
 
 

 

Thought Leader: 

COVID-19: Real-time internal auditing now needed while 
sector must be classified as an “essential service” 

By James J. Gourrah 

It is in these strange and uncertain times, amid the biggest health and economic 
crisis facing our world that this month we commemorate International Internal Audit 
Month. 
 
There is a fallacy that the sector is the arbiter as it relates to money and finance. 
And, in the current environment of the Covid-19 pandemic, when billions are being 
re-routed to meet various health and economic subsistence needs, this is partially 
the case. 
 
The internal audit profession is the ultimate arbiter of right and wrong and impacts on 
each and every aspect of our daily lives. And while healthcare professionals are at 
the coalface of Covid-19, it is internal audit and its practitioners who can now use 
these myriad opportunities to form the nucleus of all successful programmes and 
intervention rollouts given their unique skills and expertise. 
 
For example, as I write this, plans are afoot to reopen schools for certain grades. 
The provinces are hard at work seeing how best they can protect educators and 
employees, disinfect schools, ensure learner safety, ensure effective supply chain 
management and, ultimately, ensure the health of all concerned is paramount in this 
time of Covid-19. 
 
Internal audit must be involved in every step of these interventions - financial and 
otherwise - to ensure no wrongdoing or malfeasance. 
 
These strange times has also necessitated an unprecedented social security 
stimulus package for the very poor and vulnerable among us. This is either through 
the social security system in place, the Unemployment Insurance Fund and other 
government funding for businesses. Internal audit must track these payments and 
disbursement protocols to ensure they reach their intended targets 
 
Then there’s food parcels being distributed throughout the country - some rather 
controversially - while the fiscal restraints on the economy has seen government 



announce an economic stimulus package sourced from several global bodies such 
as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund and in excess of R500-billion. 
 
Real-time internal audit is now needed to track these goods and finances so as to 
prevent unwanted revelations cropping up in the future when it may be too late to 
turn back the clock. 
 
To alleviate the strain on their customers, banks are also coming to the party and 
deferring loan repayments, among other things, while the SA Revenue Service is 
walking a tight line collecting much-needed revenue as most businesses remain 
closed, suffer financially or seek business rescue. 
 
Then there is the issue of food security and whether our shelves will be stocked 
much longer, whether meat processing plants can continue to be open and this while 
winter is virtually upon us. 
 
Yes, the mandate of internal audit is far reaching. It behoves us to play a central role 
before, during and after the lockdown - or even when schools or any other public or 
private institutions open. It must monitor food parcel distribution as well as the 
distribution of extra money promised to the poor, vulnerable and unemployed. 
 
We learn from past experiences that it is in these uncertain times that unscrupulous 
behaviour flourishes. From corruption to corporate greed to malfeasance and 
irregular expenditure to a lack of risk analysis or checks and balances and 
assurance and, sadly, theft and looting of the very essential goods and services 
meant for the poorest among us. 
 
The key pillars of the internal audit profession are to ensure good governance, risk 
and risk mitigation, provide quality assurance, ensure compliance as well as 
maintain the highest ethical standards possible. 
 
As things stand the primary function right now is to analyse - and create the correct 
working environment - for the safety of employees, stakeholders and society at large. 
 
The Johannesburg regional committee Chairperson of the Institute of Internal 
Auditors South Africa, Thokozani Sihlangu, put it best when he says the pandemic 
“challenged internal audit to apply more agile decision-making and real-time 
assurance while still maintaining adherence to the IIA’s International Standards for 
the Professional Practice of Internal Auditing (Standards)”. 
 
This is key as the Institute for Internal Auditors SA (IIA SA) must now find a way to 
position itself as a forward-looking professional body reactive to what goes on 
around us. 
 
Real-time means equipping auditors with the tools to work online or offline, ensuring 
their safety, tracking movements of goods, services and monies as they are on the 
go, monitoring programmes and interventions with a view to creating a solution-
driven culture rooted in immediacy. 
 



We must also as an organisation reinforce the relevance of the sector and the IIA 
SA’s members to both the health and economic well-being of South Africa and its 
citizens. 
 
Sihlangu puts it best: “Internal audit has to increase its business monitoring activities 
to real-time or near real-time, enabling internal auditors to monitor their business 
units effectively and appropriately in order to respond to changing risk profiles and 
audit needs.” 
 
He adds: “Internal audit has to remain flexible in the face of rapidly evolving set of 
factors as no one knows how long the pandemic will last and the true impact it will 
have.” 
 
I agree that the current crisis must ensure a change in how we work. Real time 
auditing is essential given our myriad challenges. 
 
Further, as current lockdown restrictions are eased or cease, we must continue to be 
vigilant. The purpose of the lockdown was to create an environment of readiness for 
potential spikes in infections. 
 
Thus, how we proceed in a post-lockdown world further creates new challenges for 
our sector and will force us to work smarter, be more innovative and far more 
responsive than we have been in the past. 
 
These are reasons why internal audit must be classified as an essential service. It is 
a service crucial to the functioning of the state during times of crisis and is a sector 
that must hold government, corporates and other entities accountable. 
 
It is up to us to ensure any quick-fire or long-term response to Covid-19 is above 
board, beyond reproach and done in an ethical manner. 
 
As we reflect on our mandate and duty during International Internal Audit Month let 
us not forget that lives are being lost daily due to this pandemic. And, as we preach 
to our members religiously, we must stand up and do the right thing. Our current 
situation demands this of us. 
 
* James J. Gourrah is the chairperson of the Institute of Internal Auditors SA (IIA SA) 
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About IIA SA  

The Institute of Internal Auditors South Africa (IIA SA) is part of an international network 
representing the interests of internal auditors worldwide. As a part of this international 
network, the IIA SA upholds and supports the fundamental tenets of the profession - the 
Code of Ethics and the International Standards for the Professional Practice of Internal 



Auditing. The IIA SA supports the profession by providing a wide range of services dedicated 
to the education and advancement of internal auditors and promoting and developing the 
profession in South Africa. The IIA SA’s objectives are to build the profession, its credibility 
and a thriving business environment in South Africa. 
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