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Introduction 
At the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, public sector auditors first had to adapt to working remotely and find ways 

to complete what they were working on when the crisis began. Then, once the initial shock subsided, many 

auditors started thinking beyond the short term to consider how their audit institution could adjust its audit plans 

to the new reality and provide information and assurance on the programs that governments created to provide 

much-needed support to citizens and businesses during the pandemic.  

In some cases, as in Canada (OAG Canada, 2020) and the United States (U.S. GAO, 2020), legislative bodies rapidly 

requested that auditors undertake audits of COVID-19 expenditures, and auditors agreed to do so. In other 

countries, such as the United Kingdom (NAO, 2020), the national audit office promptly started to produce reports 

to provide an overview of all the announced COVID-related programs and expenditures, thus helping 

parliamentarians and the public to keep track of spending. The Office of the Auditor General of British Columbia 

(2020) released a similar report in September 2020.  



 

 

But beyond preparing tallies of new expenditures and audits of how pandemic-related programs are managed, 

there is another way for auditors to be of service to their legislature: auditing government preparedness for future 

pandemics and providing assurance and actionable recommendations that will help public sector institutions 

achieve more effective responses during the next pandemic.  

This article presents an overview of what pandemic preparedness entails and of the work that performance 

auditors have done on this topic in the past. Specifically, it provides some answers to the following key questions: 

 What is pandemic preparedness? 

 Why audit pandemic preparedness? 

 Have performance auditors reported on pandemic preparedness before? 

 Is there guidance available for auditing pandemic preparedness? 

 Are there special considerations when auditing pandemic preparedness? 

Emergency management and pandemic preparedness 
Governments do not know when or where natural disasters such as earthquakes, droughts, floods, hurricanes, 

wildfires, or pandemics will occur, but they can always take steps to prepare for such emergencies and ensure that 

they are ready to respond effectively when they happen.  

Emergency management activities can be divided in five main categories:  

 prevention 

 mitigation 

 preparedness 

 response  

 recovery1  

Each category is essential to an effective emergency management program and must be supported by a solid 

assessment of the risks presented by each type of emergency (Figure 1). 

This article focuses on preparedness for pandemics. Preparedness, one of the five categories of emergency 

management activities in the above model, refers to actions taken to ensure there is sufficient capability and 

capacity to respond quickly and effectively to emergencies and to recover more rapidly from their long-term 

effects (Public Safety Canada, 2015). A pandemic is the worldwide spread of a new disease (WHO, 2010). Pandemic 

preparedness therefore refers to the actions taken by governments to ensure they can respond quickly and 

effectively when a new disease spreads around the world. 

                                                                 
1 In some emergency management frameworks, prevention and mitigation are combined in a single category, as in Public Safety Canada’s 2017 
Emergency Management Framework for Canada. 

https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/2017-mrgnc-mngmnt-frmwrk/2017-mrgnc-mngmnt-frmwrk-en.pdf


 

 

Figure 1 – Emergency Management Model 

Source: Office of the Auditor General of Ontario (2017). 

Key elements of pandemic preparedness include:  

 conducting risk assessments 

 planning emergency responses (defining roles and responsibilities, establishing coordination mechanisms, 

allocating budgets, stockpiling medical supplies, preparing business continuity and surge capacity plans, 

and more) 

 training personnel and conducting exercises to test response systems 

 establishing monitoring and early warning systems 

 educating the populations at risk (INTOSAI, 2019a; Public Safety Canada, 2017; Public Health Ontario, 

2020) 

While many elements of pandemic preparedness, such as having response plans, are common to all kinds of 

disasters, from hurricanes to earthquakes, pandemic preparedness focuses particularly on preparedness in the 

health care sector. There is a special emphasis on the availability of personal protective equipment and medical 

equipment, surge capacity in medical institutions, and contagious disease monitoring and early warning systems. 

  



 

 

Why audit pandemic preparedness?  
As we have all learned in the COVID-19 crisis and, to a lesser extent, during the SARS pandemic in 2003, pandemics 

are not only deadly, but they can also have far-reaching socio-economic consequences for millions of Canadians.  

These consequences, both personal and societal, will be exacerbated in situations where the response to a 

pandemic is slow, uncoordinated, and made difficult by a lack of skills, medical supplies, and emergency budgets. 

Conversely, a fast, well-coordinated, and well-resourced response by trained and ready personnel can effectively 

limit the extent and consequences of a pandemic, as well as favour a more rapid recovery and return to normal life 

after the event. Ultimately, preparedness can save lives; prevent businesses from going bankrupt; limit disruptions 

for individuals; and significantly reduce the amount of fear, stress, and anxiety felt during a pandemic (INTOSAI, 

2019a). 

By auditing pandemic preparedness, providing assurance, and making recommendations for improvement, public 

sector auditors can play an important role in ensuring that governments take adequate steps and allocate 

sufficient and adequate resources to prepare for and deliver an effective response to the next pandemic. Auditors 

can help reduce the impact of the next pandemic on citizens and communities. 

Auditing pandemic preparedness is also a good way to remind governments, parliamentarians, and citizens of the 

importance of preparedness activities. Through regular reports on preparedness, auditors may help governments 

to remain vigilant and ready, even when no outbreak has happened in many years and the risk of a pandemic may 

seem distant compared with more immediate concerns. 

Auditing pandemic preparedness: Past reports, current guidance, and 
considerations for future audits 
Auditors seeking to undertake new audits of pandemic preparedness will naturally want to know whether and how 

this topic has been audited in the past and whether there is relevant guidance to help them audit it. We have 

researched these questions and present our findings on past audit reports and current guidance. We also highlight 

key considerations that auditors should take into account when planning to audit pandemic preparedness. 

Past audit reports 
It has long been known that a pandemic can strike at any time and that the consequences of such an event can be 

dramatic. Indeed, just a year before COVID-19 hit Canada, the Director-General of the World Health Organization 

reminded the world that “The threat of pandemic influenza is ever-present (…). The question is not if we will have 

another pandemic, but when. We must be vigilant and prepared – the cost of a major influenza outbreak will far 

outweigh the price of prevention” (WHO, 2019). 



 

 

Since the threat posed by pandemics is a constant, we could assume that public sector audit offices would 

regularly publish audits on pandemic preparedness2. However, our research did not support this assumption.  

In the pre-COVID period, we found few performance audit reports that focused on pandemic preparedness. Those 

we did find—from Canada, the United States, and Australia—were mostly released between 2007 and 2009 (Table 

1). After 2009, very few audits on this topic are available online and almost all of those we could find were 

produced by the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO).3 A 2020 study of English-speaking African countries 

similarly found that a considerable number of national audit offices had not conducted any pandemic 

preparedness audits over the previous seven years (AFROSAI-E, 2020). 

Table 1 – Audit Reports Focused on Pandemic Preparedness 

Year Audit Office Title 

2007 City of Toronto Auditor 

General 

Review of City of Toronto Pandemic Planning and 

Preparedness 

2007 City Auditor’s Office, Kansas 

City 

Pandemic Flu Preparedness 

2007 New York State Comptroller  Flu Pandemic Preparedness 

2007 National Audit Office of 

Australia 

Australia’s Preparedness for a Human Influenza Pandemic 

2007 Office of the Auditor General 

of Ontario 

Outbreak Preparedness and Management 

2009 Office of the Auditor General 

of Ontario 

Outbreak Preparedness and Management – Follow-up  

2009 Office of the Auditor General 

of Nova Scotia 

Pandemic Preparedness 

2009 U.S. Government 

Accountability Office (GAO) 

Influenza Pandemic: Sustaining Focus on the Nation’s 

Planning and Preparedness Efforts4  

                                                                 
2 Admittedly, this reasonable idea operates on the assumption that auditors should regularly audit all important risks; in reality, audit budgets 
are limited and choices must be made among multiple priority topics. 
3 We searched the CAAF Audit News database, as well as generic online search engines. We mostly restricted our search to English reports, 
although we did search the French reports produced by the Auditor General of Québec and by several municipal audit offices in the province of 
Quebec. We focused our search on the 2000 to 2020 period. 
4 This is a summary report covering 11 reports published by the U.S. GAO from 2007 to 2009, which are listed in the summary report. 

https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2007/hl/bgrd/backgroundfile-8893.pdf
https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2007/hl/bgrd/backgroundfile-8893.pdf
https://www.kcmo.gov/Home/ShowDocument?id=1985
https://web.osc.state.ny.us/audits/allaudits/093009/07n19.pdf
https://www.anao.gov.au/work/performance-audit/australias-preparedness-human-influenza-pandemic
https://www.auditor.on.ca/en/content/annualreports/arreports/en07/312en07.pdf
https://www.auditor.on.ca/en/content/annualreports/arreports/en09/412en09.pdf
https://oag-ns.ca/sites/default/files/publications/2009%20-%20Special%20Report%20-%20Pandemic%20Preparedness.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/290/286548.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/290/286548.pdf


 

 

Year Audit Office Title 

2015 Office of the Auditor General of 

British Columbia 

An Audit of the Panorama Public Health System5 

2015 U.S. GAO Air Travel and Communicable Diseases: Comprehensive 

Federal Plan Needed for U.S. Aviation System’s 

Preparedness 

2017 U.S. GAO DOD, HHS, and DHS Should Use Existing Coordination 

Mechanisms to Improve Their Pandemic Preparedness  

2018 U.S. GAO Infectious Disease Threats – Funding and Performance of 

Key Preparedness and Capacity-Building Programs  

 

One hypothesis to explain the lack of recent pandemic preparedness audits is that such audits were conducted in 

the wake of the 2003 SARS pandemic and the avian flu (H5N1) scare from 2005 to 2007, but that preparedness 

mostly fell off the radar of audit offices when no new pandemic materialized over the following decade. 

Over the last decade, most audit offices moved away from pandemics as a topic and addressed preparedness only 

as part of more general audits on emergency management. (See Appendix A for a list of 14 Canadian audit reports 

on emergency management published between 2009 and 2019.) Only with the emergence of COVID-19 have audit 

institutions once again turned their attention to pandemics and preparedness. For example, a June 2020 report by 

the Controller and Auditor-General of New Zealand on the management of personal protective equipment looked 

at several preparedness aspects, including planning, guidelines, and supply stock management (Controller and 

Auditor-General of New Zealand, 2020).  

While most of the available audit reports on pandemic preparedness are now more than a decade old, they remain 

relevant and can be helpful for auditors interested in auditing this topic today. Most of these reports were focused 

on flu preparedness, but their methodologies could be adapted to other contagious diseases, including COVID-19.  

Current guidance 
Besides consulting past audit reports, auditors interested in pandemic preparedness will likely want to read audit 

guidance on the topic. Unfortunately, they will find that few guidance documents existed before the current 

pandemic.  

In 2013, the International Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions (INTOSAI) released ISSAI 5510, The Audit of 

Disaster Risk Reduction (INTOSAI, 2013), which covered some aspects of preparedness for disasters in general. 

However, in 2018, INTOSAI undertook to review this guidance and at the time of writing was preparing a new 

                                                                 
5 This audit looked at an IT system intended to provide public health officials and staff across Canada with the real-time ability to collect, share, 
and analyze health information critical for managing infectious disease outbreaks. 

https://www.caaf-fcar.ca/auditnews_map/auditnews/documents/3868_1_OAGBC_PanoramaReport_FINAL.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-16-127
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-16-127
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-16-127
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-17-150
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-17-150
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-18-362
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-18-362


 

 

guidance document. An exposure draft was released in May 2020 (INTOSAI, 2020a) and a consultation period ran 

until August 2020 (INTOSAI, 2020b). The new document, known as GUID 5330, was expected to be released in the 

near future. 

As part of its review work, INTOSAI conducted a research project on disaster preparedness for supreme audit 

institutions and published a document of the same name in 2019 (INTOSAI, 2019a). This document is a useful 

resource for auditors because it provides an overview of the various components of preparedness, presents 

options for audit scoping as well as case studies, and includes a section specific to disease outbreaks. 

In 2018, the British Columbia Auditor General for Local Government also published a useful resource on 

emergency management that includes information about the many elements of preparedness that are relevant for 

local governments (Auditor General for Local Government, British Columbia, 2018). 

More recently, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, various organizations, including INTOSAI, have published 

articles, tools, and advice for auditors on various aspects of pandemic management. (These resources have been 

collected and can be found on the INTOSAI COVID-19 Initiative website and on the CAAF COVID-19 Resources 

Repository.) However, most of these resources are concerned with how governments and auditors are responding 

to the current crisis, as opposed to auditing pandemic preparedness per se.  

Considerations for future audits  
Faced with the task of planning an audit on pandemic preparedness, auditors will quickly grasp some scoping 

options. Should the audit focus on whether the legal requirements set out in an Emergency Management Act or 

similar legislation have been implemented? Alternatively, should it focus on one or several key elements of 

preparedness, such as management of medical supply stockpiles, coordination mechanisms, surge capacity plans, 

and early warning systems, and determine whether current systems and practices meet international best 

practices? (This was done in the audit of outbreak preparedness and management by the Office of the Auditor 

General of Ontario, 2007.) Should the audit focus mostly on health institutions or on another key risk area (as in 

the audit of air travel and communicable diseases by the U.S. GAO, 2015)?  

But beyond those high-level scoping decisions, some important factors may not be as obvious and could be 

neglected during the audit planning process. These factors have to do with the populations at risk and how some 

groups may be more vulnerable to the health, social, and economic impacts of pandemics than others. 

It is widely recognized that inequalities have been growing around the world recently (UN DESA, 2020), and that 

those inequalities have been accentuated by the COVID-19 pandemic. There are indications that inhabitants of 

deprived areas and people already disadvantaged by poverty or disability have been the most affected by the 

coronavirus (OECD, 2020; Accounts Chamber of the Russian Federation, 2020). In addition, in Canada and other 

countries, women, visible minorities, and young people have borne the brunt of job losses and economic hardship 

brought about by the temporary closure of many economic sectors (Canada, 2020; Artuso, Mager, and Macías-

Aymar, 2020). There have also been concerns expressed over the potential increase in violence against women 

https://intosaicovid19.org/audit-findings-and-methodologies/
https://www.caaf-fcar.ca/en/links
https://www.caaf-fcar.ca/en/links


 

 

during the required periods of confinement (UN Women, 2020a). (Previous studies have established that this type 

of violence increases during disasters; International Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, 2015.) 

Governments should ensure their pandemic preparedness plans mitigate the potential adverse effects on 

disadvantaged groups. By understanding how vulnerable groups can be especially impacted by a pandemic 

(Regional Risk Communication and Community Engagement Working Group, 2020) and including specific audit 

questions on this aspect in their audit plans on pandemic preparedness, performance auditors can ensure that 

they are covering key risk areas. They will also be providing observations and recommendations that will help 

governments protect vulnerable groups during difficult circumstances (Bérubé and Schirnhofer, 2020; UN Women, 

2020b; INTOSAI, 2013). (The Auditor General of Manitoba was conducting a performance audit on supports to 

vulnerable populations during the COVID-19 pandemic that will include some preparedness elements; OAG 

Manitoba, 2020.) 

Finally, another important consideration for auditors interested in tackling pandemic preparedness is whether they 

want to do it alone or collaborate with like-minded auditors in neighbouring jurisdictions.  

In recent years, cooperation among audit institutions around the world has increased considerably, especially on 

issues that are not constrained by administrative boundaries, such as air pollution, water protection, biodiversity 

conservation, and climate change.6 As was made abundantly clear by COVID-19, pandemics also care little about 

boundaries and, based on this criterion, would be an adequate topic for collaborative audits. After all, 

neighbouring governments face similar threats from pandemics and would all benefit from having stronger plans 

to respond to the next pandemic. Similarly, auditors working together on pandemic preparedness could benefit 

from sharing ideas, knowledge, audit plans, and resources. Also, by reporting together, or in separate reports 

spread over a short period of time, audit institutions can increase their impact by raising the profile of the issues 

they report and their related recommendations (Leach, 2019).  

Auditors interested in a collaborative audit should consult the 2019 lessons learned report7  produced by the Office 

of the Auditor General of Canada after the 2018 pan-Canadian climate change audit,8 the largest collaborative 

performance audit ever undertaken by legislative auditors in Canada.  

Conclusion 
The threat of a new pandemic is ever-present and governments should remain vigilant and well-prepared to 

respond to the next outbreak. Public sector auditors can play an important role in ensuring that governments 

remain vigilant by regularly auditing pandemic preparedness.  

                                                                 
6 An extensive list of cooperative audits is available in INTOSAI’s GUID 9000 – Cooperative Audits Between SAIs (INTOSAI, 
2019b). 
7 Leach, 2019. For a short summary of the lessons learned, see CAAF’s 2019 Featured Audit edition Lessons Learned from the 
Pan-Canadian Climate Change Audit – 2016-2018 (Lutes, 2019). 
8 Each jurisdiction published its own audit report and a joint summary report was prepared to conclude the audit project. See 
OAG Canada (2018), Perspectives on Climate Change in Canada. 

https://www.intosaicbc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/GUID-9000-Cooperative-Audits-between-SAIs-1.pdf
https://www.caaf-fcar.ca/en/performance-audit/audit-news/featured-audits/3468-featured-audits-6
https://www.caaf-fcar.ca/en/performance-audit/audit-news/featured-audits/3468-featured-audits-6
http://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2018/bvg-oag/FA3-137-2018-eng.pdf


 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has focused auditors on this topic and many lessons are now being learned and shared 

across the profession. By leveraging this new knowledge and experience, performance auditors will be better 

equipped to audit pandemic preparedness. 

  



 

 

Appendix A – Canadian Performance Audit Reports on Emergency 
Management Published Between 2009 and 2019 

Year Audit Office Title 

2009 Office of the Auditor General of 

Canada (OAG Canada) 

Emergency Management – Public Safety Canada 

2013 OAG Canada Emergency Management on Reserves 

2014 Office of the Auditor General of 

British Columbia 

Catastrophic Earthquake Preparedness 

2015 Provincial Auditor of 

Saskatchewan 

Government Relations – Coordinating Emergency 

Preparedness 

2016 Auditor General of 

Newfoundland and Labrador 

Fire and Emergency Services 

2017 Office of the Auditor General of 

the City of Ottawa 

Emergency Preparedness and Response for Health Services 

2017 Office of the Auditor General of 

Ontario 

Emergency Management in Ontario 

2018 Auditor General for Local 

Government of British Columbia 

(AGLG) 

Emergency Management in Local Governments – Capital 

Regional District 

2018 Vérificateur général de la ville 

de Trois-Rivières [Auditor 

General of the City of Trois-

Rivières] 

Mesures de sécurité civile et plan d’urgence [Public security 

measures and emergency plan] (French only) 

2018 AGLG Emergency Management in Local Governments – Town of 

Sidney 

2019 AGLG Emergency Management in Local Governments – Fraser Valley 

Regional District 

2019 AGLG Emergency Management in Local Governments – District of 

Mission 

http://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2009/bvg-oag/FA1-2009-3-7E.pdf
http://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2013/bvg-oag/FA1-2013-2-6-eng.pdf
https://www.bcauditor.com/sites/default/files/publications/2014/report_15/report/OAG%20Catastrophic%20Earthquake_FINAL.pdf
https://auditor.sk.ca/pub/publications/public_reports/2015/Volume_1/12_Govt%20Relations-Emergency%20Preparedness.pdf
https://auditor.sk.ca/pub/publications/public_reports/2015/Volume_1/12_Govt%20Relations-Emergency%20Preparedness.pdf
https://www.ag.gov.nl.ca/ag/annualReports/2016AnnualReport/Annual%20Report%202016.pdf
https://documents.ottawa.ca/sites/documents/files/epreshs_fnl_en.pdf
https://www.auditor.on.ca/en/content/annualreports/arreports/en17/v1_304en17.pdf
https://www.aglg.ca/app/uploads/sites/26/2018/12/AGLG-CRD-AuditReportFinal_December-6-2018.pdf
https://www.aglg.ca/app/uploads/sites/26/2018/12/AGLG-CRD-AuditReportFinal_December-6-2018.pdf
https://contenu.maruche.ca/Fichiers/d477a882-4a53-e611-80ea-00155d09650f/Sites/c32c511f-925d-e611-80ea-00155d09650f/Documents/Rapport%20annuel%20v%c3%a9rificateur%20g%c3%a9n%c3%a9ral%202018.pdf
https://www.aglg.ca/app/uploads/sites/26/2018/03/Town-of-Sidney-Performance-Audit-Report-Emergency-Management-in-Local-Governments.pdf
https://www.aglg.ca/app/uploads/sites/26/2018/03/Town-of-Sidney-Performance-Audit-Report-Emergency-Management-in-Local-Governments.pdf
https://www.aglg.ca/app/uploads/sites/26/2019/12/AGLG_FVRD-Audit_FINAL_Dec-6-2019.pdf
https://www.aglg.ca/app/uploads/sites/26/2019/12/AGLG_FVRD-Audit_FINAL_Dec-6-2019.pdf
https://www.aglg.ca/app/uploads/sites/26/2019/05/AGLG-MissionAuditReport-FINAL-April-30-amended-para-90.pdf
https://www.aglg.ca/app/uploads/sites/26/2019/05/AGLG-MissionAuditReport-FINAL-April-30-amended-para-90.pdf


 

 

Year Audit Office Title 

2019 Calgary City Auditor’s Office Emergency Management Audit 

2019 City of Edmonton Office of the 

City Auditor 

Emergency Management Governance and Risk Assessment 

 

  

https://pub-calgary.escribemeetings.com/filestream.ashx?DocumentId=96561
https://www.edmonton.ca/city_government/documents/18450_Emergency_Management_Governance_and_Risk_Assessment_Audit.pdf
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