TAXline Editorial – September 2007 
Making our voice heard

By Paul Aplin

Last month's TAXline contained an article about the Faculty's recent Wyman Symposium which looked at the role of intermediaries – you and me – in the operation of the tax system and at the relationship with HMRC. Two of the speakers concentrated on the current state of the relationship and two looked at how it is likely to develop. For me, the two issues are inextricably linked – if we don't get the current relationship right then there is no hope for the future, but if we concentrate exclusively on the current relationship then we run the risk of allowing HMRC to shape the future.

I would like to return to some of the themes that emerged at Wyman in a future article, but this month I want to try to give you an idea of what we are doing to make your voice heard both on current issues and in shaping the future. Our activities split essentially into two main elements – policy and practice.

Influencing policy

We try to influence policy in a number of ways and Liz Stevenson from the ICAEW Public Affairs team gave an insight into some of these in last month's TAXline. The ideal time to influence policy is before it is formulated, before ministers are wedded to particular ideas and before they have publicly endorsed them. We brief politicians in the run-up to the Budget, after the Budget speech and during the Finance Bill's progress: highlighting areas of concern, whether relating to general policy or technical detail. We also give evidence to various parliamentary committees. Some of our briefings are by way of formal documents and some are face-to-face. Our objective is to inform and to influence but not to take a line that could be seen as party political.

We also endeavour to influence policy development in our contacts with 

HM Treasury and with HMRC. By using these contacts we stand the best chance of influencing the shape of policy before it is actually formed. Often our work at this level has to be off the record and informal. Our reputation for being independent and objective – the Liberal Democrats' Vince Cable said in the House that the ICAEW was an organisation without an axe to grind – gives us credibility and influence. It is in the nature of confidential meetings that we are often unable to say much about what we have achieved – but I can say that some astonishingly bad ideas have been consigned to the scrap heap because we were able, at a very early stage, to say that they were unworkable.

Once a bad idea has been taken up by Government the task becomes far more difficult. We are then into the realms of persuasion by way of response to formal consultation or by lobbying more overtly. This was what happened when Lord Carter made his hugely unpopular recommendation – on which he had not consulted – on changing tax return filing deadlines. The Government accepted the recommendations on the day his report was published, and getting them to rethink required hundreds of hours of work, diplomacy to keep a coalition of professional bodies united, formal meetings with officials of HMT and HMRC, and informal meetings (during which the change of heart was actually achieved). To the outside world, progress was interminably slow but that is the way the process works and huge amounts of patience are needed in such negotiations. In another example, John Battersby as Chairman of the Faculty's Inheritance Tax & Trusts subcommittee undertook much patient, detailed and time-consuming work to persuade the Government to water down the initial trust proposals in last year's Finance Bill.

Sometimes a possible change of policy is announced in tandem with a consultation process. So far this year we have responded to over 50 of these and Francesca Lagerberg highlighted last month in TAXline just how much work goes into them so that they incorporate the views of members and the expertise of the various technical subcommittees. We also produce formal representations on issues that we feel are important. A good example is the representation on VAT registration delays where the VAT & Duties subcommittee chaired by John Arnold has put together a formidable document incorporating examples of real problems provided by Tax Faculty members and making recommendations for improvement. Frank Haskew describes this in more detail on page 20.

We try to maximise the effectiveness of our representations in every way that we can. For example, the VAT registration delay document has been the subject of articles in Taxation, Tax Journal and TAXline and has been reported by the Financial Times, Accountancy Age and Accountancy. Publicity is critical in broadcasting the message to those who can effect change. We will be using the report to brief politicians and key parliamentary committees and to push our case at the highest level within HMRC and HMT. The issues you have raised with us provided the essential material on which we have built our case.

Tackling practical issues

I said that our work fell into two main areas – policy and practice. This second area is where most day-to-day concerns arise. What are we actually doing about the quality of HMRC's service delivery? We are actively engaged on a number of fronts.

We have given evidence to parliamentary committees that, in our view, cost and staff cuts at HMRC have impacted directly and adversely on service standards; we have said that we do not believe that service standards can be raised to an acceptable level without adequate funding. We have repeated this in the press, and in the July edition of Accountancy I put a number of specific service issues to HMRC Director General Dave Hartnett, following up a meeting Michael Izza and I had held with him.

Through Working Together, we ensure that real, practical issues are raised at the highest level within HMRC. Over recent months HMRC has agreed to devote more resource to the local Working Together groups so that they open up another channel whereby the views of those on the ground are heard. I would urge anyone who has issues to raise to participate in these local Working Together groups. HMRC is also running a series of nationwide e-filing workshops under the WT banner and again I would encourage you to go along and make your voice heard. While the SA online service has performed well, there are still issues with PAYE online, and the more HMRC hear us – all of us – saying this, the better.

The Working Together E-Group has achieved a good deal by engaging with HMRC, often using data obtained from member surveys. A practical solution has been found to the substitute returns issue, common e-filing glitches have been identified and communicated to software developers, and we have been able to suggest enhancements to SA online that you want (for example, multiple years' returns, online amendment of returns, addition of the CGT pages) rather than HMRC guessing what we want.

Last year HMRC also set up an Agents and Advisers Steering Group, chaired by Dave Hartnett, to deal with issues at the highest level. I attend this for the ICAEW, and other professional bodies are represented by their heads of tax or by office holders. A number of initiatives are underway to try to tackle the service issues but while I believe that there is a genuine will at the very top – from Dave Hartnett and HMRC Chairman Paul Gray – to address these issues, nothing will really be achieved until we see change at the coalface in HMRC. Evidence of increased willingness to listen is there in the decision to pull the second stage of the interventions project until the profession has been fully consulted, but we need to see real progress on telephone contact centres, training, post-handling and the other day-to-day irritants that we all face.

And returning to the Wyman Symposium, we need to make our voice heard as HMRC develops its thinking on the future relationship between agents and HMRC. That thinking is developing through the 'intermediaries' project created by the Seoul Declaration in September 2006 (described by Ian Young in July 2007 TAXline). Some important themes have emerged and they will have practical as well as theoretical consequences. We are actively engaged in putting our point of view to HMRC at every stage so that we influence the Department's thinking as much as we possibly can.

Influencing Government, HMRC and HMT and endeavouring to improve the day-to-day situation is a huge undertaking and the to-do list is ever-changing. The Tax Faculty team and the volunteers who serve on the Technical Committee, its sub-committees and within Working Together commit huge amounts of time, energy and skill to the task. If you would like to help directly then, as Francesca said last month, please get in touch, but in any event please help us by responding to surveys and requests for information – it is this practical foundation that gives our representations weight and the potential to influence.
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