Editorial

Well, we got there in the end
Paul Aplin discusses Lord Carter's proposals on e-filing
Back in March this year, Lord Carter's recommendation that the tax return filing dates should be changed to 30 November for e-filed returns and 30 September for paper returns prompted many members to write or email to express their anger, despair or dismay. While we tried to respond personally to everyone who contacted the Faculty there was a limit to what we could say about the action we were taking. 

Within 24 hours of the announcement, Francesca Lagerberg, Frank Haskew, Anita Monteith and I discussed the situation. A few days later the ICAEW hosted a meeting of representatives from the Institute of Chartered Accountants of Scotland, the Institute of Chartered Accountants in Ireland, the Chartered Institute of Taxation, the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants, the Association of Taxation Technicians and the Association of Accounting Technicians. We agreed to seek an urgent meeting with HM Revenue & Customs and HM Treasury. Shortly after this we were joined by the Society of Trust and Estate Practitioners, making a group of eight professional bodies which together could speak with considerable authority.

Our objectives were a complete reversal of the proposal to change the e-filing date and as much movement as possible on the paper filing date. We were unanimous in feeling that careful persuasion rather than public confrontation was the way to achieve our goal.

To back specific arguments with statistical evidence we undertook a joint survey. The work involved in designing, operating and analysing the data from a survey on this scale was considerable and a huge amount of resource was required; mostly provided by the ICAEW. The information was summarised by Anita Monteith into a formal response, and representatives of the eight bodies met again with HMRC to discuss it. 

On 9 June, Lord Carter announced at an IT Faculty conference at Chartered Accountants' Hall that he had been watching the developing debate with interest and said that he would like to see the evidence we had produced and that he would, if he found it persuasive, consider changing his recommendation to Ministers. He subsequently met with us and then on 10 July, at the Tax Faculty's Wyman Symposium, he announced that he had indeed changed his recommendation to a filing date of 31 January for e-filed returns and 

31 October for paper returns. On 18 July the Paymaster General publicly accepted the revised recommendation.

Along the way there were many other meetings and discussions and a huge number of emails and telephone calls. Lord Carter's personal intervention, though, was probably the most important event in the process. Of course, the whole saga could have been avoided by proper consultation on the proposals before they were announced (and this is a point we will be pursuing) but I think that we should give credit to any public figure who in this age of spin and denial is prepared to stand up in front of a roomful of people angry at his proposals and say:

One of things that you learn in life is that when you don't get things right, you have to listen. Four weeks ago I said that if a convincing argument could be made I would look at this again. People have come forward and made some convincing points, therefore I have written to the Paymaster General saying I wish to change my recommendations.

The rest of the Review's recommendations are, in the main, welcome. In the Faculty's representations last year, we asked for the facility to attach accounts and computations to tax returns as PDF files; we asked for an enquiry window linked to the actual filing date and not the statutory filing date; we asked for more and better consultation and for systems to be robust and tested properly before launch. All of these points were accepted. There are some specific issues – such as facsimile returns – to resolve, but the move to e-compliance is inevitable and we have to make it work for all of us. We will only do that by engaging actively with HMRC though the various consultation groups.

HMRC's track record on e-services has not been as good as any of us would wish, but in my speech at the Wyman Symposium I cited something I called the Carter Principle, from Lord Carter's report:

… as a principle HMRC should only require use of an online service where the particular service meets the needs of the main users and it has been tested to show that it can meet demand and provide a good customer experience at peak times. [The report goes on to say that] … if any tests are not successful, the service should be deferred.

If we keep HMRC to that principle – and the Faculty will do everything possible to do so – the future can be very different from the past.
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