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1. The role of public auditing in relation to accountability and corruption.

The duty of accountability for administrators of external resources is an inescapable element of governance, following the 
principles of accountability and control of public accounts set out in articles 14 and 15 of the Declaration on the rights of Man 
and the Citizen (1789). To this end, democratic societies have created specialised institutions to supervise the management 
of public funds by the executive, via the independence vested in Supreme audit institutions or internal auditors.

although the mission of these institutions appears, at fi rst sight, easy to defi ne, i.e. the protection of collective fi nancial 
interests, the precise scope and functions that should be conferred on them are more complex, creating an important 
political and academic debate.

Starting with the question of institutional status, in recent decades particular emphasis has been placed on ensuring that 
public auditors can discharge their functions with independence and suffi  cient resources and powers to be able freely to 
express their opinions on control. in this task, which has undoubtedly been helped by the eff orts of all audit professionals, 
the work of inTOSai and iFaC should be highlighted, as should the widespread support of political institutions.

With respect to the scope of control institutions, new issues such as the environment or urban planning have been presented 
for discussion in recent times, but there is a topic whose controversy has remained in the spotlight since the debates of the 
1977 Lima Declaration. This question is the role to be given to public auditors in the fi ght against corruption.

although fruitful agreements have been reached in recent years, the debate on this issue starts from two opposing viewpoints: 
on the one hand, those who believe, following the majority position within inTOSai, that “auditors are not policemen”, and so 
can only carry out preventive work against fraud; and, on the other hand, those who argue, as defended by GrUner (2000), 
the former Director-General of iFaC, that the investigation of corruption was one of the main tasks of public auditors.

2. Approach to the subject of the thesis.

My doctoral research work has attempted to clarify this debate by analysing the capacities of public auditors to fi ght 
corruption in order to establish a scientifi cally justifi ed argument about what their role in this area should be. To this end, 
a multidisciplinary study has been conducted of issues such as the scope and concept of corruption, the role and powers 
of public control institutions, and the independence, legislative and technical regulations, and procedures and reports of 
public-sector auditing.
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as subjects of this analysis, two well-established fi nancial supervision institutions have been chosen: the Spanish Court of 
audit (TCe) and the General State Comptroller (iGae), which guarantee the sound management of the public funds - both 
domestic and Community - used by the Spanish Government.

My research has focused on analysing the current role of public audits  of corruption. Therefore, apart from the historical 
references needed to understand the roots of the diff erent institutions, particular attention has been paid to comparative 
experiences, for example the european Union and inTOSai.

Taking a step further, the study of this problem and its possible solutions has entered the current debate on the problems 
of the public credibility of governments and the reform of administration needed to meet the demands of citizens of the 
21st century. Therefore, issues such as the proposals of governance to bring the institutions closer to citizens, which are 
among the policies of the european Union and the Spanish Government, as well as the development of guarantees of 
good administration, latterly included in the Treaty establishing a Constitution for europe, or the achievements of projects 
on Governance by the World Bank  and the international Monetary Fund (iMF) have been taken into account as a potential 
source of solutions.

3. Corruption in the public fi nancial sphere.

in democratic societies, corruption is, legally speaking, a manifestation of ‘fraud’ against the rule of law; in democratic 
terms, it is an example of ‘disloyalty’ to the will of the sovereign people; and, in social terms, it deprives citizens of their 
right to a dignifi ed life, thus confi rming, as Montesquieu noted, that every man who has power tends to abuse it. appropriate 
institutional balances are therefore required.

in principle, corruption is a concept that is easy for public opinion to understand because, as TanZi (2002) eloquently 
stated, “just like an elephant, although it may be diffi  cult to describe, corruption is generally diffi  cult to recognise when 
viewed”. Therefore, international organisations that combat this phenomenon, including the World Bank or the iMF, use 
the defi nition of abuse of power for private gain to delimit its scope.

However, a more complex multidisciplinary agreement may be incorporated into conventions and other regulations, as is 
demonstrated by the fact that the United nations Convention against Corruption opted not to defi ne a unitary concept 
but to establish a list of corrupt practices.

after analysing academic debate in various areas, ranging from the early work of nYe, LeYS and HUTTinGTOn in the 1960s, 
to the valuable contribution by rOSe-aCKerMan in the 1970s and studies from nearly all related branches of study in 
the last three decades, including contributions by MaUrO from an international perspective, and by GarZOn VaLDeS, 
MaLen Sena and GarCia MeXia in Spain, we have decided to propose a concept of an analytical nature.

On this basis, we believe that a corrupt practice exists where there is involvement by a public offi  cial (a subjective element), 
failure to observe  the duty of service (a prescriptive element), and an attempt to secure illegitimate personal profi t (a causal 
element). in addition, consideration has been given to a number of contingent elements that characterise most illegal acts 
of this nature, although these are not essential for an infringement to be deemed to have occurred: the subjective element 
of a third party as a corrupting agent, the material element of the potential damage to the administration and the formal 
element of failure to publicise cases of fraud.

in another approach to the investigation of the problem, some studies have assessed the social magnitude of the 
phenomenon, among which the corruption indicators produced by Transparency international and the governance 
indicators drawn up by the World Bank should be highlighted. if we apply these indicators to a particular country, e.g. 
Spain, it can be concluded, as other internal surveys such as those conducted by the Centre for Sociological research have 
confi rmed, that there is a medium to high level of social satisfaction with the problem, although the boundary with the 
most virtuous societies in governance terms is never quite crossed.
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if the issue of transparency in relation to fraud and corruption is analysed from the perspective of Spanish fi nancial control 
institutions, there are clear shortcomings insofar as the reports that are published do not make explicit reference to the 
individual cases of corruption uncovered.

4. The control of corruption in Public Administrations.

Constitutional democracies have built up a complex system of public control that, based on the principle of the separation 
of powers, has been consolidated by the creation of ad hoc institutions and an increase in the role of social control. 
although public control originally resided in a system of checks and balances among the diff erent powers, the evolution 
of liberal democracies has gradually established - on the basis of rOUSSeaU’S ideas about the priority of law and LOCKe’S 
teleological linking of the executive function - a scheme of control which entails the executive controlling itself, the 
Legislative and Judicial branches exercising their own political and judicial authority, and an inspecting administration 
and Civil Society. in this context, as rUBiO LLOrenTe (1993) stated, control institutions in the history of the constitutional 
State are “the very heart of the idea of constitution” as the supreme law is simply  an instrument for the limitation of power 
and a guarantee for citizens.

Consequently, as SanCHeZ MOrOn (1991) stated, the network of government controls has focused on the objective of 
safeguarding legal and administrative effi  ciency and individual rights, although it seems to have ignored the primary role 
of democratic regimes in putting a stop to the abuse of power.

in the case of the Spanish State administration, there are certain institutions such as the inspection Service, the Council of 
State, the State attorney-General or the State Comptroller-General which throughout their long history have been at the 
forefront of the struggle against administrative corruption. However, internal controls have not proved eff ective in these 
areas because the consultancy authority only carries out formal audits and the inspection authority focuses its eff orts on 
evaluative and advisory functions to the detriment of research tasks.

Furthermore, the Legislative Branch has specialised instruments and institutions such as commissions of inquiry, the 
Ombudsman or the Court of audit which not only  contribute to political control but also denounce the scourge of 
corruption. However, as GarCia De enTerria explained (2000), the prevailing party State prevents these institutions 
from carry out such work eff ectively.

all this means that the fi ght against corruption currently resides mainly in the role of disclosure exercised by Civil Society, 
especially the media; the issues identifi ed in the course of investigations by the inspection authority, especially the tax 
system; and the prosecution of criminal acts by the Courts, in collaboration with the Public Prosecutor’s Offi  ce.

5. The role of internal control by the state Comptroller-General in the fi ght against corruption.

The traditional institutional role of the iGae makes it the guardian of public-sector funds in the domestic sphere, its function 
being to monitor, as PereZ rOYO (2008) stated, the correction of abuses that “inevitably occur in an activity as complex 
as the implementation of the budget”. Similarly, inTOSai’s Guidelines for Internal Control Standards for the Public Sector  of 
2004 proposed that one of the objectives of government should be self-control of the ethical execution of operations and 
the safeguarding of resources to avoid losses, misuse and damage.

nowadays, the iGae is an institution fully incorporated into the Spanish government which exercises fi nancial control 
of public funds, including the eU funds managed by Spain. From the functional point of view, in recent years second-
generation internal-control models (Latin or continental) have evolved that mainly carry out prior controls of legality, and 
a subsequent audit of legal and economic regularity.

The current regulations guarantee the iGae a high degree of functional autonomy and ensure the objective and impartial 
performance of its control functions. The auditor-General is assigned an important self-organising and functional role, as 
well as holding the senior rank of Under-Secretary within the State administration. The legal status of the iGae’s staff  also 
guarantees its objectivity and impartiality, and may require internal collaboration with public authorities and external 
collaboration with those who have economic relations with the administration.

nevertheless, we should highlight two important limitations in legal powers that are vital to the investigation of corruption, 
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i.e. free access to public buildings and the attribution of authority, without which fully valid credible evidence of frauds 
cannot be obtained.

The objective scope of the iGae’s work is to verify the proper management of public fi nances from the legal and economic 
perspective, thus validating it in principle as an institution capable of detecting corrupt practices, albeit only partially.it can 
therefore be argued that a corrupt act is always an illegal act and, generally, an economically ineffi  cient one, but internal 
controls of these aspects do not take account of other relevant factors relating to corruption such as the existence of an 
improper advantage for offi  cials or the possible involvement of third parties. it can thus be stated that the verifi cation of 
fraudulent operations and the integrity of offi  cials is not a priority of internal fi nancial control.

if the functional aspects are analysed, prior intervention was less eff ective in preventing the misuse of public funds 
because the new legislation did not include appropriate powers of investigation, such as unexpected access to public 
buildings, the lodging of appeals and claims, or the restriction of unfavourable reports to strict legality criteria in the so-
called control of basic requirements. a similar path was followed by the control approach which subsequently emerged 
in the 1980s with the aim of inspecting fraudulent activities in the management of public resources; this was later to 
include the performance of audits associated with the verifi cation of annual accounts and the compliance with the law. By 
contrast, the monitoring of subsidies has fully assumed an inspection function designed to detect losses of public funds 
and, where appropriate, to demand enforcement of the responsibilities arising from the fraudulent actions detected.

Despite such limitations, the iGae is expressly authorised to investigate fraudulent practices through its Special Reports 
in which it draws attention to facts that appear to reveal the existence of criminal acts, whether of an administrative 
or accounting nature. However, its eff ectiveness in the fi ght against corruption has the disadvantage of being purely 
auxiliary and reactive, as it only begins when signs of fraud have been detected by internal controls.

Of more direct signifi cance is the iGae’s forensic audit function where it collaborates closely with the Courts on economic 
crime by virtue of its organic law, providing assistance with appraisal, intervention and judicial administration. in addition, 
it assists the Public Prosecutor’s Offi  ce through the Support Unit established in the anti-Corruption Prosecutor’s Offi  ce 
which participates in searches and other criminal investigations.

6. The external control of the spanish Court of Audit in the fi ght against corruption.

The guarantees off ered by the Supreme audit institutions (Sais) in exercising their functions in the fi ght against corruption 
is a widespread concern among professionals and researchers, as has been demonstrated by the repeated debates 
within inTOSai. although there is general agreement in the fi eld of public audit on the measures needed to guarantee 
the institutional independence and functional capacities of the Sais, the issue of the anti-fraud role played by these 
institutions is still a matter of considerable debate.

This disparity is also seen in the solutions adopted by various national and international Sais. For example, the european 
Court of auditors has decided, in keeping with the majority view of the members of inTOSai, to declare that its role in 
the fi ght against fraud is to warn of the risks of corruption, while the U.S. General accountability Offi  ce has fully assumed 
an anti-corruption role, including it within its remit. at the Spanish Court of audit, the majority position restricts the 
institution’s liability in this regard to the detection and reporting, in the words of former President nieTO De aLBa (2006), 
of the ‘moral hazards’ that favour misconduct in the management of public funds.

To analyse what the TCe’s role in this area could be, it has to be taken into account, as JiMeneZ riUS (2007) noted, that 
the institution’s current legal and technical powers meet all the standards that inTOSai requires  to validate an Sai’s 
independence, such as autonomy with respect to Government, its own functional and internal organisation, or guarantees 
that its members cannot be removed. nevertheless, some researchers have pointed to certain shortcomings in the TCe’s 
functioning, such as the predominance of political parties which seek to infl uence its decisions, or the institution’s staffi  ng 
arrangements, which display limitations in the selection, appointment and empowerment of public auditors.

Following its historical tradition of auditing public accounts and prosecuting those identifi ed as liable, article 136 of 
the Spanish Constitution of 1978 requires the Spanish Court of audit to report each year to Parliament  any abuses and 
irregularities which it has discovered in the course of its audit work. However, as subsequent legislation has not established 
the fi ght against corruption as a priority, the annual programmes focus on controls aimed at legality and effi  ciency, 
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although in recent years, on its own initiative or at the instigation of Parliament, fraud-related audits have been included, 
mainly in the fi eld of urban development. in addition, control staff  have broad authority to carry out audits, although some 
important gaps remain, such as the power to demand information from third parties or the conferral of authority.

in any event, the Spanish Court of audit is assigned a dual function that endows it with the judicial authority to follow up the 
fi nancial responsibilities highlighted by its audit work, such as the need to recover losses to the administration resultulting 
from corruption and the embezzlement of public funds.

However, most research has emphasised that this anti-fraud function has two important procedural limitations on its 
eff ectiveness. The fi rst is the existence of a preliminary forensic audit which, based on prior actions or separate pieces, is 
diffi  cult to overcome because the investigator does not have full investigative powers since he is closely linked to the results 
of previous audits or contributions by individual complainants. The second concerns the restrictive legal conditions for civil 
action which, although mitigated and made fl exible by legislative changes, still require a complainant to  provide detailed 
references of the allegedly illegal acts, data that can only be obtained after painstaking research work.

Therefore, in our opinion, following the views of MenDiZaBaL aLLenDe (2001) as representative of the majority position, 
if the institution’s purpose is to facilitate the general principle of parliamentary accountability, it must also be entrusted 
with the task of safeguarding public interests, defending honest managers and raising public awareness of illegal actions, 
ineffi  ciency and corruption.

7. Proposals to reform the role of fi nancial control institutions in the fi ght against corruption.

The search for a solution to reduce the gap between the expectations of citizens - who repeatedly ask why auditors have 
been unable to prevent cases of corruption - and the powers of fi nancial control institutions to prevent the fraudulent 
use of public funds should take account not only of the deliberations and experiences of public-audit organisations such 
as inTOSai, the eCa or the GaO, but also of the reform proposals relating to ethics and the proper management of public 
resources that have been generated at institutions like the Un, the World Bank, the iMF or the eU under the infl uence of ideas 
such as Governability, Good administration and Governance.

The approach to Governability, understood as the capacity of government to prevail over other social systems of power, arises 
in the context of development aid promoted by the World Bank, the iMF and the Un, in recognition of the need to establish a 
democratic system of government that holds sway over other external agents and whose premises should include the sound 
organisation of institutions of control.

The translation of these ideas into an institutional role for specialised control institutions in the fi ght against corruption 
refers back to the position of those, such as inTOSai or the eCa, who argue that the work of public auditors is merely to 
draw attention to the regulatory and management weaknesses that facilitate fraudulent activities, as opposed to those, 
such as the majority of academics or the GaO, who have chosen to give a preeminent role to auditors in the fi ght against the 
defrauding of public interests.

The proposal advanced prefers the latter option in order to avoid what GarCia De enTerria (2000) calls the principle of 
blind confi dence, which, based on the premise of the good will of public managers, replaces the principle of investigative 
control with relative and rational confi dence based on accountability in order to obtain a suffi  cient understanding of actions 
by public managers.

The proper performance of this new mission requires institutional independence to be strengthened so as to avoid interference 
with the institutions’ technical activities. in this connection, a number of solutions have been successfully implemented by 
other organisations, such as the establishment of a public appointment process, in line with the approach by the nolan 
report, and the creation of an auditors’ statute, as demanded by professional associations.

Similarly, the proper technical investigation of public fraud requires the specialisation of public-sector audit in such matters, 
although national and comparative examples off er two alternatives: the creation of an ad hoc agency, such as the european 
anti-Fraud Offi  ce, which tries to mitigate the weaknesses identifi ed by eCa Special report no 8/98, or the creation of a 
specifi c unit within the organisation itself such as the Forensic audits and Special investigations department of the U.S. 
GaO.
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The existence of units partly designed for this purpose within the Spanish control institutions has led us to favour the second 
option, i.e. the creation of an Anti-Fraud Unit  at the Spanish Court of audit and the conversion of the First Section of the iGae’s 
national audit Offi  ce into a Forensic Audit and Special Investigations unit.

in addition, the proposals relating to Good Governance and administration return to the issue of good administrative 
management that was a priority for certain established experts, such as HaUriOU. Within this new framework, public leaders 
are required, as noted by rODriGUeZ-arana (2006), to have the abilities and techniques needed to guarantee citizens’ 
welfare through effi  cient, legal and democratic governance, which should also be characterised by responsibility and quality. 
This paradigm should apply to two groups, namely public managers and citizens as a pillar of the democratic system, being 
viewed in the latter case as an authentic basic right, exactly as described in the European Constitution (art. ii 101 TeC), the 
European Charter of Fundamental Rights of 2000 and the European Code of Good Administrative Behaviour of 2001.

in contrast to the archetype of good administration lies the concept of maladministration, including administrative 
irregularities (legal or economic), governmental irregularities (corruption) or individuals irregularities (fraud). This new 
concept, which has its origins in the institution of the Ombudsman, has been developed in the european Union in the 
context of the protection of fi nancial interests since the First Report of the Committee of Independent Experts on Allegations 
regarding Fraud, Mismanagement and Nepotism in the European Commission of 15 March 1999.

This new conception of good administration requires a rethinking of fi nancial control objectives so as to incorporate 
parameters such as quality, transparency or accountability and, particularly in the latter case, the fi ght against fraud and 
corruption. From this perspective, the audit institutions must assume and strengthen their investigative functions to ensure 
more eff ective detection of fraudulent practices.

Thus, the inspection function requires a proactive approach to the discovery of public fraud that incorporates the investigation 
of illegal and improper activities into fi nancial control work, as in the case of the U.S. GaO and entails special monitoring of 
high-risk areas until the defects that jeopardise public resources are corrected.

in a complementary capacity, institutions should be endowed with the investigative powers they need to uncover the truth 
behind the dossiers, for which the powers of OLaF and the eCa can serve as a reference, allowing access to all types of 
buildings, personnel and documentation, and the practice of on-the-spot checks and inspections.

The last bastion of current administrative reform is Governance, where, as PraTS (2006) notes, the aim is to establish quality 
interaction among public bodies and with social actors. This approach includes the objective of respect for ethical values 
since, as GarCia MeXia (2008) highlights, a governance agenda cannot be developed without dealing with the legitimate use 
and related abuse of power. accordingly, the White Paper on European Governance (2001) proposed a renewal of european 
procedures on the basis of the principles of openness, participation, accountability, eff ectiveness and coherence in order to 
open up the process of the development of eU policies to a greater number of participants.

From the perspective of fi nancial control, the fi rst task is to address the establishment of a single audit model that ensures 
the proper functioning and coordination of public-sector audits in order, as was pointed out by BLaSCO LanG (2004), to 
prevent ineffi  ciencies in the fragmented and uncoordinated implementation of control powers.

This model should follow the guidelines set by the pioneering Single Audit proposal of the U.S. GaO, and the principles and 
rules recommended in Opinion No 2/2004 of the Court of Auditors of the European Communities on the ‘single audit’ model, for 
which permanent committees should be established  with a view tofostering inter-agency collaboration and mutual trust. 
These organisations should operate within the framework of anticorruption policy, e.g. by coordinating research on high-
risk areas, by permanently delegating the investigation of accounting responsibilities to regional institutions or by creating 
a National Database of Financial Accountability.

Such interaction in the public sphere should also extend to social participation in the prevention and prosecution of 
corruption since, as the White Paper on European Governance highlighted, greater involvement by civil society requires “a 
structured channel for their feedback, criticism and protests” as a means for citizens to express their concerns and to support 
those suff ering from exclusion and discrimination.
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This approach leads us, from a fi nancial control perspective, to propose the adoption of legislation to facilitate civil action 
demanding fi nancial responsibility, the establishment of a public denunciation procedure to highlight any accounting 
or criminal responsibilities, and the right to petition for audits to be carried out. Moreover, from a technical perspective, 
hotlines should be established to make it easier to lodge complaints in a confi dential manner and by any means aff orded 
by modern technologies.

Lastly, social inter-collaboration must be considered the cornerstone of full transparency in the actions of public authorities, 
but, as rOSe-aCKerMan (2001) reported, inspection reports are often written in a language replete with euphemisms 
behind which authentic cases of fraud are hidden. Therefore, in line with the conclusions of the 16th inTOSai Congress 
of 1998 on combating corruption, the establishment of a communications policy is recommended in order to maintain 
a good relationship with the media, to create eff ective channels of public disclosure for audit reports and other relevant 
information, and to produce appropriate reports that are understandable and easy for recipients to use.

as a corollary of the collaboration of the fi nancial control institutions in the fi ght against corruption, the Spanish Court 
of audit has been proposed as the ideal candidate to produce the regular report on the State of Corruption in Spain as 
advocated by article 10 of the United nations Convention against Corruption, either directly or through a committee similar 
to the Portuguese Council for the Prevention of Corruption.
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Comme toutes les organisations recevant des fonds européens, les OnG sont contrôlées par audit. Bien au-delà de la 
sphère européenne, la thématique de la « nécessité » des audits portant sur l’usage des fonds des associations trouve 
un écho considérable dans les discours politico-médiatiques. Puisque les OnG recourent à la générosité du public, il est 
nécessaire de s’assurer que l’argent récolté est dépensé selon les souhaits des donateurs, afi n de maintenir leur confi ance. en 
raison de certains abus qui ont mené à des scandales de mauvaise gestion, voire de fraudes, les audits seraient « justifi és ». en 
plus de leur fonction de surveillance, ces procédures de contrôles intensifs concourraient à améliorer la fourniture d’aide 
humanitaire, en incitant à la rationalisation de l’aide, à l’amélioration du professionnalisme et à la responsabilisation 
des acteurs.
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