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OECD PCSD Focal Point Panel discussion 15th July 2019 UN, Background document by Auditor General Tytti Yli-Viikari

Session 2 “Implementing the PCSD Recommendation: getting traction at the national
level”

The public external auditors, the Supreme Audit Institutions (SAIs) represented by INTOSAI, have made a strong
commitment to audit the national implementation of the Agenda 2030 and report on the progress of the national
implementation of the SDGs to the United Nations.1 The UN has recognized this role in its 2014 Resolution 69/228.2
Globally, SAIs have done more than 80 SDG preparedness audits and reviews, developed common methodologies and
audit approaches and have recognized the audit of policy coherence as one of the main challenges.

The INTOSAI pointed out at the July 2019 UN HLPF that based on the SDG audit results:
- There are challenges with aligning national budgets with SDGs; have we got the money necessary for

implementation and has the implementation of SDGs been planned seriously.
- Coordination within government and stakeholders still need to be enhanced to overcome the traditional

government silos and top-down approach.
- Lack of information quality and availability has led to gaps in our knowledge and challenges to evidence-based

decision-making.

From an audit perspective effective institutions should:
- Link objectives to public interest through a system of public consultation and feed-back.
- Link strategies to budgets and in simple terms make it clear what you get for your money.
- Be transparent e.g. publish valid results linked to meaningful information.

Policy coherence has a link to the challenge of continuity and comprehensiveness in public sector work. The Agenda2030
calls for political commitment that surpasses traditional parliamentary cycles. It also calls for a whole-of-society
approach, including horizontal and vertical policy alignment and for global cooperation, integrating spillover and
transboundary impacts.
It is important that SDGs are mainstreamed in all policies. However, some audits (e.g. SAI Austria) have pointed out
that there is a risk that this leads to fragmentation and lack of overall responsibility. Sufficient resources need to be
addressed to overall SDG policy-making and cross-sectoral coordination and monitoring. There are still many
countries, where this overall management of the SDGs is not sufficiently resourced.

One obstacle for SAIs in auditing policy coherence is that they might fall short on avoiding the pitfall of the sectoral
silos themselves. Indeed, in many SAIs audit work is organised according to (or mirroring) the government/policy
sectors. Similarly, public sector research institutions and agencies are organized along policy sectors (silo-problem).
This leads to a lack of cross-sectoral policy analysis and scientific information that would support policy coherence.

1 www.intosai.org
2 UN Resolution 69/228 of 19.12.2014: “Promoting and fostering the efficiency, accountability,
effectiveness and transparency of public administration by strengthening supreme audit institutions”

http://www.intosai.org/
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The overall governance structures should seek to streamline management of cross-sectoral policies. Several countries
are experimenting with more holistic, phenomena-oriented policy-planning and budgeting practices. This is in line the
growing awareness of the complexity of policy-making in our times.

The information sharing between ministries and agencies should be facilitated both by efficient processes and by
encouraging interaction. Also, governmental HR policy and civil servant training policy should incorporate skills on
policy coherence and a whole-of-government perspective. Public sector capacity-building and creating knowledge
sharing networks can support government-wide awareness on the SDGs and policy coherence tools. Transparency and
participatory methods in the setting of national objectives and indicators are a good way to engage the society as a
whole. With multi-layered policy structures, a major issue is how to support policy continuity and thus also policy
coherence from the national to the regional and local levels.

A quite natural role for auditors is to look at the budget: are the SDGs visible there? Is there adverse spending?
Another role is to audit sustainability reporting. In June 2019, the European Court of Auditors published a stock-take
of the sustainability reporting in the EU institutions and agencies. While most of them do not publish private-sector-
style full sustainability reports, it is more common to have an environmental management system and to disclose
some key environmental performance indicators, such as GHG emissions related to energy consumption and
transport. It is important to keep in mind the materiality: which one is more important: the office policy or the
substantial work (impact)?

Regarding policy coherence, one example of new tools is the FOD analysis on the fragmentation, overlap, duplication
and gaps, developed by the GAO USA in order to verify the integration and alignment of governmental programs and
bodies (https://www.gao.gov/mobile/framework_duplication/overview). Latin American SAIs used the tool in their
cooperative audit on SDGs.

Achieving a long-term perspective is a challenge for incorporating sustainable development into public policy and
public finance decision-making. One good example is the European Union’s approach on energy policy3. Here the long-
term perspective has had concrete impacts on policy choices on a ”daily basis” ; concrete policy options assessed and
decisions made with the long-term sustainability in mind, also on procurement and state aid decisions. However,
governments need to create new tools of overall commitments for spanning over multiple parliamentary and
governmental cycles. As an example, in Finland, the first multi-party commitment on a long-term sustainable climate
policy was recently agreed upon.

Overarching political commitments challenge the public sector to create new assessment tools for supporting the
development of evidence-based policy-making and follow-up on the commitments. Here we need international
platforms for public policy researchers and political scientists, policy-makers and decision-makers to interact and
share best practice. The OECD has a strong foothold on public policy innovation. The Agenda 2030 is a good case for
public policy innovation.

3 Ref. Communication from the Commission Guidelines on State aid for environmental protection and
energy 2014-2020 (2014/C 200/01).


