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Report for participation in Environmental Audit Forum on Featured Practices in the framework of the 7th Seminar of ASOSAI Working Group on Environmental Auditing
(29 – 31 January 2018, Khao Yai National Park, Thailand)
Environment protection is one of priority directions of state policy in Russia and it is guaranteed by national documents of strategic planning such as the Climate Doctrine, the Basic Principles of the State Environmental Development Policy, and Strategy for Ecological Safety until 2025.

The main mechanism for achievement of the tasks determined by these documents is state programs which include necessary activities, objectives and challenges. 

For instance, state programs on “Environment Protection”, on “Reproduction and the Use of Natural Resources”, on "Forestry Development" and on "Fisheries Industry Development" describe main measures for environment protection, indicators that evaluate their implementation, as well as the amount of resource support.

SAI Russia evaluates the results achieved by public authorities which are responsible for execution of these state programs and priorities in the field of environment protection. 

At the same time, external audit covers all the most significant issues in the field of environmental safety such as pollution, waste, water resources, forestry, biodiversity, management of the state subsoil fund, climate, and agricultural land and so on.

In this regard for the past 5 years SAI Russia carried out more than 50 featured control, expert and analytical activities. 

Apart from that, twice a year our institution carries out obligatory audits of state programs in accordance with Budgetary Code. This is done within the audits of the Russian Government reports on federal budget performance for the past year and its formation for the next financial year and planning period.

Let me dwell on specific examples of our audit activities.

As I have mentioned before SAI Russia continually carries out audits in forms of financial and performance audit, as well as expert-analytical activities which help to explore relevant subject on the corresponding matter and legislative regulation. 

Recently we have introduced the practice of concurrent execution of audits in two formats at once. It means that control and expert-analytical activities on the most significant topics are held simultaneously. 

Thus, in 2017 two activities on forest fire protection were held in compliance with this format. Control one – in the form of financial audit and expert-analytical activity.

In terms of control activity, we have audited federal budget resources allocated for specific purposes. Herewith it is noteworthy that this audit was carried out jointly with nine regional audit institutions of the Russian Federation. The preparation and execution of these activities were made with interactive mechanisms in the form of online videoconferencing. That allowed to ensure the coordination of all participants of the audit at a sufficiently high level and to develop uniform methodological approaches to its implementation.

In the course of expert-analytical activities we have studied public administration in the field of forest fire protection and evaluated effectiveness of actions on fire safety and extinguishment of forest fires. 

Taking into account that forest protection powers were devolved from federal level on regional one, our expert-analytical activities covered all Russian regions what allowed remarkably enhance our studies. 

Moreover, we have organized online survey among 60 Russian regions in order to examine public opinion on sufficiency of measures undertaken to control forest fires. The survey results were taken into account during preparation of final report and also significantly improved the quality of our evaluation.

Such a complex approach helped to expose specific problems in the industry, to identify existing gaps at the legislative level and to develop practical recommendations for the Russian Government aimed at improving the efficiency of forest fire protection.

SAI Russia pointed out the need to improve quality of interaction between authorized federal and regional agencies while solving problems in the field of forest fire protection. It was proposed to update the standards on provision of regions with necessary facilities and equipment for extinguishment.

Furthermore, we have stressed the need to strengthen preventive measures, to develop community policies and to increase frequency of aircraft patrol in the forests. 

In addition, we have given recommendations on how to adjust finical support mechanism for forest fire extinguishing activities.

In total, based on the results of audits conducted over the past 5 years, 17 appeals have been sent to the Government with proposals to improve legal and regulatory framework in the field of environment protection, as well as to improve the efficiency of budget expenditures in this area. 

As a result, these actions contributed to revision of the federal law on “Environment Protection” with regard to regulation of liquidation of previous environmental damage. 

Also, the federal law on “Agricultural land transactions” has been revised in terms of improvement of the mechanism for withdrawal of land from agricultural land due to its improper use by their owners.

Based on the recommendations of the Accounts Chamber of Russia changes have been made to the federal target program on “Development of water management complex” concerning more concrete number of activities and clarifying the procedure of providing funds from the federal budget for support of investment projects.

I would like to say a few words about the practice of monitoring the implementation of our observations and recommendations.

In 2015 the Federal Law "On the Accounts Chamber of the Russian Federation" was amended, which significantly increased the executive discipline of audited entities.  

Therefore, submissions of the Accounts Chamber on elimination of violations became mandatory. The legislator also limited the period of their implementation.

In fact, in case of nonfulfillment of the submission by audited entities, they receive a statutory note for immediate action, nonfulfillment of which leads to administrative punishment of the responsible officials, as well as suspension of all types of financial payments and settlement transactions on their accounts.

It is worth mentioning that starting from 2015 the administrative violation proceedings have been changed as well. The audit inspectors of the Accounts Chamber have won procedural independence which significantly increased our working efficiency, aimed not only at identifying, but also at eliminating of existing shortcomings.
Likewise, our work is focused on preliminary control, identification of risks and timely warning of violations.

Thus, as I have mentioned before, annually at the stage of budget formation we make an assessment of rationale planning on expenditures and incomes in the field of environment protection for the forthcoming budget period. Detection of violations and its elimination is carried out by audited entity in course of preparations of draft law on budget and its consideration in the Parliament, which happens before the approval of the federal budget.
I would also like to say a few words about innovations in the matter of expenditure financing on environment protection and ensuring control over the implementation of these mechanisms from our part.

Since 2017 the federal budget in the Russian Federation is formed according to the principles of project management. In certain areas of strategic development of the country there is a "pilot" portfolio of priority projects which activities are integrated into state programs. Thus, in the framework of the state program on "Environment Protection", the priority project called "Clean Country" is being implemented as a pilot project.
We monitor all stages of the development and implementation of this priority project. From the moment when its passport is approved, that is before the authority for expenditure, we constantly monitor execution of project’s control points and analyze reasons for non-compliance with deadlines. Quarterly the results of this monitoring are submitted to the Parliament.
Considering that Russia takes part in quite a large number of international treaties in the area of environment protection, I would like to focus on international aspect of our audit activities.

For the past 15 years SAI Russia has carried out more than 20 parallel and joint control activities with various foreign SAIs.
The main purpose of such audits was to assess the condition of environment protection in boarder areas; to audit performance of obligations under international conventions and agreements; to assess measures taken to protect environment from pollution; to protect nature reserves, aquatic biological resources and transboundary water bodies. 
Cooperation with foreign SAIs gave us opportunity to evaluate the compliance with the international law in the area of environment protection and ecological safety, intensify the efforts of intergovernmental organizations, enhance national legislation and develop unified recommendations for governments to reduce negative impact on the environment. 
Thus, the results of parallel audits allowed the Accounts Chamber of the Russian Federation to assess the measures taken in terms of implementation of the Vienna and Bucharest Conventions, the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change within its validity period from 2006 to 2008, the CITES Convention. In addition, amendments were made to many federal laws and other legal regulations in the areas of natural resource management and environment protection (for instance, to the Federal Law “On Production and Consumption Waste”, the Forest and Water Codes of the Russian Federation), the ratification by the Russian Federation of the Agreement on Preservation and Rational Use of Aquatic Biological Resources of the Caspian Sea in 2015.

Also, cooperation with SAI of Mongolia can be a good example of efficient audit on environment protection. 

The first parallel audit with the SAI of Mongolia in the area of state regulation of environment protection was carried out in 2012, the second one – in 2015.
In July 2016, the heads of the SAIs of Russia and Mongolia signed the memorandum on the results of the parallel control activity. 

From our part peculiarity of this audit included the engagement of regional audit institutions that share borders with Mongolia. The control activity was made on the basis of the unified program and by applying the unified classifier of violations identified during the audit.

Such a close interaction of the Accounts Chamber of the Russian Federation with regional audit institutions made it possible to significantly extend our activities and improve the quality of financial control. This cooperation shows the efficiency of the unified system of external financial control in the Russian Federation.
In general, the outcomes of our four-year cooperation with Mongolia made it possible to intensify work in terms of the Agreement between two countries in the field of environment protection; to develop documents on improvement of methodological support of the state monitoring of transboundary water bodies; to sign an intergovernmental agreement on forest fire prevention.

Our experience in multilateral environmental audit is especially noteworthy. 
One of the examples is an audit in the field of environment protection and sustainable development in Arctic. The memorandum on its findings was signed by the heads of SAIs of Russia, Norway, USA, Denmark and Sweden in 2015. 
The distinguishing feature of this audit was that we analyzed activities of the Arctic Council since it is a body created in the form of an international forum and does not have the status of an organization. Also, the assessment has been made regarding fulfillment of Council’s recommendations by its member states.  
SAI Russia and Norway became coordinators of this multilateral audit. 
The main methodological approaches during the audit were determined by strategic plan. Multilateral audit included three working meetings with participating SAIs and twelve interview-meetings with representatives of working bodies of the Arctic Council from Russia, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Denmark and the USA.
This accomplished work resulted in joint memorandum where we managed to put together general assessments, aimed at strengthening the role of the Arctic Council and providing possible ways to improve the interaction of the Arctic states. 
Accumulated experience allows us to continue dynamic collaboration with foreign SAIs. 

At the moment, the Accounts Chamber of the Russian Federation in liaison with the Office of the Auditor General of Norway carries out parallel audit regarding implementation of bilateral Cooperation Agreement in the field of environment protection. The audit is planned to be completed in the autumn of 2018.
Russian-Norwegian cooperation is peculiar in terms of pursuing joint audit actions while carrying out a parallel audit. 
In such a manner, in 2017 together with SAI of Norway we have interviewed representatives of organizations, which are responsible for Russian-Norwegian ecological projects, in order to collect audit data. Along with the interview we have jointly inspected Russian and Norwegian territories of the Pasvik–Inari Trilateral Park.
In conclusion, I would like to emphasize that external state financial control is one of the most effective instruments for the assessment of environment protection. 

From our point of view, in is important to continue proactive work within ASOSAI and INTOSAI platforms in order to increase capacity of our SAIs. 
We assume that for the purpose of better communication of the best audit practices, we should pay more attention to the websites of the respective organizations. Along with that, some specific methodological methods could be shared during seminars and trainings.

We believe that such collaborative work will encourage not only knowledge sharing in auditing but also deeper understanding on how to overcome challenges related to environment protection and sustainable development.

