approval, execution and implementation,
and monitoring and oversight. While public finance audits
are generally not explicitly linked to the implementation of

7 INTOSAI Development Initiative, Global SAI Stocktaking Report 2023 (Oslo, IDI,
2024).

8 Ardnzazu Guilldn Montero, Upholding commitments. How supreme audit institu-
tions can strengthen budget credibility through external audits (Washington DC,
IBP, 2027).

the SDGs nor to specific targets, there are some exceptions.
For example, the 2023 Annual Report of SAI Austria under-
lines its aim to ensure a whole-of-government view on public
finances that contributes to SDG 16.6. Similarly, SAI Kenya
has referred to specific SDG targets in the rationale of audits
on public debt.

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR
STRENGTHENING FISCAL SYSTEMS

SAIs recognize the implementation of measures to improve
debt management, strengthen fiscal legal and organiza-
tional frameworks, enhance risk management and ensure
fiscal sustainability. SAIs have also highlighted compli-
ance with fiscal laws and regulations and the fair presen-
tation of countries’ fiscal and debt positions. For example,
SAI Finland and UK found that the respective debt manage-
ment strategies are well established and have been operat-
ing effectively even in times of crisis. SAI Kenya noted that
the National Treasury has put in place measures aimed at
enhancing public debt management, including an amend-
ment to the Public Financial Management Bill to have the
debt limit approved by the Parliament and ensure that it is
anchored in sustainability.

Despite these advances, SAIs identify opportunities for
strengthening fiscal systems. Audits have recommended
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sustainable reforms aligned with long-term fiscal objec-
tives. SAI Germany, for example, recommended system-
atically highlighting sustainability aspects in budget
planning and linking them with relevant budget titles.
SAI Korea recommended addressing inefficiencies in pub-
lic spending, such as unwarranted subsidies and ineffec-
tive programs, to reduce unnecessary expenditures and
improve budget execution.

In developing countries, SAIs have made recommendations
to improve legal frameworks and adherence to legislation,
set clear institutional roles, and improve procedures. For
example, SAI Sierra Leone made recommendations related to
legal and organizational arrangements, including the timely
preparation of borrowing plans aligned with the medium-
term debt strategy, the finalization of procedural manuals,
and ensuring legislative approval of all external loan agree-
ments according to the Public Debt Management Act.

SAIs have emphasized the importance of developing fis-
cal and debt strategies and facilitating institutional coor-
dination to support fiscal sustainability and more efficient
debt management. The U.S. Government Accountability
Office (GAO) recommended that Congress develop a plan to
address the unsustainable fiscal path, emphasizing that a
sustainable fiscal policy would lead to debt held by the pub-
lic growing at the same -or slower-rate than the economy.

There are also opportunities to address transversal risks
related to fiscal monitoring, evaluation and supervision.
Audits (e.g., Brazil, Georgia, Morocco, Seychelles, UK) high-
light the need to enhance timely monitoring and improve
tracking and evaluation of debt management. Audits iden-
tify problems in systems to capture and manage perfor-
mance information to inform the budget process such as
lack of targets, insufficient or inappropriate indicators, ad-
hoc monitoring activities and inability to link expenditures
and financial indicators to performance indicators (e.g.,
Colombia, Costa Rica, Ghana, Netherlands, New Zealand, the
Philippines).

SAIs have recommended enhancing regular and reliable fis-
cal reporting to provide stakeholders with clear, complete
and understandable information (e.g., Brazil, India, Maldives,
Peru, UK). Limited transparency, incomplete or poor infor-
mation, and reporting problems undermine a proper assess-
ment of government finances, affecting the credibility of
budgets. For example, the Netherlands’ Court of Audit found
that budget documents often failed to include information on
expenditure plans, policy goals and achievements, and poli-
cies with responsibilities shared across sectors, making it
difficult to assess whether spending had proceeded accord-
ing to plan and results matched budget execution.

In SIDS and LDCs, audit recommendations reflect particu-
lar development challenges such as increasing constraints
in some countries’ fiscal space. In its review of the medium-
term fiscal strategy 2024-26, for example, the Auditor-
General of the Maldives called for enhanced transparency
and accountability and required the Ministry of Finance
to explain the reasons for deviating from previous fis-
cal objectives and to report annually to Parliament on the
actions taken to implement the recommendations of parlia-
mentary committees and the Auditor General on the fiscal
strategy report.

Audit reports in LDCs have also highlighted capacity con-
straints, which affect record keeping, budget execution,
contracting of loans, the use of debt funds and project

implementation. To address these challenges, SAls call for
strengthening fiscal responsibility and debt management,
enhancing monitoring and evaluation, improving coordina-
tion, planning and record keeping. See Box 1 on the example
of Zambia.

Box 1
Limitations of the public financial management
system in Zambia

= Most institutional strategic plans are not regularly updated due to
delays in the preparation of the National Development Plan and
the high turnover of key personnel.

= Most of the budgeting documents were not costed, and there
were weaknesses in several areas related to budget execution,
including procurement, payroll management, internal controls and
audit, cash management, and insufficient monitoring of SDG im-
plementation and service delivery.

= QOther findings included the lack of alignment between the debt
management policy and the medium-term fiscal strategy; weak
mechanisms for tracking and accounting for resources disbursed
to Government entities; and the inaccuracy of revenue, grants, and
expenditure projections, which were below the actual outturns.

Source: UN DESA and IBP (2023), p. 103-104.

THE IMPACT OF EXTERNAL AUDITS
ON FISCAL SYSTEMS

Public finance audits create public value directly - through
the effective implementation of audit recommendations by
audited entities - and indirectly - through other stakehold-
ers that leverage audit information and findings. Engage-
ment and productive collaboration between the SAI and
government entities is key.

SAIs have taken steps to address these challenges and
strengthen collaboration with stakeholders and incentiv-
ize executive and legislative action on audit findings and
recommendations. For example, Pacific SAIs (e.g., Fiji, Sol-
omon Islands, Tonga) have enhanced collaboration with
the respective Public Account Committees by develop-
ing frameworks and procedures for review and scrutiny of
external audit reports and training legislators. In Georgia,
the SAI, legislators and the auditees have access to the elec-
tronic system that integrates audit reports, the correspond-
ing recommendations, and the action plans for implement-
ing them, and legislators can independently follow up with
government entities on the implementation of recommen-
dations. The use of this system helped increase the imple-
mentation rate of audit recommendations from 43 per cent
in 2015-2017 to 60 per cent in 2018-2019.°

There are positive examples of audit impact on fiscal sys-
tems. Audits have resulted in the modernization of govern-
ment accounting and better alignment with international
standards (e.g., Ireland), improved reporting, coordination
and accountability (e.g., Yemen), enhanced alignment with
the SDGs (e.g., Egypt), and improved legal frameworks (e.g.,

9 IBP-IDI, All hands on deck: Harnessing accountability through external public
audits, (Oslo, 2020).
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Argentina), among other positive effects.’® In Portugal, for
example, the implementation of audit recommendations has
led to improved budget documents and better reporting on
tax expenditure, the creation of new technical units, a new
accounting framework for the social security accounts,
improved inventory of real estate assets, and improved SDG
governance, including a better link between goals, actions
and allocated financial resources in the 2024 budget.1

Box 2
Selected innovative examples of audits on public finance

= Brazil: The SAI undertook a multi-year process to modernize the
audit of the year-end accounts. This included enhancing capac-
ity in financial auditing and combining the audit opinion on the
consolidated accounts with an opinion on the regularity of budget
execution (compliance and performance audit). This has helped
strengthen the SAl's audit planning and facilitated better engage-
ment with Congress.

= France: Since the end of the 1990s, the SAl has published an annual
report on the overall situation of public finances. Requested by law
since 2001, the report includes components on state finances, local
finances and social security. It provides an overview and figures on
the current situation of public finances, assesses trends, and formu-
lates recommendations. The report is issued in mid-June every year.

= Georgia: The SAl has complemented the analysis of public debt
through annual audits of the financial statements and separate per-
formance audits on specific public debt issues.

= Indonesia: SAl Indonesia has adopted an incremental approach to
assess the performance of public financial management processes,
including: the preparation and provision of the state budget to sup-
port the implementation of the Government-Wide Work Plan; the ef-
fectiveness and quality of central government expenditure manage-
ment in the framework of performance-based budgeting; planning
and budgeting activities as tools for accountability, management
and policy of COVID-19-related programs; and the synchronization
of planning and budgeting for national development.

= Portugal: The SAl has audited the country’s public financial man-
agement reforms since 2016, issuing nine audit reports, seven
overall situation assessments (through the year-end accounts), and
26 recommendations. The SAl identified that vast public financial
management reforms with ambitious schedules were undertaken
with insufficient strategic planning and coordination, limited leader-
ship, lack of human and material resources, and inadequate skills
and training in public administration. The SAl recommended that the
government clarify the leadership and coordination of the reforms
and update the implementation strategy by setting priorities and
phased processes.

= Zambia: SAl Zambia has combined the public financial management
reporting framework developed by AFROSAI-E with annual financial
audits to assess the performance of the main entities of the public
financial management system.

10 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs and the International
Budget Partnership, 2023. Strengthening Budget Credibility through External
Audits: A Handbook for Auditors, chapter 7.

11 Input from SAI Portugal to the WPSR 2025.

Internal challenges for advancing fiscal oversight revolve
around SAI capacities, resources, organizational settings,
and theimpact of these factors on the timeliness and oppor-
tunity of public finance audits. External challenges relate
to lack of access to timely and reliable fiscal information
and data, constraints in internal oversight functions, the
lack of collaboration among public finance stakeholders,
and the novelty of performance audits on public finance
in some countries. The political nature of budget pro-
cesses, changing political landscapes, and asymmetries in
accountability ecosystems also affect SAIs’ work. Delays
(or omissions) in the approval of audit reports on budget
execution or public debt by the legislature, for example,
have a negative impact, as public finance audits are only
useful if they are timely enough to allow potential prob-
lems to be addressed.

SAIs and auditors also identify opportunities for strength-
ening fiscal oversight. The recognition of SAIs’ oversight
role on public finance, the accumulated experience and
documentation of good practices, the recurrent nature of
budget oversight work, ongoing learning, improvements
in budget information and data, and advancements in data
analytics and ICTs, among other factors, open opportuni-
ties for more robust SAI work. Collaboration among SAIs
and with other stakeholders is also seen as an opportu-
nity to enhance SAI capacities and the impact of fiscal
oversight.

WAY FORWARD

Effective and transparent public financial management is
crucial for building trust in public institutions and mobi-
lizing and effectively spending additional resources for
sustainable development. SAIs provide critical information
and evidence to inform assessments of the performance of
national fiscal systems, including in relation to SDG imple-
mentation, and to enhance the effectiveness of fiscal sys-
tems for sustainable development.

Unlocking the contribution of SAIs can be supported
through specific actions. First, it is important to raise
awareness of fiscal oversight work by documenting and
sharing SAI experiences and communicating the results of
audits. Advancing performance audits on public finance or
combining performance with other audit methodologies,
and more systematic engagement with stakeholders around
budget evaluation and oversight can also help enhance the
impact of audits. SAIs can also add value by complement-
ing comprehensive, systemic audits with audits on specific
risks at programme or entity levels. Finally, there are oppor-
tunities to strengthen the linkages between public finance
and performance audits at the sector level, and to more
directly link public finance audits with national priorities
and SDGs. Audits on areas such as climate change, the envi-
ronment, and gender, among others, provide opportunities
in this direction.
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