
n the South Asian Region, comprising
the SAARC countries, a large number of
firms of Chartered Accountants, regard-
less of their size, are facing and if so far
not cognisant of the fact will face, a

dilemma in terms of organising, planning and actually
undertaking a full-fledged computer audit. Most of the
audit clients of the practicing firms have achieved some
form of computerisation if not a complete and compre-
hensive IT environment.  Most firms are using comput-
ers for financial analysis, printing of reports and of course
e-mail. The question being asked frequently, by all con-
cerned, is whether the firms have the capability and the
capacity to undertake Computer audits? The author has
observed that the audit firms in the SAARC region are

still by and large conducting the audits by auditing around
the computer rather than through it. 

The aim of this article is not to deliberate on how to
conduct an IT audit or the problems emanating there from
but to indulge in a self-examination of the reasons for lack
of progress in this area by the audit firms and to suggest
possible solutions to the problems faced by the firms.

A number of SAARC countries are happily engaged in
the development of IT software and offering varying
kinds of related services and earning billions of dollars in
foreign exchange. However, the firms of auditors in these
very countries are the ones who seem to be hesitant in
moving over to the new environment and adopting it in
the same fashion as the good old ' birth to death' test
checks or ' vouching' or 'ticking.' 

Is this hesitancy purely based on money constraints or a
lack of motivation to invest reasonable sums of money in
technology that changes quite rapidly? Or is it a case of not
wanting to re-educate one self? Perhaps, our years of train-
ing, education and skills of how to audit suddenly appears
to be redundant in the new environment? Maybe, the intru-
sion of the software engineer into the sanctified domain of
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the accountant is what appears a difficult pill to swallow? 
These and a host of other questions need to be

answered. At the same time we must also take cognisance
of the steps taken by the Professional bodies of
Accountants in the SAARC member Countries as well as
by the South Asian Federation of Accountants (SAFA),
an apex body of SAARC.  

Although computerisation of financial and other sys-
tems started a fairly long time back, it would not be incor-
rect to state that the accountancy profession, in the early
days, merely viewed it as a tool to do calculations and print
ledgers and various statements out more quickly, thus
saving on clerical work and time. Auditing in an EDP
environment had taken root simultaneously.  Literature
on the subject was beginning to become available. A
number of Professionals realised the importance of the
change and were convinced that the change over by the
Clients of any part or parts of the hitherto manually per-
formed functions could not be automated without their
knowledge and participation. Questions, that were as
valid in a manual environment, relating to controls,
checks and balances had to be addressed, the correct flow
of accounting and other information and production of
the various Management Information Reports had to be
assured. Above all the question of data integrity and secu-
rity emerged. The Accountant of the day had no choice
but to become aware of all these issues in a computer
environment. Then came E-Business and along with it
ERP solutions and E-banking. The Auditor's life was
becoming really complicated and the demands of audit-
ing even more onerous. The visual trail was slowly but
surely disappearing. There was a need to do something.

IT was to begin with understood and dealt with on a
stand-alone basis, both by the Professional bodies and
the Accountant in practice in the South Asia Region. A
subject that the Accountant must be aware of and in par-
ticular the usage of the spreadsheet and word-processing
packages.  But it was not considered to be a core subject
like Accounting, Auditing, Cost and Management
Accounting and Taxation.  Some, if not all, of the
Professional bodies included EDP as a small section in
auditing and occasionally very basic questions on com-
puter hardware and software were asked of the students
in their examinations. 

Certain firms that were part of the big "five" interna-
tional networks, as it used to be, were under pressure
from their Principals to take necessary action both in
terms of learning and the service that they could provide
to their respective clients.  Efforts were therefore made

by them to address their own needs and qualified person-
nel were encouraged to go or sent on training programs
organised by the network or outhouse agencies.  But by
and large the Profession was in a state of slumber. 

The Accountants in Industry and Business suddenly
were finding out that the lack of in-depth knowledge of
IT was a major problem in carrying out their work and
advising the top Management   Some firms of
Accountants and Management Consultants, who were
forward looking, viewed it as an opportunity in which the
client would seek their advice and help, hence the service
must be made available. 

But the bottleneck was that the Accountants knowl-
edge on the matters was sparse or sketchy and particularly
so in respect of the understanding of the design and
development of the application software where total
reliance had to be on the software developer, who was not
part of the " Accountants Club" and hence considered an
outsider, or ready made imported packages. Some very
"senior" Accountants desired to know why the qualified
Accountant could not be taught software development
and thus ensure that the entire challenge and task
remained within the Accountants' domain. This thought
still persists with certain quarters.

Bringing about a change in any sphere in the South
Asian Region is always a massive task. The people of the
Region, by nature, perhaps, are hard core traditionalists
and therefore reluctant to rapid change. Thus, any and
every change has to be opposed, to begin with, but with
the passage of time we tend to undergo a comprehensive
alteration in perception and attitude. 

The Professional Accountancy bodies in the region
thus had a challenge. The younger generation, which was
the entrant to the accountancy education, as well as the
job-market, desired that the element of IT awareness,
Knowledge and skills be enhanced to reasonably higher
levels of acceptable competence.  The old guard resisted.
Perhaps, a feeling somewhere of matters going out of
their control or the thought of going through a process of
Unlearning and re-learning.  

In my opinion, the International Federation of
Accountants (IFAC) and its guidelines on Education and
in particular, IEG-11, Information Technology in the
Accounting Curriculum, acted as a catalyst to bring the
necessary change in the curricula and syllabi of the
Regional Accountancy Bodies and convincing all con-
cerned that the change over was now a must.
Additionally, the South Asian Federation of Accountants
(SAFA) became a motivator in bringing to discussion and
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debate the adoption of IT as a core subject in the syllabi
of the Regional Accountancy Bodies. The issuance by
SAFA and adoption by the member bodies of "SAFA and
the WTO-GATS" Strategy paper initiated major
changes. The aforesaid paper required amongst a host of
other essentials conferring of the core subject status to
IT. This, the strategy paper stated " May be done by:
● Earmarking a certain percentage of their revenues to

development of IT in their professional programs.
● Introducing IT courses, focussing on the user role as

defined by IEG-11, at the foundation level of their
respective education curricula, with a minimum of 90
hours of hands on experience.

● Developing a program whereby students, prior to
qualification, go through an additional 160 hours of
competence based hands on training in IT by or
through member bodies.

● Developing professional level courses that enable stu-
dents to be fully competent in at least one of the three
other roles defined in IEG-11.

● Developing an option for professional level students
to gain proficiency in IT beyond that envisaged by
IEG-11.

● Developing computer laboratories for students.
● Work on the integration of IT into the Accounting,

Auditing, Taxation and Management Accounting
courses taught at the professional level programs.

● Ensuring that ample opportunities are provided to
qualified accountants through structured CPE to
enable them to catch up with developments in IT that
are relevant to professional accountants.

● Developing post qualification IT specialisation programs.
● Requiring firms, especially those affiliated to the Big

Five Accounting Firms, to provide an IT environ-
ment to their student/qualified employees." 
The paper emphasised that " IT proficiency for SAFA

region accounting professionals becomes essential in a
global trade environment where:
● Computerised financial and management systems are

being developed by professionals other than account-
ing professionals

● The audit function is being performed by individuals
other than professional accountants

● Internet verification and systems assurance services
are being provided by individuals other than profes-
sional accountants, even though professional accoun-
tants may be best placed to provide such services."
The IFAC Guidelines and the SAFA strategy paper

had the desired effect and the re-definition and re-engi-

neering of the curricula and syllabi was earnestly under-
taken by most of the member bodies. Some members,
one is glad to report, have even introduced mandatory
post qualification certification in IT and set up fully func-
tional computer laboratories with trained faculty. IT
committees were set up by most member bodies and, of
late, member bodies have started organising and deliver-
ing IT training and development programs for one
another.

A major problem faced by most of the SAFA member
bodies is the availability of suitably qualified and trained
faculty to teach IT to the accountancy students.
Although, the concept and facility of Distance learning is
available in at least the larger member countries, this
medium has not been used effectively, if at all, for over-
coming the afore mentioned problems. One is absolutely
convinced of the fact that this medium is the only cost
effective way of imparting standardised education to the
vast majority of the accountancy students and qualified
professionals spread throughout the respective coun-
tries. The use of this distance learning would also address
the question of educating the senior members of the pro-
fession who may otherwise not like to be seen going
through a re-learning process in public places. 

Now we come to the issue of the firms and the envi-
ronment being provided by them to the trainee student
and qualified personnel to hone their IT skills that would
be used during audits and related work. Creating an IT
environment does require investment. The investment
has to be made by the Partners or the Sole Proprietor. The
question, very candidly put, is why should one forego a
part of the profits for such purpose and especially when
this is going to be an ongoing affair? There is no other
answer to this question except that the quality of service
and the value addition thereto, offered by a firm bears
direct relationship with the quality of skills, knowledge
and competence of the staff that participates in the deliv-
ery of that service. Now if delivery of quality service is not
deemed by anyone in today's extremely competitive and
highly demanding environment to be of importance, then
such person or persons may allow themselves the free-
dom of not investing in creating the right environment.  

Environment not only includes suitable hardware and
software, subject to upgrading ever so often, but most
importantly qualified, experienced and trained people in the
respective field to act as trainers within the firms. Such per-
sons may not be immediately available in abundance to
cater for every firm and may even have to be imported until
such time that the locals are suitably trained by the few avail-
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able. Necessary Computerised audit tools would be
required to be developed. In most of the member countries,
the applications software used by clients and the platforms
in which they have been designed and developed vary from
client to client. As a result the audit tools would need to be
modified on a regular basis.  Such modifications would
necessitate the employment of Software Engineers by firms
of accountants. The former are not accountants and the lat-
ter are not software engineers. The two would have to co-
exist and help each other in the due performance of their
respective functions and more importantly the firms would
have to employ a defined number of software engineers.
Over a period of time an accountant may develop and learn
software engineering skills but such cases would be few and
far between.  Some of the firms may reckon that software
engineers could be lured into becoming trainee students.
Some of the developed countries have experimented with
this but without much success. The reason is simple. A per-
son who has ventured into software engineering by choice
would want to further his or her career in the field of choice.
A job would only be treated as a job and no more.  Those
who may want to diversify their professional qualifications
are again few and far between.   

Training of the students employed by the firms would
be seen to be seriously deficient if it does not dovetail with

the vast array and depth of the knowledge they acquire and
are tested upon by the Examining bodies.  The training is the
practical application of the knowledge that is being acquired
and examined. So, if the firm does not provide suitable com-
puterised environment or arranges for its students and staff,
qualified or unqualified, to work in such environments on a
regular basis how would they be expected to carry out their
tasks and duties?  The training completion certificate given
by the Principal at the end of the training period would not
be stating the whole truth. The training to be imparted in the
firms and the training regulations relating thereto would
therefore have to be re-aligned with the syllabi. This is a task
that all member bodies in the region have yet to address.

Having said all that has been stated above, is there a
solution to the firms' problem? As I see it, the answer lies
in a collective effort, a pooling of the financial and other
resources by all those involved in training of students, par-
ticularly the larger of the firms and those who are members
of the International network of the Big Four.  Centres for
training in and learning of computerised audit skills may
be set up for use by all students of accountancy, as well as
qualified accountants, on a graduated scale of fee paying
basis, that would be funded by the firms. The member
bodies would continue to set up and provide the computer
laboratories to aid the entry and other level of students. ■
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MEMBERSHIP  OF  ICAEW  EASED

The Institute of Chartered Accountants of India (ICAI) and The Institute of Chartered Accountants in
England and Wales (ICAEW), which has been incorporated by Royal Charter granted by Queen Victoria in May,
1880 and is the largest accounting body in Europe having more than 1,19,000 members, had signed a
Memorandum of Understanding in April 2001 for initiating the process of mutual recognition of each other's
qualifications and collaboration for strengthening the profession of accountancy in India and U.K. As a step in
this direction the two Institutes undertook the task of evaluating each others curriculum. 

The assessment of ICAI qualification was given to independent assessors by the ICAEW. The assessors who
reviewed the ICAI curriculum have since submitted their report. The ICAEW Education and Training Board
has recently accepted the review and has agreed to credit the ICAI Qualification with Five exemptions towards
the Professional Accountancy stage of the ICAEW Qualification. The professional stage comprises of six papers
including devolved assessments in Company Law and Commercial Law. Exemption to ICAI members will be
in Accounting; Audit and Assurance; Business finance; Financial reporting; Taxation. 

The professional stage is flexible and can be taken within or outside a training contract. Objective of the pro-
fessional stage is to confirm that the students have a professional knowledge and understanding of the basic skills
to start a career in any of the main stream of accountancy in public practice, commercial organisations and the
public sector of the economy.  A candidate is eligible for Professional Accountancy Certificate (PAC) after pass-
ing the professional stage. Subsequently the candidates shall appear in the Advanced Stage, which is the final
assessment on the route to ACA qualification. 
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