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The Power of  Automation

in the User Access Review Process
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If your organization is growing, onboarding new systems, and  
adding users, you are probably feeling the increasing pressure to  
control access. With rising cybersecurity threats, tightening  
regulatory demands, and accelerating IT complexity, managing  
expansion becomes more challenging. This dynamic and sprawling 
environment can quietly escalate a critical risk: unmanaged  
access to sensitive data and applications.

All it takes is one overlooked permission—a single missed review—and 
your business could be exposed to a costly data breach or a failed  
audit. These aren’t hypothetical scenarios; they’re real threats that  
organizations face every day when access governance falls behind 
the pace of change.

Manual access reviews, reliant on spreadsheets and scattered email 
chains, and role-based legacy solutions can’t keep up. The result? 
Gaps in oversight, delayed responses to risk, and mounting anxiety  
as audit season approaches. In today’s environment, the margin for 
error is razor-thin. A single lapse in your access review process can 
have outsized consequences, regulatory penalties, brand damage, 
and operational disruptions.
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This eBook is for leaders who recognize that traditional, manual approaches 
and legacy role-based solutions are no longer enough. Here, you’ll see  
why automating periodic access reviews with a fine-grained solution is not 
just about streamlining a process—it’s about protecting your organization, 
satisfying auditors, and enabling your team to focus on what matters most.
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CHAPTER 1:

Why Automate User Access Reviews? 

The Growing Challenge

Most organizations operate in a landscape where the number of applications, identities, 
and access points is exploding. Regulatory frameworks such as SOX, HIPAA, PCI DSS, ISO, 
NIST, and COBIT establish strict requirements for access governance, rendering periodic 
access reviews not only a best practice but also a necessity. Yet, many organizations  
still manage these reviews either manually, using spreadsheets, email reminders, and 
piecemeal documentation, or through legacy role-based systems. The consequences are 
profound. Ineffective reviews result in missed deadlines, overlooked risks, and incomplete 
audit trails. IT and security teams spend countless hours chasing down reviewers,  
reconciling access lists, and documenting results. Human error is inevitable, and when 
access reviews are rushed or incomplete, organizations are left exposed to insider threats, 
data breaches, and audit failures.

The Opportunity of Automation

Automating the periodic access review process is not just about efficiency; it’s about 
transforming a critical control from a compliance checkbox into a strategic investment. 
Automation simplifies workflows, enhances visibility, and ensures every review is  
completed accurately and on time. By using automation, organizations can:

•	 Reduce operational costs by minimizing manual effort

•	 Improve accuracy by eliminating human error

•	 Enhance audit readiness with comprehensive documentation

•	 Strengthen security by quickly identifying and revoking unnecessary or risky access

Automation elevates access reviews from a chore to a powerful tool for managing  
risk and driving business value.
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CHAPTER 2:

Evaluating Your Options 

When it comes to periodic access reviews, organizations typically fall into one of three 
categories: manual, semi-automated, or fully automated processes. Understanding the 
strengths and limitations of each approach is essential for making an informed decision.

Manual User Access Reviews

Manual reviews rely on spreadsheets, emails, and ad hoc processes. While the upfront  
cost is low, the long-term impact is significant. Reviews are slow, inconsistent, and prone  
to error. Documentation is often incomplete, making audits stressful and time-consuming. 
As organizations scale, manual reviews simply cannot keep up with the volume and  
complexity of access rights.

Recognizing these limitations, some organizations attempt to bridge the gap with  
partial automation.

Semi-Automated Reviews

Some organizations introduce basic automation, such as using scripts to pull access lists 
or workflow tools to send reminders. While this reduces some manual effort, it still requires 
significant oversight and coordination. The process is only as strong as its weakest link, and 
gaps in integration or accountability can undermine the entire effort.

To overcome these challenges, many organizations are now turning to fully automated  
governance solutions.

Fully Automated Access Reviews

A fully automated solution integrates easily with all of your enterprise applications, IAM, 
ITSM tools, and HR systems. It orchestrates the entire review lifecycle: scoping access,  
assigning reviewers, sending automated reminders, tracking progress, and generating  
audit-ready reports. Advanced solutions offer customizable workflows, role-based  
assignments, and real-time dashboards.

Key takeaway: Organizations that move to full automation 
consistently report faster review cycles, fewer errors, and improved 
audit performance. The upfront investment in automation is quickly 
offset by the reduction in risk and operational overhead.
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CHAPTER 3:

What to Look for in an  
Automation Solution

Selecting the right automation solution is critical. The ideal platform should not only 
streamline the review process but also align with your organization’s unique needs and 
requirements.

Essential Capabilities

•	 Fine-Grained Access Controls: The solution should support detailed, granular  
management of user permissions, enabling you to define precise access rights  
for specific users, groups, or resources.

•	 Dynamic Policy-Based Access Control (PBAC): Look for platforms that utilize  
dynamic, policy-driven access decisions. PBAC allows you to define and enforce  
access rules based on context (such as user attributes, resource types, or environmental 
conditions), providing flexibility and adaptability as requirements change.

•	 Scalability Without Role Explosion: Ensure the solution can manage access across 
thousands of users, resources, and conditions without requiring an unmanageable 
number of roles or policies. Unlike traditional RBAC, which can suffer from “role  
explosion” as complexity grows, PBAC enables organizations to scale efficiently, with 
explicit policies that are easier to maintain and map to regulatory requirements.

•	 Integration: The solution must integrate seamlessly with your core business systems, 
including ERP, IAMITSM, HR, and cloud applications, to centralize access to data and 
streamline actions.

•	 Customizable Workflows: Every organization has its own processes and compliance 
mandates. Look for solutions that let you tailor workflows, approval chains, and  
escalation paths.

•	 Role-Based Assignments: Assigning the right reviewers and approvers ensures  
accountability and leverages business expertise.

•	 Automated Reminders: Timely notifications keep reviews on schedule and reduce the 
burden on IT and security teams.

•	 Real-Time Dashboards: Visibility into review progress enables proactive management 
and quick resolution of bottlenecks.

•	 Comprehensive Reporting: Audit-ready reports should be available on demand,  
documenting every action for compliance and audit purposes.
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Advanced Capabilities for User Access Reviews

Automation platforms have evolved well beyond basic access certification, offering a suite 
of advanced features designed to streamline reviews, eliminate blind spots, and strength-
en your organization’s security posture. These capabilities empower you to keep pace with 
increasing complexity—without compromising audit readiness or operational agility.

Cross-Application Certifications

Gain a unified view of user access across your entire digital landscape. Advanced  
solutions allow you to scope and certify access across multiple business systems,  
cloud, and on-premises, ERP, SaaS, and beyond, in a single, orchestrated campaign. 

•	 Eliminates fragmented multi-source reviews and makes it effortless to spot users  
with inappropriate or excessive privileges spanning multiple platforms.

Identity Enrichment from Provisioning Sources

Drive more informed approval decisions by pulling detailed user attributes directly from 
your authoritative provisioning source, such as HR or identity management systems. 

•	 Reviewers see vital context, think role: department, employment status, management 
chain—at the point of certification. This enrichment transforms vague “yes/no”  
approvals into high-confidence, risk-aware decisions.

Timely ITSM Ticket Monitoring

No more tickets falling through the cracks. Automated platforms integrate with your IT  
Service Management (ITSM) solution, tracking the creation, progress, and closure of  
access-related tickets that result from certifications. 

•	 Bottlenecks are flagged instantly, ensuring the prompt remediation of risky access and 
closing the loop between review and enforcement—before the audit identifies the gaps.

Unified Verification Analytics and Audit Tie-Out

Tie every review action back to unified, defensible audit evidence. These platforms  
aggregate verification data from all sources, ERPs, cloud applications, ITSM, and  
provisioning systems into a single location. 

•	 Generate comprehensive tie-out reports in just a few clicks, providing auditors with the 
cross-system traceability they demand and freeing your teams from the burdensome 
task of searching for scattered documentation.

By integrating these advanced features, periodic access reviews shift from a checklist  
exercise to a strategic business safeguard. The result is smarter, targeted reviews—making 
it possible to lower operational effort, close compliance gaps, and confidently  
demonstrate risk control as your organization grows.
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CHAPTER 4:

Quantifiable Business Impact 

The benefits of automating periodic access reviews are not theoretical—they are  
measurable and significant. Here’s how leading organizations are realizing value:

Real-World Metrics

•	 A global manufacturing firm reduced its review cycle time by 70% after implementing 
automated access reviews.

•	 A global fast food chain achieved an 80% decrease in IT staff hours spent on access 
review administration, freeing resources for higher-value work.

Before & After: A Snapshot

These improvements are not just about efficiency; they translate directly into reduced risk, 
stronger compliance, and a more agile business.

Metric Manual Reviews Automated Reviews

Review Cycle Time 6 weeks 2 weeks

Audit Findings 8 per audit 2 per audit

IT Staff Involvement 120 hours/month 24 hours/month
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CHAPTER 5:

Addressing Concerns

As with any significant process change, organizations considering automation have le-
gitimate questions and concerns. Addressing these upfront is key to building buy-in and 
ensuring a successful transition.

Frequently Asked Questions on Automating Periodic Access Reviews

How do I review access for legacy and homegrown applications?

Reviewing access for legacy and homegrown applications is often more complex due to 
limited integration capabilities, outdated authentication mechanisms, and inadequate 
documentation. Start by understanding the application’s access model. Extract user  
access data using SQL queries, configuration file reviews, or log analysis to list users and 
their roles or permissions. Export this data into a readily reviewable format, such as a 
spreadsheet or an Access review report.

Assign reviewers familiar with both the application and its business use. These experts  
assess if each user’s access is required, appropriate, or poses risks (like excessive  
privileges or segregation of duty issues). Following the review, remediate by revoking  
unnecessary access or correcting role assignments to minimize risk and strengthen  
compliance.

What source of truth should I use for identities and privileges?

The ideal source of truth is a centralized, authoritative identity system, such as Azure AD, 
Okta, SailPoint, or an Identity Governance and Administration (IGA) platform. These  
systems consolidate user identities, roles, and privileges across all systems, providing a 
strong foundation for accurate access reviews.

When full integration isn’t available, use HR systems for employment status and  
organizational hierarchy, and rely on application-specific databases or directories for  
local privileges. Always validate that the data is accurate and current, and reconcile  
it with HR or identity platform records to prevent orphaned or outdated access.
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How often should we perform user access reviews?

Determine access review frequency based on control requirements, organizational  
risk tolerance, and data sensitivity:

•	 At least annually, for all systems to meet most compliance standards.

•	 Quarterly or monthly reviews for high-risk applications, sensitive data systems  
(e.g., financial, healthcare, customer data), or privileged accounts.

•	 Automate reminders and progress tracking to ensure deadlines are met and  
audit trails are complete.

How do I analyze the impact of identities with overprivileged  
access discovered during access review?

Start by mapping granted permissions against what users’ roles require. Identify excessive 
privileges like admin access, broad data exports, or rights to critical transactions. Assess 
risks such as potential data breaches, fraud, accidental misuse, or violation of controls like 
segregation of duties.

Also, evaluate if combined access (multiple systems or sensitive functions) amplifies risk 
exposure. Document findings and use automated workflows for prompt remediation and 
audit documentation.
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CHAPTER 6:

Implementation Roadmap —  
Steps of a Fully Automated User  
Access Review Process 
A fully automated periodic access review process transforms what was once a manual 
workflow into an easy, auditable, and efficient control. Below is a step-by-step roadmap  
detailing how a modern, automated solution orchestrates each phase from start to finish.

Define Scope

Automated  
Notifications and 

Task Management

Automated 
Assignment of 
Reviewers and 

Approvers

Workflow  
Configuration 

and  
Orchestration

Continuous 
Review and  

Optimization

Comprehensive 
Documentation 
and Audit Trail

Real-Time  
Monitoring  

and Progress  
Tracking
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2

•	 Automated System Discovery: The platform scans and inventories all  
connected applications, databases, and systems to identify where access 
reviews are required.

•	 Role and User Mapping: Automatically imports user and role data from  
integrated sources (ERP, IDM, IAM, HR, Active Directory, cloud apps),  
ensuring the scope is always current.

•	 Risk-Based Prioritization: The system flags high-risk applications, roles, 
or user groups for more frequent or detailed review, based on configurable 
policies.

•	 Role-Based Logic: The platform automatically assigns review tasks to  
the appropriate stakeholders (e.g., application owners, IT admins, security  
officers) based on predefined rules and organizational hierarchy.

•	 Dynamic Updates: As users change roles or new systems are added,  
assignments update in real-time, eliminating the need for manual  
intervention.

Step

Step

Define Scope

Automated Assignment of Reviewers and Approvers

1

•	 Pre-Built and Customizable Workflows: Administrators select or tailor 
workflows that define review frequency, approval chains, escalation paths, 
and required actions for each application or group.

•	 Automated Kickoff: The system initiates review cycles on schedule— 
monthly, quarterly, or as triggered by policy—without manual setup.

•	 Smart Reminders: Automated emails, dashboard alerts, or mobile  
notifications are sent to reviewers and approvers, prompting timely  
action.

•	 Escalation Paths: If tasks are overdue, the system automatically  
escalates to alternate reviewers or management, ensuring nothing  
is missed.

•	 Self-Service Dashboards: Reviewers access a centralized dashboard  
to see pending tasks and take action with a single click.

Workflow Configuration and Orchestration

Automated Notifications and Task Management

3

4

Step

Step
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•	 Live Dashboards: Administrators and auditors have real-time visibility into 
review status, completion rates, and outstanding items.

•	 Bottleneck Detection: The system flags stalled tasks or bottlenecks,  
enabling proactive intervention.

•	 Automated Remediation: If excessive or unauthorized access is detected 
and not remediated within a specified timeframe, the system can  
automatically initiate access removal or flag it for urgent review.

Key tasks

•	 Automated Logging: Every action, review, approval, revocation, and  
comment is automatically logged with timestamps and user IDs.

•	 On-Demand Reporting: The platform generates audit-ready reports  
and evidence packages, tailored to regulatory requirements (SOX, HIPAA, 
GDPR, etc.).

•	 Change Tracking: All changes to access rights or review outcomes are 
recorded, ensuring full traceability and transparency.

Real-Time Monitoring and Progress Tracking

Comprehensive Documentation and Audit Trail

5

6

Step

Step

•	 Analytics and Insights: The system provides analytics on review efficiency,  
frequent access changes, and recurring issues.

•	 Automated Feedback Loops: After each review cycle, stakeholders receive  
summaries and recommendations for process improvement.

•	 Policy Adjustment: Administrators can refine workflows, escalation rules,  
or risk scoring based on trends and feedback, all within the automated  
platform.

By following these fully automated steps, organizations achieve a consistent,  
scalable, and defensible access review process, reducing manual effort,  
minimizing risk, and ensuring continuous compliance.

Continuous Review and Optimization7
Step
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How the SafePaaS User Access Review Process Aligns with a  
Fully Automated Workflow

Capability Description & Automated  
Workflow Alignment

Send Reminders Automated notifications prompt reviewers and  
approvers, ensuring timely action and accountability.

Review and Close  
ITSM Tickets

Integration with ITSM (e.g., ServiceNow) enables the 
automatic creation, tracking, and closure of tickets as 
access issues are identified and remediated.

Application Security Model / 
ERP Apps

The system integrates with ERP and other critical  
applications, pulling in up-to-date user and role  
data for review and analysis.

Assign Reviewer Approver Automated assignment of review tasks based on roles 
(application owner, admin, IS security, etc.), ensuring the 
right people are responsible for each review.

View Completed  
Verifications

Real-time dashboards and reports enable stakeholders 
to track which reviews are complete and which require 
further action

Review Identities and  
Privileges

Automated workflows present reviewers with their  
current access rights, highlighting excessive or risky 
privileges that require action.

Scope Apps, Roles, Identities The system automatically defines the scope of each  
review cycle, ensuring all relevant applications, roles, 
and users are included.

Obtain Security  
Assignment Snapshot

Automated snapshots capture the current state of  
access assignments, providing a baseline for review  
and audit.

Terminate Over-Privileged 
Access

Automated or guided workflows enable quick  
remediation, such as revoking unnecessary or risky  
access.

Monitor Progress Live dashboards track review completion rates,  
bottlenecks, and outstanding tasks for continuous  
oversight.

Assignment Setup / Action 
Workflow / Assignments

Automated configuration and orchestration of review 
cycles, workflow steps, and reviewer assignments.

Generate Verification  
Reports for Audit

On-demand, audit-ready reports are generated  
automatically, documenting every action for  
compliance.

Application Security  
Snapshot

The system provides detailed, time-stamped records  
of access assignments and changes, supporting audit 
and compliance needs.
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CHAPTER 7:

Case Study — Transforming  
User Access Review
A global leader in the fast-food industry faced mounting challenges in managing  
periodic access reviews for its core business systems. Despite having an Identity Security 
tool in place, the organization struggled to meet the detailed requirements of access  
governance, particularly for its Oracle ERP Cloud environment. The result was a  
fragmented, manual process that left the company exposed to audit risks, operational  
inefficiencies, and security vulnerabilities.

Key Challenges

•	 Lack of Fine-Grained Visibility: The organization’s access review process relied heavily  
on spreadsheets, making it difficult to gain a clear, real-time view of who had access  
to what. This lack of visibility led to external audit observations and concerns about  
the reliability of evidence produced for compliance purposes.

•	 Error-Prone Manual Processes: Manual, spreadsheet-based reviews were not only 
time-consuming but also susceptible to errors and inconsistencies. Data accuracy  
was a persistent concern, further complicating audit readiness.

•	 Integration Complexities: The client’s environment included multiple provisioning  
methods—integrations, manual assignments, and bulk uploads—making it challenging 
to maintain consistency and compliance across systems.

•	 Risks with Service Accounts: Service accounts within Oracle ERP Cloud presented  
additional risks, including potential fraud and unauthorized access. The client sought 
guidance on mitigating these risks as part of their access review strategy.
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Solution Delivered

To address these challenges, the client implemented a comprehensive solution that  
integrated seamlessly with Active Directory (AD), Azure, ServiceNow, SailPoint, and Oracle 
Cloud ERP. The SafePaaS platform provided the following capabilities:

1.	 Automated Workflow: The periodic access review workflow was fully automated—from 
ticket generation to confirmation of access removal. This eliminated the need for  
manual tracking and ensured a consistent, repeatable process.

2.	 Closed-Loop Access Management: The solution implemented a closed-loop  
approach, ensuring that any risks identified during access reviews were promptly  
addressed and remediated. Evidence of access removal or changes was automatically 
documented, satisfying audit requirements for regulations such as HIPAA, SOX, COBIT, 
PCI DSS, ISO, and NIST.

3.	 Integrated Corrective Actions: Corrective actions were embedded within the  
platform, reducing the manual effort needed to raise and reconcile access removal 
tickets. This streamlined the process for both reviewers and IT teams.

4.	 Visibility and Reporting: The platform provided detailed visibility into the status of all 
periodic access reviews. Role managers and auditors could easily monitor certification 
progress, track access changes, and generate extensive reports for compliance and 
audit purposes.

Benefits Realized

•	 Reduced Audit Burden and IT Costs: Automation and integration led to a significant 
reduction in the time and resources required for periodic access reviews. The  
organization saw lower operational costs and improved compliance with regulatory 
requirements.

•	 Streamlined Access Review Automation: The entire review process became more  
efficient, with automatic ticket creation in ServiceNow facilitating the quick  
identification and resolution of access gaps.

•	 Enhanced Audit Preparedness: The solution produced detailed, auditable evidence of 
ERP system access, meeting the stringent demands of external auditors and reducing 
audit-related expenditures.

•	 Improved Security and Risk Management: The organization gained the ability to easily 
identify excessive user privileges and remediate them quickly, consolidating access 
management across diverse systems and reducing the risk of unauthorized access.

By leveraging SafePaaS’s automation and integration capabilities, the client successfully 
overcame longstanding challenges in their periodic access review process. The result was 
a simplified, transparent, and auditable workflow that minimized manual effort, improved 
visibility, and strengthened the organization’s overall security and compliance posture.
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CHAPTER 8:

Decision & Next Steps
Automation Readiness Checklist

Before embarking on your automation journey, it’s essential to assess your organization’s 
current state and identify where the greatest needs and opportunities exist. Use the f 
ollowing checklist to evaluate your readiness for automating periodic access reviews:

•	 Do you have multiple critical applications and a growing user base?

	 As your organization expands—adding new systems, cloud platforms, and users—the 
complexity of managing access increases exponentially. Automation becomes crucial 
to maintain control and consistency across this expanding landscape.

•	 Are manual reviews causing delays, errors, or audit challenges?

	 If your access reviews rely on spreadsheets, emails, or fragmented processes, you’re 
likely experiencing bottlenecks, missed deadlines, and inconsistent results. These  
inefficiencies can lead to audit findings, regulatory penalties, and increased operational 
risk.

•	 Is your IT or security team stretched thin on repetitive tasks?

	 Manual access reviews consume valuable time and resources that could be better 
spent on strategic initiatives. If your team is overwhelmed by administrative work,  
automation can free them to focus on higher-value activities like threat analysis, policy 
development, and innovation.

•	 Do you need stronger, more defensible audit documentation?

	 Auditors and regulators expect clear, comprehensive evidence of your access review 
processes. If producing this documentation is stressful or time-consuming, or if you’ve 
faced findings due to incomplete records, automation can provide the transparency 
and audit readiness you need.

If you answered “yes” to any of these questions, your organization is well-positioned to  
benefit from automating periodic access reviews. Automation not only addresses these 
pain points but also sets the foundation for scalable, sustainable access governance as 
your business continues to grow.
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Next Steps: Building Your Automation Roadmap

•	 Engage Key Stakeholders: Bring together IT, security, compliance, audit, and business 
leaders to align on objectives, requirements, and desired outcomes. Early buy-in  
ensures smoother implementation and greater long-term success.

•	 Define Scope and Priorities: Identify which applications, user groups, and business 
processes should be included in your initial automation rollout. Prioritize high-risk or 
high-impact areas to demonstrate early value and build momentum.

•	 Evaluate Solution Providers: Research and compare automation platforms, focusing 
on integration capabilities, workflow flexibility, reporting features, and support for your 
regulatory environment. Request demonstrations and ask for customer references.

•	 Pilot and Measure: Start with a pilot project in a targeted area. Use defined metrics 
such as review cycle time, audit findings, and staff hours saved to measure the impact 
and refine your approach.

•	 Plan for Change Management: Communicate the benefits of automation to all  
participants. Provide training, documentation, and ongoing support to ensure adoption 
and maximize ROI.

•	 Scale and Optimize: Leverage lessons learned from your pilot to expand automation 
across additional systems and departments, thereby optimizing overall efficiency and 
effectiveness. Continually review and optimize workflows to adapt to changing business 
needs and regulatory requirements.

The Path Forward

Automating periodic access reviews is more than a tactical upgrade—it’s a strategic  
investment in your security, compliance, and operational excellence. By following this 
decision framework and taking a structured, phased approach, you can transform access 
governance from a source of risk and frustration into a competitive advantage.

As you move forward, remember that the organizations that succeed in today’s digital 
landscape are those that embrace automation, enable their teams, and build resilient,  
auditable processes that stand up to scrutiny—now and in the future.

Contact: 
emma.kelly@safepaas.com, www.safepaas.com 
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