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Supreme Auditing 
In Mexico Today
Juan M. Portal M.*
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Since Mexico became independent, mechanisms for 
supervising that public resources are utilized for the 
purposes they were earmarked for have been consid

ered indispensable. In a representative regime divided into 
different branches of government like Mexico’s, the legisla
tive branch, where popular sovereignty is deposited, determi
nes and monitors the amount and distribution of public 
resources. Meanwhile, the executive branch is in charge of 
proposing, spending, and being accountable for those resour
ces. However, because of Mexico’s incipient development of 
both democracy and institutions in the nineteenth and twen
tieth centuries, for society, monitoring public spending and 
government action lacked all impact and substance.

origins of supreme auditing in mexico

The very first Constitution (1824) stipulated the examination 
and detailing of the federal budget under the auspices of the 
Chamber of Deputies’ Controller’s Office. Over the years, gi ven 
its limited structure and the political, economic, and so cial 
conditions prevalent in the country, the Controller’s Office 
only achieved the rank of a department in charge of verifying 
that the public accounts presented by the executive tallied 
with the authorized public budget, and, that, only for internal 
purposes of the administration in question.

A transcendental change took place in 1999, when Con
gress reformed the Constitution to create a new federal su
preme audit institution, with greater faculties for reviewing 
federal public finances. Based on that, in 2000, the Federal * Auditor General of Mexico.

The presentation of the report on the supreme audit of the 2009 federal government budget.
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Supreme Audit Law was passed, creating the Supreme Audit 
Office of Mexico (asf) as the Chamber of Deputies’ watch
dog, with the technical and operational autonomy to carry out 
its functions and organize itself internally.

 

a new era for supreme auditing 

Today, as part of our democratic system’s checks and balan ces, 
the asf acts as the body that examines the annual govern
ment budget. It is in charge of the external oversight of the 
use of federal public monies by the three branches of govern
ment, institutions stipulated as autonomous by the Constitu
tion, the states and municipalities, and even private citizens 
and bodies when they receive federal public funds.

The audit process begins when the asf receives the pu b
lic accounts presented every year by the Ministry of Finance 
and Public Credit to the Chamber of Deputies. That report 
summarizes all transactions, operations, and expenditures in
curred with federal resources, based on the items authorized 
in the federal government spending budget. The asf’s audit 
work must be carried out annually (that is, the accounts of a 
particular fiscal year are reviewed) and post-factum (after the 
expenditures have already been made). That is, the asf does 
not have the faculty to review either ongoing projects or pro
grams, or expenditures that have not been reported in the pu b
lic accounts.

To proceed in an orderly fashion and ensure that the 
audits center on the most important aspects of public admi
nistration, the asf determines autonomously an annual pro
gram of audits. These reviews make it possible to verify that 
operations are registered correctly, that government actions 
conform to legal and regulatory provisions, whether goals are 
met, the performance of the bodies audited, and in general 
the efficiency, effectiveness, and economy in the use of public 
resources. These reviews seek to achieve the greatest possible 
impact in terms of the budget amounts allocated or their stra
tegic importance.

Once the report of the public account supreme auditing 
has been prepared, it is presented to both the Chamber of 
Deputies and the public. It contains the findings and observa
tions derived from the audits carried out, and, if any irre gu
larities are not resolved by the audited bodies by presenting 
additional information, the asf can undertake three kinds 
of action, depending on the nature of the irregularity: it can 
propose that the corresponding internal control body levy 

administrative sanctions; it can propose establishing the res
ponsibility for recouping the damages, which implies the 
return or reimbursement to the federal treasury of the inco r
rectlyused resources; or it can press criminal charges before 
the public prosecutor.

The asf’s faculties to levy sanctions have the aim of dis
couraging public servants from wrongdoing, thus decreasing 
the moral risk that society assumes when it entrusts them 
with managing its goods. The dissuasive effect of external 
auditing —although this is not its main attribute— helps 
reduce the obscure areas, where situations can arise leading 
to corruption.

We should not forget that supreme auditing is essentia l  ly 
a corrective method of the state to qualitatively improve its 
administration, to rationally manage the resources at its dispo s 
al, and to define strategies and policies that can be perfected 
using an objective analysis and evaluation of their results. 
Supreme auditing also makes it possible to foster best prac
tices in government, to detect areas of opportunity for im
proving public administration, and to generate an attitude of 
service, in which satisfying the citizen (as the recipient of gov
ernment goods and services) is the main objective of govern
ment action.

Among other results of fostering the responsible and trans
parent handling of public funds, it is important to underline 
the decrease in the discretional use of monies; the free flow 
of information about obtaining and allocating resources; the 
adoption of international standards and practices of good gov
ernment; the active, open participation of society; and the 
timeliness in the presentation of the information needed to 
make decisions in accordance with social needs. Another con
tribution is the definition of budget management indicators 
that make it possible to set objective parameters for measur
ing governmental performance. The result is better quality 
expenditures because evaluation, control, and accountability 
to the citizenry are facilitated both inside the executive and 
vis-à-vis the legislative branch itself, ensuring that the budget 
no longer focuses on inputs but on results. The asf’s contri

Supreme auditing makes it possible 
to foster best practices in government, 

to detect areas of opportunity 
for improving public administration, 

and to generate an attitude of service, in which 
satisfying the citizen is the main objective.
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bution is not linked to evaluating or generating public pro
grams and policies since that is not one of its attributions.

vaLues and precepts of auditing 

The correct exercise of supreme auditing is linked to a series 
of values and precepts. While some of them are absolutely 
necessary for supreme auditing to be feasible, others are the 
responsibility of the institution. We are talking here about 
concepts such as the autonomy of the body in charge of su
preme auditing, the impartiality with which its work should 
be carried out, and the transparency and accountability it 
seeks to promote and that it must observe in its own perfor
mance.

Full autonomy is a concern not only in our country, but 
worldwide. Subjecting some of these supreme audit institu
tions to influence and pressure from the executive branch 
—something frequent in Mexico’s states— does not allow 
for truly effective auditing practices.

In 2007, the nineteenth Congress of the International 
Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions (intosai) issued 
the “Mexico Declaration on sai Independence.”1 This doc
ument demands the establishment of basic conditions for 
the free practice of supreme auditing without political, ad
ministrative, financial, or legal obstacles, as well as the public 
disclosure of its results to guarantee the objectivity in the 
audit findings, the supreme audit institutions’ (sai) credibility, 
the transparency in the processes, and the possibility that the se 
observations will be translated into preventive or corrective 
actions to improve governments.

In Mexico, we have advanced qualitatively toward achie v 
ing this goal since the creation of the asf. However, it is an 
area in which more can always be done, since a supreme audit 
institution with greater autonomy will get better results. This 
should be accompanied by a commitment to impartiality in 
order for the institution to exercise its faculties without con
sidering any type of vested interest or bowing to any outside 

directives, since the basis for credible audit results is that the 
process be carried out through a serious, professio nal in ves
tigation based on documentary evidence. Its neutrality must 
be its main asset; only verifiable, transparent, and tech nical 
criteria can orient the institution’s endeavors. The plann ing pro
cesses for audit programs and their execution must be above 
all suspicion.

Another important feature for supreme auditing is trans
parency. This must be seen as a basic element of the new 
cul ture in public administration, not as a burden, but as an 
inherent obligation for exercising public service. Transparen
cy in managing public resources must not be subject either 
to the whims of the authorities or conceived of as some extra 
effort on the part of the bodies entrusted with managing pub
lic resources. Rather, it must be a basic condition of go vern
mental responsibility.

toward a systemic approach

to accountabiLity

In Mexico, a considerable number of control and auditing 
bodies exist both inside and outside the public administration’s 
different institutions. The Ministry of the Public Function 
and the federal public administration’s internal control offi ces, 
the state and municipal controller’s offices, the Superior Au
dit Office, the local supreme audit institutions, the internal 
controller’s offices of the legislative and judicial branches of 
government, and the bodies declared autonomous by the Cons
titution should all have the capacity to keep constant, ap pro
priate watch over the performance of public institutions.

It should be recognized that until now, since these many 
oversight bodies have not coordinated appropriately or acted 
with common, concerted objectives and methods, their use
fulness has been limited in achieving their objective of of
fering authorities, the citizenry, and the audited institutions 
themselves a sufficiently detailed panorama of the real situ
ation of public administration. Its experience has shown the 
asf that the isolation and disparity in the efforts to oversee 
the use of public resources on a municipal, state, or fe deral 
level has not made it possible to fully shed light where murky 
operations exist, to put a stop to discretionary use of funds, 
or to stop corrupt practices.

It is possible to distinguish three different dimensions that 
we must make sure to operate harmoniously in order to de
crease and even eliminate the isolation of efforts by the diffe r

Since the many oversight bodies 
have not acted with common, concerted objectives 

and methods, their usefulness has been limited 
in offering authorities, and the citizenry, 

a sufficiently detailed panorama 
of the public administration.
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ent bodies linked to accountability, so that we can qua        li  tatively 
improve supreme auditing in our country. These dimensions 
are timing, contents, and the people responsible.

The asf carries out its auditing duties according to the 
principles of performing them annually and after the bud
get has been spent. This limits it to reviewing the accounts 
provided for a single fiscal year after it has concluded, issu
ing a single report that limits effective communication with 
the general public and creates a vacuum in terms of the sai’s 
presence for the rest of the fiscal year. This means that the 
time that passes between the report on the federal govern
ment’s public accounts and the auditors’ review makes it 
practically impossible for their conclusions to have any im
mediate effects on budget planning for the following fiscal year 
or even on how the following budgets are exercised. 

In terms of the contents, it should be noted that supre me 
auditing requires being able to use either the public accounts 
or the results of the action of the audited entities’ internal 
control bodies. However, additional mechanisms must be ap
plied to guarantee the validity and trustworthiness of these 
inputs when, at the end of the day, they should be suf fi cien tly 
standardized in all areas and levels of government and should 
reflect the best existing international practices in this matter.

The third dimension mentioned, that of those in charge 
of carrying out  audit processes, involves something a little less 
tangible: the capacity to act objectively regardless of the cir
cumstances, strictly following a code of ethics and without 
allowing interested parties or group interests to interve ne in 
the fulfillment of their duty.

The first two dimensions, timing and contents, could be 
integrated harmoniously by making the relevant changes in 
legal structures and the scope of the mandates of the insti

tutions involved, as well as through greater harmonization 
in the application of standards and methodologies.

A systemic approach to accountability may be a very im
portant factor for contributing to the eradication of practi
ces prejudicial to the public interest. For that to happen, the 
different efforts that have been going on parallel to each oth
er need to converge toward a common end, which is making 
accountability one of the bases for government administration. 
Cooperation among the internal control bodies and supreme 
auditing is one of the asf’s strategic objectives, since the 
two practices are intimately linked to one another. The idea 
is that the complementary nature of the different review and 
control instruments and mechanisms make it possible for a 
wider and deeper coverage, offer a clearer diagnosis, and there
fore put forward corrective and preventive actions that get 
to the root of the problems they detect.

Coordination also implies establishing a series of formal 
commitments to achieve a common objective. On the ini
tiative of the asf, the basis has been created for establishing 
a national system that will allow for organized action by the 
relevant institutions at all levels of government. The asf is 
fully aware that what has been done up to now in the coun
try regarding accountability is very important but that it rep
resents only one stage in a longer term project. We can see 
with optimism that the moment for harmonizing what exists, 
in order to achieve effective coordination and greater coverage, 
has arrived. The remaining auditing tasks will require conti n
ual commitment, important development of the administra
tion, and more professional, solid participation of all parties 
involved.

notes 

1  See “Mexico Declaration on sai Independence,” http://www.intosai.org/
en/documents/intosai/general/declarationsoflimaandmexico/mexico 
declarationonsaiindependence.html. [Editor’s Note.]

The “Mexico Declaration on sai Independence” 

demands the establishment of basic conditions 
for the free practice of supreme auditing 
without political, administrative, financial, 

or legal obstacles. 

The Supreme Audit Office of Mexico in Mexico City.
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