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1. Summary  

1.1 We welcome the chance to make representations in response to the Office of Tax Simplification’s 

(OTS) call for evidence on the business lifecycle for smaller businesses.  

1.2 We have restricted our comments to Question 22 of the document in relation to Making Tax Digital 

(MTD), not least because we and our clients are currently preparing for the introduction of digital 

reporting for VAT from April 2019.  Many of our points are similar to those made by the House of 

Lords Finance Bill sub-committee in their recent report1.  

1.2.1 Whilst our awareness of MTD is high, as we have been engaged in the consultation process from 

the outset, this has not meant that we have found preparing for the shift to digital reporting 

straightforward. 

1.2.2 Our clients operate in a wide range of industries and are engaged with digital record keeping to 

varying extents.  

1.2.3 We have found that even more digitally-aware clients are only now starting to get to grips with the 

digital reporting and record-keeping requirements for VAT. We believe that there are a variety of 

reasons for this, including: a lack of certainty on the final form of the rules; the very restricted 

nature of the initial MTD trial; and a lack of clear communication direct to business from HMRC. 

1.2.4 We believe that there are steps which HMRC could take to ensure that businesses are better 

prepared for the expansion of MTD to income and corporation tax in future.  In particular, we would 

recommend that HMRC act as soon as possible to provide clarity on the implementation timetable 

for Making Tax Digital for Business (MTDfB). We also recommend that HMRC publish the expected 

consultation on MTDfB corporation tax reporting as early as possible.   

1.3 These comments are expanded in more detail below. If you would like further information on any 

of the points made, please get in touch with Robert Langston, National Tax Partner (phone 020 

7841 4129, email: robert.langston@saffery.com) or Alison Hobbs, Tax Senior Manager (phone 020 

7841 4016, email: alison.hobbs@saffery.com).  

2. Making Tax Digital  

2.1 Awareness of the MTD programme 

2.1.1 We have been aware of the MTD programme since the initial announcement at Spring Budget 2015. 

Since then, we have been actively engaged with HMRC on the development and implementation of 

MTD, via HMRC forums, our involvement with professional bodies, and making representations in 

response to the various MTD consultations.  

2.1.2 We believe that there has been a much lower level of awareness amongst our client base, 

particularly before the final timetable and requirements for digital VAT reporting were published.  

2.2 Client record keeping 

2.2.1 Our clients encompass a wide range of sizes and industries, and as a consequence keep records in 

many different formats. This ranges from businesses using one or more full accounting packages, 

                                                           
1 https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/lords-select/economic-affairs-finance-bill-sub-

committee/news-parliament-2017/making-tax-digital-report/  
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to those using simpler accounting software or spreadsheets, through to those keeping paper 

records.  

2.2.2 We also have clients who keep records using specialist or industry specific software, including  farms 

and landed estates, barristers using chambers management software, and clients using packages 

specific to the film and TV industries. 

2.3 Expectations under MTD  

2.3.1 As we have engaged throughout the MTD consultation process, we have a good understanding of 

the requirements for MTD for VAT.  However, we do not believe the same is true of many of our 

clients, who are only now beginning to actively engage with the MTD requirements.   

2.3.2 This is in a large part a result of the way in which the MTD programme has been developed, and, in 

particular, the fact that much of the detail has only become clear within the last few months - that 

is, less than a year before mandatory digital reporting goes live.   

2.3.3 In our opinion, it would have been easier to engage clients effectively were it not for the factors 

below: 

• The detailed requirements for digital VAT reporting (contained within VAT Notice 700/22) 

were only finalised in July 2018.  Ideally, these would have been finalised before April 2018 to 

allow software developers to take them into account in building their packages in time for a 

full year of testing. 

• The lack (until recently) of compatible software, and the very restricted nature of the HMRC 

trial of digital VAT reporting.  

• The fact that HMRC are only now beginning to engage actively with affected businesses on 

MTD.   

 

2.3.4 The lack of both certainty on the final form of the rules, and the very restricted nature of the trial, 

has made it difficult for us to approach clients with a definitive picture of what they will need to do 

to be MTD-ready.  If the requirements had been finalised earlier, and the trial widened as was 

originally envisaged, we believe that we would have been able to have more productive discussions 

with clients earlier on in the process, including encouraging them to adopt the new system 

early.  This would both have made the transition easier for us and our clients, and given HMRC 

valuable data on how the new systems were working before full go-live. 

2.4 Preparation for future MTD requirements 

2.4.1 As mentioned above, as we have been participating in consultations throughout the development 

of the MTD programme, we feel that we are as well prepared as we can be for future 

developments. The following, however, have a substantial impact on our ability to prepare (both 

ourselves and our clients) more fully: 

• Lack of clarity on the timetable for wider MTD reporting, including when a go/no-go decision 

will be made for MTDfB income tax reporting.  All we know is that reporting will not be 

extended until digital VAT reporting has been shown to work well – more clarity over what this 

means and how and when the assessment will be made would be useful and would allow us to 

prepare better.  A more detailed timetable for the move to digital reporting for income tax and 

corporation tax would also be welcome, even if this is subject to change: currently, it is very 

difficult to engage clients in preparing for a process with an uncertain start date. 
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• Lack of certainty on what MTDfB will look like for companies.  We expect the proposals will 

largely follow those for unincorporated businesses, but it is difficult to start productive 

conversations with clients on this basis.  We would welcome the early publication of the 

outstanding consultation on MTD for corporation tax, so that we can engage both with HMRC 

on the policy development and with our clients to understand the likely impact and to start to 

prepare them early for the coming changes. 

 

2.4.2 A point we (and others) have made in response to other consultations is that it is vital that HMRC 

allow businesses (and advisers) adequate time to prepare for changes.  This includes allowing 

sufficient time for software changes to be made. In the case of MTD, this is a particularly pressing 

need as not only does software have to be developed from scratch, but many businesses will need 

to select appropriate software and introduce or change existing record-keeping processes to meet 

the digital requirements.  In our view, the earlier HMRC can provide certainty on timescales and 

communicate effectively with business on the coming changes the better, to allow for this to take 

place. 

3. About Saffery Champness LLP  

3.1 Saffery Champness is the 12th largest UK accountancy firm by fee income. We presently have over 

75 UK partners and over 600 staff in nine offices in the UK and further offices in Dubai, Guernsey, 

Geneva and Zurich. 

3.2 We are a firm with a deliberate focus; we do not try to be all things to all people. Instead we choose 

to specialise in specific sectors and areas of business where we have real in-depth expertise and 

experience. These include not-for-profit, private wealth, landed estates and rural businesses, 

professional and consultancy businesses, entrepreneurs, sports and entertainment, and 

international. 

 


