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Topical, tantalising and technical
Francesca Lagerberg highlights how you could get involved 

in the work of the technical committees
When Ann Landers, a seasoned US journalist, was asked why so many people seemed to turn down chances in life, she noted that 'opportunities are usually disguised as hard work, so most people don't recognise them!'. Playing a role on a technical committee would on first sight seem to fall into the 'hard work' category. Surely it's all about long meetings and dull discussions? The most commonly heard comment is 'I'm not really that technical so I wouldn't be able to add much'. The reality is that involvement on a technical committee can be career-enhancing, broaden your knowledge, play to all your existing strengths and most importantly be enjoyable.

I came to the technical work of the Tax Faculty in a round-about route – which funnily enough is how most current committee members would describe their introductions to it. I was working on Taxation magazine as the Features Editor, writing about tax issues but feeling increasingly frustrated that some of the madness we reported did not seem to be recognised as such by the Government. I was interested in lobbying for change. Meeting and listening to inspirational people like Robert Maas, who was Chairman of the Technical Committee of the Tax Faculty at that time, convinced me that belonging to a committee could make a difference. He convinced me so much I ended up running the technical side of the Tax Faculty for a few years, and now that I have returned to practice at an accountancy firm, I am very honoured to be chairing the Technical Committee.

What is the technical work of the Faculty?

The technical work of the Tax Faculty spans every conceivable area of tax. There is a main Technical Committee, made up of the various chairmen of the sub-committees and other experts who provide their experience. This body considers the issues which cut across all the various taxes and helps to ensure we take a consistent line that also fully reflects our membership. The Committee meets about four times a year but email provides more regular discussion of key issues. At the last meeting, held in July, we discussed everything from Her Majesty's Revenue & Customs (HMRC) service standards (or rather the lack of them in certain areas), the ongoing problems of Legal Professional Privilege and the latest consultations relating to HMRC powers.

What is important about all technical work is that everyone has a role to play. Sometimes issues involve in-depth knowledge of an area, including the finer working of the legislation, but equally there is much need for very practical input from those who are dealing with issues at the 'coal-face'. For example, the current consultation on the taxation of foreign profits shows that there is input required from many areas. This consultation proposes that dividends in respect of 'substantial shareholdings' in foreign companies will be exempt from UK tax for large and medium businesses. A simplified credit system will be retained for small companies. There will be a major overhaul of the Controlled Foreign Company (CFC) regime. There will be limited restrictions on interest deductibility. The need for Treasury Consent for certain transactions will be abolished and the earliest likely date for all these changes will be 1 April 2009. There will be much need for larger enterprises to engage in the debate and seek to influence how the rules progress, but just as important is input from those who advise small businesses who will also want a say in how the rules are fixed for them.

Equally, what about issues like VAT registration and the recent significant hold-ups which have led to real problems for businesses? So great are some of these that it has driven a few to give up entirely. The Tax Faculty has been heavily lobbying on this point to get the existing delays reduced. Speaking at the Wyman Symposium in July, Theresa Middleton of HMRC said that it was hoped that significant improvements would be visible by the autumn. The Tax Faculty's VAT Committee is pressing for these improvements to happen quickly, and on issues like this it is data from those at the 'sharp end' trying to register, and logging the issues, that is making all the difference. Once again it shows that everyone has useful knowledge and that practical experience can be a significant help in all the technical work.

Advance notification

So how can being involved on a technical committee help your own knowledge and your career? Well the knowledge factor is immense. By being on a committee you have access to its papers – a small number of which may be confidential – and you learn constantly from the issues that arise. You meet fellow professionals who share their information and experience with you. It also provides a great networking opportunity and an ability to raise your profile in your chosen area of tax.

From time to time you have early access to information about HMRC or Government proposals. This enables you to be up to speed on issues before they are public and this will help you, your firm and your clients, as you will be prepared before many have really understood the issue.

You also get, from time to time, the opportunity to go along and talk to officials at HMRC's head office, the Treasury or MPs about current tax issues and try to influence the debate. In the past few years I have had the chance to give seminars to policy makers in Treasury, address the Executive Committee of HMRC, talk at fringe events at the main political conferences and give evidence to the Treasury Select Committee. I would never have had these opportunities without being involved in the technical work of the Tax Faculty.

Make a difference

The Tax Faculty makes representations on many issues – over 50 formal representations have been made this year alone, and there are many more unpublished representations which we have made informally, in meetings or letters to government bodies. You soon learn that you cannot win all the battles but it is possible to make a difference. For example, the Tax Faculty was actively involved in Finance Bill changes on managed service companies (ensuring ordinary accountants were not caught by the rule changes) and on powers (helping remove 'HMRC thinks' from the wording of the Schedules). We are still lobbying for sensible guidance on the capital gains tax targeted anti-avoidance rules or TAAR affecting individuals and will be pushing on with our requests for a re-think on some of the proposed changes to the capital allowance regime. Everyone can play a part in such issues by providing input to consultations, emailing the Faculty with ideas or joining a relevant committee.

So how do I get involved?

The Tax Faculty has a number of technical sub-committees covering all the main taxes. These range from specific issues like capital taxes or enquiries through to broader areas like personal tax. There is a VAT Committee and committees aimed at employment taxes and small business issues. If you work in tax, there is a committee that covers what you do.

The way that most people become involved in a committee is by personal invitation from someone on the group. However, the breadth of our membership means you may not know someone on a committee so let me personally invite you to consider membership and drop me or Frank Haskew an email and we can see where your skills would best fit. I can be reached on Francesca.Lagerberg@gtuk.com and Frank is on Frank.Haskew@icaew.com.

We also welcome those who do not want to join a committee but have ideas or suggestions or just a thought that they want to share. Email these to taxfac@icaew.com, or write to the Faculty (address on page 2). 

Maybe you are a younger professional who is keen to network with others in tax? We run a highly successful Tax Club in London, which is reported each month in TAXline, and we always welcome new people there. We are also interested in setting up a similar club in other parts of the UK and would welcome any enthusiastic members who would be keen to take that forward. Again contact us and we can see what can be achieved.

I look forward to hearing from you.
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