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1. Executive summary 

1.1 We welcome the chance to comment on the proposed measures to address consumer protection 
issues for taxpayers who claim tax repayments via repayment agents. 

1.2 In summary, our key points are as follows: 

• As a general principle, we believe that taxpayers should be able to choose to use an agent 
to transact with HMRC on their behalf, even for potentially straightforward matters such 
as repayments of tax.  However, there do need to be suitable safeguards in place to help 
ensure that taxpayers receive the service that they think they are getting from those 
agents. 

• HMRC should seek to make the process of making claims and elections as simple as 
possible for taxpayers, to limit the number of taxpayers who need to resort to repayment 
agents to make simple claims. This should include publicising to taxpayers, through 
multiple routes, claims and elections that they may be able to make, and using digital 
methods to simplify the process where possible. 

• We believe the proposals to restrict the use of assignments and to require agent 
authorisation before submission of claims are a sensible measure to protect less 
sophisticated taxpayers.  
 

1.3 Section 2 below makes some general comments on the proposals, and section 3 covers our 
responses to the specific questions raised in the consultation document. 

1.4 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 . 

2. General points 

2.1 As a firm, Saffery Champness does not undertake the sort of repayment agent activity described in 
the consultation document, although we do of course assist our clients in claiming repayments to 
which they are entitled. Therefore, our comments in response to this consultation will be limited 
to some of the broader points raised in relation to how taxpayers claim refunds, and wider agent 
powers in this area, as well as how the proposed changes would impact our business.  

2.2 As the consultation document acknowledges, there are many taxpayers who use repayment agents 
without encountering an issue, and who are content with the service that they receive.  Although 
we are not repayment agents, we do have clients who either lack the confidence to deal with HMRC 
directly, or who choose to use an agent to minimise the time that their tax compliance takes; it is 
not surprising that some users of repayment agents have similar motivation.  As a point of principle, 
we believe that it is important that taxpayers are given the option to use an agent to transact with 
HMRC.  Equally important is that taxpayers are making an informed choice to use an agent and are 
clear on the terms of their engagement.  

2.3 The Kantar research covered in the consultation document does that a large number of those using 
repayment agents would make the claim themselves if they were aware that they could and if the 
process was easy.  There are, then two key areas that HMRC need to address to help ensure that 
taxpayers do not take on an agent because that seems to be the only option available to them – 
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increasing awareness of the direct claims routes and, equally importantly, ensuring that the services 
are straightforward for unrepresented taxpayers to use. With the majority of people in the UK 
paying tax via PAYE, taxpayers may believe that their tax is ‘correct’ as it is calculated by their 
employer, and may not be aware that there are additional deductions they can claim. Even if they 
are aware, many of them never have to deal with HMRC directly, and the fear of penalties or legal 
troubles if they get things wrong can put them off from making even relatively simple tax claims.   

2.4 HMRC have made progress in making guidance accessible and easy to read, even for taxpayers with 
little experience. For example, the ‘Check if you can claim work related expenses’ tool is simple, 
easy to understand, and if you are eligible based on the answers given, will lead you directly to the 
link to claim them online. However, it is unclear how widely the existence of these tools is known 
among taxpayers – the best guidance and tools are useless if nobody knows they are there, or even 
that they would be relevant to them. HMRC must therefore consider further how best to publicise 
their services so that taxpayers know what is available to help them.  

2.5 As a wider project, the government should also consider regulating the advertising of repayment 
agents. As noted in the consultation documentation, the advertisements for these services, 
especially on the internet and social media, can be extremely misleading on how much of a refund 
the taxpayer can expect, and be less forthcoming on fees, legal agreements, and so on. Making this 
clearer in advertising would give taxpayers more certainty on what to expect from a repayment 
agent.  

3. Specific consultation questions 

3.1 Question 1: What more could HMRC do to make taxpayers aware that they may be eligible for 
reliefs, and that they can claim directly from HMRC? 

3.1.1 We would suggest that HMRC consider multiple methods of making taxpayers aware of the 
guidance, tools and services they provide. Advertising their services should be done through a 
variety of methods, including online, print, and via targeted approaches to certain groups – for 
example, in trade publications, via trade unions and professional bodies, through apprenticeship 
providers, and so on 

3.1.2 HMRC could also ensure that employers are given clear information on potential claims and the fact 
that claims can be made directly to HMRC so that they can highlight relevant information to 
employees.  Many employees turn to their employer as a first port of call with questions about their 
tax and this could help ensure that they are directed to the right place to make a claim. 

3.2 Question 2: What improvements to the process of claiming reliefs could HMRC make that might 
encourage taxpayers to claim directly? 

3.2.1 As highlighted in the government’s response to the consultation on Making Tax Digital for 
corporation tax, digitising the claims and elections process wherever possible will greatly simplify 
the process for the majority of taxpayers, and so HMRC should look to digitise these claims across 
as many taxes as possible, not just corporation tax. 

3.2.2 The new Single Customer Account gives an opportunity for these claims to be made digitally, which 
will also allow taxpayers to track the progress of any claims made and repayments due. Once a 
taxpayer has an account, it will also allow HMRC to directly reach out to them. The system could be 
designed to notify taxpayers of the opportunity to make a claim, or even to automatically give the 
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relief where the conditions are met. Taxpayers can be alerted of the deadlines to make a claim 
through the system, to ensure they are not missed.  

3.2.3 We note that HMRC are separately consulting on improving the data collected from taxpayers.  We 
have some concerns around any increase in the amount of data collected in the short to medium 
term, particularly with the pending widening of the Making Tax Digital programme, and we believe 
that it is critical that HMRC only collects additional data where there is a real benefit to taxpayers 
in doing so.  Ultimately, however, this could be one such area, where having a deepened 
understanding of a taxpayer’s characteristics could allow HMRC to help taxpayers claim the right 
reliefs and allowances.  

3.2.4 It is also important that any new digital advancements will need to make provision for the digitally 
excluded – digital claims may be easy for the majority, but there are still taxpayers who need to be 
able to contact HMRC via phone and post, and they should not be excluded from claiming 
repayments just because they are unable to use an online system.                 

3.3 Question 3: For taxpayers: What experiences have you had in interactions with repayment 
agents? 

3.3.1 No comment. 

3.4 Question 4: For all respondents: Do you agree with our assessment of the issues? 

3.4.1 While we are not very familiar with this area of the market, the assessment of the issues seems fair.  

3.5 Question 5: For repayment agents: Do you think our assessment of the issues is fair? 

3.5.1 No comment. 

3.6 Question 6: For all respondents: Have you seen any other issues with repayment agents? 

3.6.1 On occasion, our clients may come to us asking why we have not made a particular claim, because 
they have seen an advert or received a letter from a repayment agent. In some cases, we have 
already made the claim and will include it in their return, or we have concluded that such a claim 
cannot be made. This can negatively impact our relationship with our clients, if they believe that 
we have failed to make a claim that they have been led to believe they are entitled to, as well as 
taking up our time to respond to client queries.   

3.7 Question 7: How should HMRC ensure that repayment agents are adhering to existing consumer 
rights legislation? 

3.7.1 No comment. 

3.8 Question 8: Is there any more HMRC should do to help consumers make informed choices about 
whether to use a repayment agent? 

3.8.1 No further comment, other than what we have already detailed above.  

3.9 Question 9: Should HMRC consider introducing measures which would require repayment agents 
to display material information before a contract is considered valid, such as a pre-contractual 
disclosure form? 
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3.9.1 We believe this is a sensible idea. The main issues identified in the consultation document seem to 
stem from taxpayers signing contracts without being informed of the details of what they are 
signing. This would make sure that taxpayers are aware of all the facts before they enter into a 
contract with a repayment agent.  

3.10 Question 10: Should HMRC legislate to restrict the use of assignments? 

3.10.1 As a firm, we only use assignments very occasionally. We would therefore agree with HMRC that, 
where their use has been identified as a detriment to less sophisticated taxpayers, then they should 
be restricted. 

3.11 Question 11: Should restriction comprise prohibition of the use of assignments of tax repayments 
or some form of limited restriction? 

3.11.1 We believe a limited restriction would be appropriate. This would allow for assignments to still be 
used where they are genuinely the best approach to getting a taxpayer a repayment, but would 
stop them being used where taxpayers are not informed about the consequences.  

3.12 Question 12: If limited restriction, do you favour either option b or c outlined, or do you think 
another form of limited restriction would be better? 

3.12.1 We believe the best option would be for assignments to be made in a prescribed format, with a 
taxpayer protection message, and setting out exactly what repayments would be subject to the 
assignment. This would ensure that taxpayers only signed up for assignments when they 
understood that they were doing so, and wanted their agent to receive repayments directly.  

3.13 Question 13: If you are an agent and use assignments, which areas of tax do you do this in, and 
why? 

3.13.1 We are aware of their limited use where some taxpayers, such as overseas trust beneficiaries, do 
not have a UK bank account for the repayment to be made to.  We have also used them in the past 
where the taxpayer wishes to offset their expected repayment against their fees, but we very rarely 
do this now.  

3.14 Question 14: If you are an agent, are there any improvements to the nominations process that 
would make them more appealing? 

3.14.1 No comment. 

3.15 Question 15: What impact would a prohibition of assignments have on your business? 

3.15.1 The impact on us would be limited.  

3.16 Question 16: What impact would a limited restriction of assignments have on your business? 

3.16.1 There would be no impact, as the proposed restrictions would not affect the limited ways we use 
assignments.   

3.17 Question 17: Do you think prohibiting assignments would address the consumer protection issues 
cited above? 

3.17.1 No comment.  
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3.18 Question 18: Do you think restricting assignments would address the consumer protection issues 
cited above? 

3.18.1 No comment.  

3.19 Question 19: Should we require repayment agents to register with HMRC via the Agent Services 
Account before processing any claims they submit? 

3.20 Question 20: Should we require repayment agents be authorised by their clients 
with HMRC before they can do so? 

3.20.1 Broadly, we agree with the above suggestions.  Requiring HMRC registration will ensure that 
repayment agents are AML supervised before they begin making claims, and requiring 
authorisation will ensure that clients are made aware of what exactly they are approving the 
repayment agent to do on their behalf. The extra administrative steps are likely to discourage 
unscrupulous or scam organisations, while having little to no impact on legitimate agents. 

3.20.2  It will be important, however, that HMRC ensure that the agent authorisation process is easy for 
taxpayers to follow.  A digital process may offer the best security, but in our experience taxpayers 
often struggle with the complex digital handshake required to appoint an agent for existing Agent 
Services Account-linked services such as Trusts Registration or 60-day CGT reporting.  We would, 
therefore, suggest that HMRC look at creating an easier authorisation process if they do choose a 
digital route (which should then also be rolled out across existing services). 

3.21 Question 21: If you are a repayment agent, what impact would a requirement for formal 
authorisation by your clients have on your business? 

3.21.1 No comment. 

3.22 Question 22: Should this requirement apply only where repayments are paid directly to the agent 
(including via nomination), or in all cases? 

3.22.1 As a firm, we almost never submit anything for our clients without receiving agent authorisation. 
As such, it is unlikely to affect us either way. However, there may be rare occasions where we need 
to submit a return for a new client at short notice to make a filing deadline, and so the best way to 
ensure this can still happen would be to limit the requirement to only circumstances where 
repayments are paid directly to the agent.   

3.23 Question 23: Do you have any other views on the issues or potential measures regarding 
repayment agents? 

3.24 No comment.  

3.25 Question 24: Have you seen evidence of a consumer protection issues with repayment agents 
concerning heads of duty other than Income Tax? 

3.26 No comment.  

3.27 Question 25: Do you think measures proposed in this consultation could, or should, apply to other 
areas in which repayment agents act? 

3.28 No comment. 
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3.29 Question 26: Are there other legal vehicles not mentioned that could give rise to unfair contract 
terms for taxpayers? 

3.30 No comment. 

4. About Saffery Champness 

4.1 Saffery Champness is the 15th largest UK accountancy firm by fee income. We presently have more 
than 80 UK partners and over 700 staff in nine offices in the UK and further offices in Guernsey, 
Geneva, Zurich, Dublin and Dubai.  

4.2 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 practices, financial services, recruitment, entrepreneurs, sports and entertainment, 
international, and real estate.  

 


