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AUDIT 

Summary report on past audits regarding burdens for 
future generations 
Federal Finance Administration 

KEY FACTS 

Against the backdrop of the constitutionally enshrined precautionary and sustainability principles, the Swiss 
Federal Audit Office (SFAO) systematically analysed various audits in environmental areas. It focused on the 
management of contaminated sites, waste and pollutants, as well as infrastructure, in order to identify over-
arching and recurring management weaknesses in the case of long-term federal tasks. The aim of the analysis 
was to examine whether ecological, health and financial burdens were effectively limited, or whether there 
was a risk of burdens being shifted to future generations.  

The summary is based on 20 audit reports from the period between 2011 and 2024 and identifies five closely 
linked shortcomings in the federal government's action in terms of preparedness and sustainability (see Fig-
ure 1). For the SFAO, the most significant shortcomings concern the quality of the information available, stra-
tegic management and the instruments used to monitor progress and costs.  

 

 
 
Figure 4: The most significant shortcomings with respect to generationally fair government action in the areas of the environment, contaminated sites 
and infrastructure (source: SFAO) 

Such shortcomings not only have adverse effects in the short term, but also entail long-term risks for future 
generations. 
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Burdens are addressed belatedly 
Numerous planning, implementation and monitoring problems associated with major federal projects stem 
from insufficient data. Ecological, health and financial impacts go undetected because of a lack of monitoring, 
technical investigations or compatible databases. In the absence of reliable information, risks for people and 
the environment continue to exist or even deteriorate over time. This is contrary to the precautionary principle, 
which requires potential damage to be minimised at an early stage. In addition, the lack of reliable data makes 
it more difficult to tackle the most important problems first. 

The federal government's operational management often has too little influence and enforcement power in 
complicated project organisations with many parties involved. As a result, binding deadlines are sometimes 
missing, and important measures are either implemented with a delay or completed late. Insufficient progress 
monitoring makes it difficult to detect missed deadlines at an early stage and take countermeasures quickly. 
This often results in additional costs.  

Costs are underestimated and miscommunicated 
The incomplete consideration of the background often leads to the actual costs of remediation, maintenance 
and the management of contaminated sites being underestimated. Cost estimates are overly optimistic and 
include insufficient reserves and provisions. As a result, financing appears to be secured, but significant finan-
cial risks actually remain invisible and are thus not addressed. The SFAO repeatedly criticised the fact that the 
reported costs were opaque, inaccurate or incomplete. Cost controlling also suffered from some weaknesses 
in identifying additional costs at an early stage and consistently containing them. 

 
 

  


