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Optimising Tax 

Recovery through 

Digital innovation 

 

The South African Revenue Service (“SARS”) was once recognised not only 

as the best working state organ but also as one of the best revenue 

authorities in the world in terms of adopting guidance from the OECD on tax 

matters and in being at the forefront of technology advances. We saw this 

through the introduction of a world class e-filing system, requests for 

detailed reconciliations of various taxes to financial statements and 

analytics audits, among others. In my opinion one of the key factors that 

propelled SARS to greatness was its embrace of technology. The world has 

changed a lot since, but SARS has not moved on digitally since 13 years 

ago.  

If we look at the example of the e-filing system, SARS was able to improve 

the user experience of taxpayers in filing returns and improve 

communication with them. These are fundamental aspects to consider in 

any changes SARS makes. If it reduces the administration burden carried 

by taxpayers, by providing a better experience, SARS can expect greater 

responsiveness from taxpayers and in turn it will improve compliance to 

increase revenue collection. What emerging technologies it is exploring to 

improve its operations and how it interacts with tax payers? 

The fourth industrial revolution (Industry 4.0) is upon us, forcing us to 

adopt or be left behind. This revolution appears to be changing the way 

businesses function and, by extension, the stakes by which they are forced 

to compete. For business leaders accustomed to traditional linear data and 

communications, the shift to real-time access to data and intelligence 

enabled by Industry 4.0 would fundamentally transform the way they 

conduct business. This inadvertently will change how tax authorities 

administer regulation of this changing business landscape. We are already 

seeing the introduction of real-time reporting to tax authorities:  

• Brazil - disclose full invoice details before obtaining valid invoice 

number,  

• Hungary  - online connection established between invoice invoicing 

software and the tax authorities’ system, 

• Tanzania, Malawi, Zambia, etc. – use of fiscal device which transmit 

data real-time to revenue authority at point of sale. 

• Various European countries -  requests for standard audit file for tax 

(SAF-T)  

These are examples of how tax authorities are trying to introduce more 

efficient processes for tax collection, gain greater visibility and more real-

time access to taxpayer data. One of the items for SARS to take into 

account, which multinationals are certainly already considering, is obtaining 

better data granularity, that is standardised across various taxes and 

accessible more easily and quickly to respond to the greater demands of 
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data being put on them by revenue authorities. This single source of truth 

approach which can leverage technologies such as blockchain is definitely a 

must for consideration.  

Our revenue authority now has a great opportunity to leapfrog ahead by 

being bold in how it uses digital innovation to change how it enforces the 

tax regulation and collects revenue. We hope that in the upcoming budget 

speech there will be an announcement around how it will invest in these 

digital advances to help it get back to being great again. 

  

 


