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1. Executive summary 

1.1 We welcome the chance to comment on the proposals to update HM Revenue and Customs’ 

(HMRC’s) Charter.     

1.2 In summary, we consider the draft Charter in and of itself to be an advance on the existing Charter, 

albeit with room for improvement.  As with previous iterations of the Charter, however, the precise 

words used are only part of the picture: in order for any Charter to be a success it needs to become 

a document that is referred to and referenced against both inside and outside HMRC.  HMRC also 

need to hold themselves to, and be measured against, the principles that underlie it.   

1.3 In addition, the Customer Experience Committee should actively seek to embed the Charter 

principles within HMRC.  We note that the Committee’s plan of work for 2019-20 includes, as well 

as a review of the Charter wording, a review of “the extent to which HMRC’s measures, 

performance indicators and management processes are based around the needs of customers” and 

work on how HMRC’s structures and processes which includes examining whether “HMRC has a 

clear approach for different customer groups and builds customer needs into its policy, process 

design and operational work”.  In our view these are both vital pieces of work, and the Committee 

should ensure that any recommendations they make are directly and explicitly aligned to the 

Charter commitments. 

1.4   Our key points are as follows: 

• The length and readability of the new version is an improvement on the current Charter. 

 

• To be a successful and functional document, the Charter’s principles should be embedded 

into HMRC’s daily operations.  

• Charter principles should be considered when HMRC makes policy decisions, undertakes 

consultations, designs new services and publishes guidance. 

• HMRC should ensure that the Charter can be easily located on its website and invite 

feedback. 

• Charter principles should be used as a performance measurement within HMRC. 

• HMRC’s performance against the Charter should be subject to strong monitoring.  In 

addition to the role of the Customer Experience Committee, we would recommend that a 

fully independent body be asked to measure HMRC’s performance against the Charter 

commitments. 

1.5 Section 2 below makes some general comments on the proposals, and section 3 covers our 

responses to the specific questions raised in the consultation. 

1.6 We would be happy to discuss the points raised here in further detail.  If you have any questions, 

or would like any further information, please contact: Robert Langston, National Tax Partner, on 

0207 841 4129 or email robert.langston@saffery.com or Alison Hobbs, Director, National Tax, on 

0207 841 4016 or email alison.hobbs@saffery.com . 
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2. General points 

2.1 Tax legislation, together with supporting guidance, provides a detailed framework of rights and 

responsibilities for both taxpayers and HMRC (for instance, prescribing the information that needs 

to be submitted, deadlines for payments and mechanisms for HMRC to enquire into figures and for 

taxpayers to appeal their conclusions).  However, these rights and responsibilities are not collected 

together in the legislation, are written in technical language and do not encompass areas such as 

the way in which HMRC and taxpayers should behave when interacting.  A Charter can fill this gap, 

setting out clearly what rights and responsibilities there are in a single place, and offering a 

consistent standard against which particular behaviour can be measured. 

2.2 There are two possible approaches to drafting a Charter of this kind.  The first is to draft a high level, 

principles-based Charter which provides a high-level framework in which an organisation operates; 

the second is to produce a much more detailed and prescriptive Charter which defines specific 

rights and responsibilities in detail.  In the interests of making the draft Charter accessible to all 

taxpayers, and not just those represented by professional advisers, we agree with HMRC’s approach 

to set out the Charter in high-level terms.  The draft Charter is an improvement on the old one in 

that it is shorter, clearer and written in much more natural language. 

2.3 However, the danger with a high-level Charter is that it does not provide specific enough criteria to 

measure performance and behaviour against.  We would argue that this has been the case for 

previous iterations of the Charter, which have (certainly from our perspective as agents) not always 

reflected the experience of dealing with HMRC on a day-to-day basis.   

2.4 In several areas, the new Charter wording is less specific than the previous version – for instance, 

the fact that HMRC will “be mindful of your wider personal situation” rather than an explicit 

reference to taxpayers having financial difficulties.  We welcome this change in principle, as it 

recognises that there are other circumstances – for example, mental health difficulties - which may 

have an impact on taxpayers’ ability to interact effectively with HMRC.   

2.5 It will be crucial, however, that HMRC view this change in wording as an expansion of their stated 

commitments to taxpayers, rather than as a watering down of the previous statements.  We would 

recommend that HMRC produce some accompanying, more detailed, guidance which expands on 

the wording in the main Charter and makes this clear. 

2.6 To make the Charter a successful and functional document will require a real commitment by HMRC 

to embed the Charter principles throughout its operations and for the Charter to be integral in the 

way HMRC works on a daily basis.  

2.7 Whilst it is important that, in day-to-day interactions with taxpayers, HMRC staff operate within the 

Charter principles, we believe that it is critical to think more broadly than this. HMRC should 

explicitly take the Charter principles into account when making policy decisions, undertaking 

consultations, designing new services and publishing guidance.  This will help ensure that the 

principles underlying the Charter are built into legislation from the outset.  Making this process 

explicit will also allow internal and external stakeholders to comment on whether new policies, 

guidance or services genuinely meet Charter standards. 

2.8 HMRC should also consider the Charter when drafting communications to taxpayers, including 

those intended to discourage the use of aggressive avoidance schemes.  The point has regularly 

been made that information on Gov.uk is not always easy to find, and that HMRC should not assume 

that just because they have published something, taxpayers will automatically have seen it.  HMRC 
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should use the lessons learned from previous initiatives to ensure that changes or important 

messages are communicated clearly, in good time and are as effectively targeted as possible.  For 

example, the direct communications to taxpayers about the rollout of Making Tax Digital for VAT  

were sent out very late in the process and HMRC were unable to target them at those businesses 

which would definitely be affected by the new rules.  

2.9 HMRC should also consider a detailed change management programme to roll out the revised 

Charter internally, as this is likely to maximise the chances of it being consistently adopted 

throughout the organisation. 

 

3. Specific consultation questions 

3.1 Question 1: Do you think the draft Charter sets the right standards for HMRC’s service to 

customers? 

3.1.1 In broad terms, we believe that the Charter sets the right high-level expectations of HMRC’s service 

to taxpayers. 

3.1.2 As we outline above, we agree that the Charter should be a relatively high-level document which 

allows all taxpayers to understand the standards HMRC set for themselves in their interaction with 

taxpayers and their agents.  As such, we welcome the fact that the draft Charter is relatively short 

and we would not advocate making substantial changes which would lengthen the document. 

3.1.3 However, HMRC should use the Charter review as an opportunity to raise the bar in fostering the 

partnership between all stakeholders needed to ensure the fair and effective administration of tax. 

We would therefore like to see an explicit commitment by HMRC to ensuring that new tax rules are 

clearly written, include adequate transitional arrangements and do not have retrospective effect.      

3.1.4 As mentioned at 2.5 above, we also believe that HMRC should produce more detailed guidance on 

the various elements of the Charter, which can be referred to by taxpayers, advisers and HMRC 

staff as needed.   

3.2 Question 2: To what extent do you feel the draft Charter sets out the areas which are most 

important to customers when interacting with HMRC? 

3.2.1 HMRC’s acknowledgement in the draft Charter of the right of taxpayers to be represented by 

whomever they choose is welcome, as it indicates that HMRC supports positive interaction with 

taxpayers, however they choose to be represented.   

3.2.2 The draft Charter’s focus on a taxpayer’s wider personal situations and willingness to assist with 

accessing other benefits is also positive.   

3.2.3 Areas of importance to customers that are not expressly addressed in the draft Charter (but most 

of which were referenced in the previous version) include: 

a. HMRC’s commitment to keep taxpayer costs to a minimum.  This is a particular concern at 

the moment, as HMRC prepare to expand the Making Tax Digital programme to cover all 

VAT-registered businesses and to business income tax over the next few years.  Whilst we 

recognise that HMRC have committed as part of that programme to ensuring that some 

free software is available, the likely overall costs of transition have been debated and it 



HMRC Charter 

 

 

 

[Filepath] 

Page 6 of 7 

 

would be welcome to see HMRC recognise the need to ensure that the costs of any change 

are reasonable. 

b. Ensuring taxpayers’ affairs are dealt with by people with the right level of expertise.  We 

have frequent experience of issues which take a long time to resolve with HMRC due to 

misunderstanding of the facts or the technical position, and which are quickly resolved 

when referred for internal review.  An explicit commitment in this area, backed by suitable 

internal training and clear escalation routes to help ensure that queries reach the right 

person quickly would be a welcome addition to the draft Charter. 

c. A commitment by HMRC to use its powers fairly. The operation of enquiries is one area 

where this should be demonstrated. HMRC should ensure that they deal fairly with (and 

are seen to deal fairly with) taxpayers, assume the taxpayer is telling the truth, approach 

enquiries with an open mind, and be held to a strict deadline in replying to enquiries.  

d. Ensuring that major policy changes are well-planned and adequately consulted on, with 

HMRC willing to listen and working constructively with stakeholders.   

e. Ensuring that new systems are designed with agent as well as taxpayer access in mind.    

Bearing in mind our comments about length and readability, we would suggest that the majority of 

these issues should be covered in the suggested Charter guidance. 

3.3 Question 3: How you would like to see HMRC measure and monitor how it is performing against 

the Charter, including how it can best listen to feedback and take action on areas for 

improvement? 

3.3.1 As we set out in section 2 above, for the Charter to be successful as a document it will need to be 

embedded in the way in which HMRC works and presents itself to taxpayers and those acting on 

their behalf.  Embedding the Charter in this way will not only help to ensure that it is followed but 

will also provide opportunities for measurement and monitoring. 

3.3.2 HMRC should ensure that the Charter can be easily located on its website and is clearly linked and 

referenced.  This should include referencing the Charter in areas of the Gov.uk site that talk about 

contacting HMRC and the way in which HMRC interacts with taxpayers, and a clear link from the 

HMRC landing page on Gov.uk.   

3.3.3 Feedback should be actively invited both via Gov.uk and through other forms of communication 

with taxpayers and agents. Clear explanations of how customers can provide feedback should be 

provided, especially in situations where taxpayers or advisers feel that Charter standards may not 

have been met.  

3.3.4 As stated above, the Charter principles should be actively referenced in consultations so that HMRC 

explicitly state how a new or proposed measure will be implemented in line with the Charter, and 

the consultation should actively ask for feedback from external stakeholders as to whether that 

assessment is correct. 

3.3.5 It is key to improvement that compliance with the Charter principles and action taken as a result of 

feedback is used as a performance measurement yardstick within HMRC, with positive recognition 

for examples of work in line with the Charter 
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3.3.6 HMRC’s performance against the Charter should itself be subject to monitoring by a strong, 

independent oversight committee.  If HMRC are found to not be following the Charter there should 

be appropriate consequences.  

3.3.7 In addition, the courts should be encouraged to reference the Charter when considering matters 

such as legitimate expectation or penalty appeals. 

4. About Saffery Champness 

4.1 Our performance in the last financial year has placed us in 13th position within the top 50 UK 

accountancy firms by fee income. 

4.2 We currently have more than 80 UK partners and over 700 staff in nine offices in the UK and further 

offices in Dubai, Dublin, Guernsey, Geneva and Zurich. All of our offices share the same professional 

approach and commitment to a genuinely partner-led service, supported by the knowledge of 

experts drawn from throughout the firm. 

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. We advise the owners of family businesses and entrepreneurs. These include 

professionals and manufacturing businesses, property, regulated entities, landed estates and rural 

businesses, not-for-profit, private wealth, sports and entertainment, corporate and international. 


