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1. Introduction 
 

1.1. The Association of Accounting Technicians (AAT) is pleased to have the opportunity to respond 
to this consultation published May 2019. 

 
1.2. The comments particularly reflect the potential impact that the proposed changes would have on 

SMEs and micro-entities, many of which employ AAT members or would be represented by 
AAT’s 4,250 licensed accountants. 

 
 
2. Executive summary  

 
2.1. AAT supports efforts to increase transparency and accuracy of information within the 

business community. This includes company formation and registration - an area that has been 
identified within the National Risk Assessment as a high-risk area of activity.  
 

2.2. Any improvements in transparency and accuracy must be balanced against any 
unnecessary increases in administrative and other burdens upon SMEs and micro-
entities. This is especially the case for those who provide company formation services, accounts 
submissions and other activities related to Companies House.  

 
2.3. More information on third party agents filing on behalf of companies must be collected. 

This is explained further at 3.9. 
 

2.4. AAT believes Government should both mandate ID verification for directors and require 
that verification takes place before a person can validly be appointed as a director. 

 
2.5. AAT agrees that company records should be kept on the register for 20 years from the 

company’s dissolution. 
 

2.6. AAT has some concerns about proposals for AML regulated entities being required to 
report anomalies to Companies House.  This is explained further at 3.39 below. 
 

2.7. Identifying and reporting the number of company directorships held by an individual is 
insufficient and a cap should be introduced. This is standard practice in many other countries 
and AAT believes a cap between 10-15 would be acceptable. This is explained further at 3.45-
3.49 below. 

 
 

3. AAT response to the consultation paper 
 

3.1. The following paragraphs set out AAT’s response to the proposals outlined in the consultation 
paper.  
 
Q1. Do you agree with the general premise that Companies House should have the ability 
to check the identity of individuals on the register? Please explain your reasons.  
 

3.2. As noted in the consultation, the reduction of liability brings with it an obligation of transparency. 
Money laundering, financial crime and tax evasion are linked to obfuscation of company 
ownership. It therefore follows that to combat such activity, Companies House should have the 
necessary powers to check identities. 
 
Q2. Are you aware of any other pros or cons government will need to consider in 
introducing identity verification?  
 

3.3. There may be a danger that relevant persons might start to rely on Companies House doing 
checks to try to satisfy their own CDD obligations.  
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Q3. Are there other options the government should consider providing greater certainty 
over who is setting up, managing and controlling corporate entities?  
 

3.4. If there is a potential charge to be levied by Companies House, an alternative would be to require 
incorporation only via a registered professional who would do all necessary identity checks and 
provide that information to Companies House. The professional’s fees to the client would be 
offset by having no charge from Companies House, and relevant checks will not have to be done 
twice (once during CDD and once by Companies House). 

 
Q4. Do you agree that the preferred option should be to verify identities digitally, using a 
leading technological solution? Please give reasons.  
 

3.5. Considering the likely volume of checks, an electronic option would appear to be the only viable 
(cost-effective and timely) solution, and reputable specialist providers of such services have a 
commercial imperative to ensure processes are efficient, and information current and valid. 
 
Q5. Are there any other issues the government should consider ensuring the verification 
process can be easily accessed by all potential users?  
 

3.6. It is vitally important that any costs passed on to users of Companies House must be reasonable 
and proportionate. 
 
Q6. Do you agree that the focus should be on direct incorporations and filings if we can be 
confident that third party agents are undertaking customer due diligence checks? Please 
give reasons.  
 

3.7. AAT agrees as detailed at 3.4 above. 
 
Q7. Do you agree that third party agents should provide evidence to Companies House 
that they have undertaken customer due diligence checks on individuals? Please give 
reasons. 
 

3.8. AAT agrees with this suggestion. This is a strict requirement for those regulated by professional 
bodies and should therefore not be an onerous undertaking. This should also give Companies 
House some assurance that information provided is current and accurate.  
 
Q8. Do you agree that more information on third party agents filing on behalf of 
companies should be collected? What should be collected?  
 

3.9. Such a requirement would be in keeping with the other proposed changes. As a minimum, 
information collected should include name, company name, registered address, professional 
body membership(s) and AML supervisor. 
 
Q9. What information about third party agents should be available on the register?  
 

3.10. As referenced above at 3.9 the information that should be available on the register should include 
name, company name, registered address, professional body membership(s) and AML 
supervisor. 
 
Q10. Do you agree that government should (i) mandate ID verification for directors and (ii) 
require that verification takes place before a person can validly be appointed as a 
director? Please set out your reasons  
 

3.11. The key premise of the proposals are that those in charge of an incorporated entity are who they 
say they are and are not barred from holding a directorship. It therefore logically follows that 
identity checks should proceed any appointment, and in this process, it is essential that the 
person confirms that they have agreed to being appointed. 
 
Q11.How can verification of People with Significant Control be best achieved, and what 
would be the appropriate sanction for non-compliance?  
 

3.12. It is likely that a criminal that intends to hide behind incorporation will set up a company on a 
short-term basis, introducing few assets to the business and operating as a shadow director by 



   
 

4 
 

appointing puppet directors who may or may not be party to the criminal intent. A puppet director 
would naturally be suspicious of the situation where there is a criminal who is directing the 
activities of the company that is not appearing on the registered of directors or PSCs. It would 
therefore be reasonable for the directors to be held responsible for the non-compliance for 
verification of PSCs. 
 

3.13. Given the thresholds for registering PSCs it is likely that smaller close companies may be 
affected by more changes in PSCs during the year and these companies have less resources to 
maintain their own register within 14 days and the Companies House register within a further 14 
days.  

 
3.14. In all cases it is reasonable for the directors to be held responsible for the non-compliance for 

verification of PSCs. However, the level of sanction for non-compliance should be proportionate 
to whether the non-compliance was used, or intended to be used, in perpetrating a crime. 
 
Q12. Do you agree that government should require presenters to undergo identity 
verification and not accept proposed incorporations or filing updates from non-verified 
persons? Please explain your reasons. 
 

3.15. AAT agrees with the proposal on the basis set out above. Verification of all persons involved in 
incorporations and filings will provide greater transparency and will help ensure the accuracy and 
veracity of information provided to Companies House. On that basis, identification of presenters 
is integral. 
 

3.16. Where the presenter is an employee and acting on behalf of a company then one of the directors, 
whose identity should already have been verified, should authorise the proposed incorporation. 
 
Q13. Do you agree with the principle that identity checks should be extended to existing 
directors and People with Significant Control? Please give reasons.  
 

3.17. To be effective, AAT agrees that checks need to apply uniformly regardless of how long persons 
have been directors or PSCs. 
 
Q14. Should companies be required to collect and file more detailed information about 
shareholders?  
 

3.18. The principle of transparency is useful in preventing crime. However, that should not be used to 
obtain commercially sensitive information. For example, there are already rules for bidders when 
seeking to acquire a target so giving third parties more information on the holdings of potential 
bidders may infringe on the bidder’s privacy. From the perspective of commercial secrets, the 
bidder will want to keep their holdings secret from the target - and they are the ones keeping the 
register. 

 
Q15. Do you agree with the proposed information requirements and what, if any, of this 
information should appear on the register?  
 

3.19. This is addressed at 3.18 above. 
 
Q16. Do you agree that identity checks should be optional for shareholders, but that the 
register makes clear whether they have or have not verified their identity? Please give 
reasons.  
 

3.20. Consideration should be given to a combination of both options. For example, mandatory for 
those persons with 25% or more of shares, voluntary for those below 25%. Either way, making 
clear that have or have not been identified would be most helpful. 
 
Q17. Do you agree that verification of a person’s identity is a better way to link 
appointments than unique identifiers?  
 

3.21. AAT agrees that identity verification would be more effective as it should be based on a wider, 
more verifiable set of information and will likely prevent the problems highlighted in the 
consultation document e.g. of multiple unique identifiers where individuals have failed to properly 
engage (accidentally or otherwise) with Companies House. 
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Q18. Do you agree that government should extend Companies House’s ability to disclose 
residential address information to outside partners to support core services?  
 

3.22. AAT agrees that government should extend Companies House’s ability to disclose residential 
address information to law enforcement agencies but not to credit reference agencies as the 
latter are commercial organisations. 
 
Q19. Do you agree that Companies House should have more discretion to query 
information before it is placed on the register, and to ask for evidence where appropriate?  
 

3.23. AAT agrees that more discretion would be a sensible approach to ensure validity of data 
submitted and in turn the confidence that others have in the register. 
 
 
Q20. Do you agree that companies must evidence any objection to an application from a 
third party to remove information from its filings?  
 

3.24. AAT agrees that it is a logical approach for objections to be evidenced if the result is a move 
away from the normal process. 
 
Q21. Do you agree that Companies House should explore the introduction of minimum 
tagging standards?  

 
3.25. AAT agrees that Companies House should explore the introduction of minimum tagging provided 

Companies House can provide an online system where a one-director company can directly 
enter the figures without the need to purchase third party software. The cost barriers of starting a 
new company have started to increase due to government developments such as Making Tax 
Digital, Real Time Information (PAYE) and iXBRL. Of the 4.2million companies on the register the 
vast majority are small companies that would be adversely and disproportionately affected by 
increases in administration costs. 

  
Q22. Do you agree that there should be a limit to the number of times a company can 
shorten its accounting reference period? If so, what should the limit be?  
 

3.26. AAT agrees that if there is evidence that the current system is being abused then a limit should 
be imposed. The limit could be, the same for shortening as it is for extending, once in five years 
and twice to allow for changes in the opening year. Beyond this, the company should be required 
to appeal to Companies House and provide a reasonable explanation for why it should be 
allowed to shorten its accounting reference period. For example, the company may be sold to 
another group with a different accounting reference period. 
 
Q23. How can the financial information available on the register be improved? What would 
be the benefit?  
 

3.27. The consultation document mentioned that the register was accessed 6.5 billion times last year, 
which indicates a significant reliance by users on the information in the register. It is therefore 
important that the information is accurate. However, AAT appreciates that cost and resource 
challenges in relation to verification of large amounts of information filed at Companies House. 
 

3.28. The accounts of companies above the small company’s exemption threshold are required to have 
an audit and this is supposed to verify that the accounts are ‘true and fair’. Unfortunately, some 
well publicised audit failures suggest that the verification process is not entirely effective. 
Companies House would need a significant increase in specialist technical resources in order to 
review the audited accounts and this would seem unnecessary duplication as this work is partly 
undertaken by the Financial Reporting Council. 
 

3.29. Currently, many companies apply for an exemption from audit as it is recognised that the costs 
significantly outweigh the benefits. However, the government could introduce an ‘abridged audit’ 
that could be undertaken by suitable professionals like AAT’s licensed accountants and members 
of other recognised professional bodies.  
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Q24. Should some additional basic information be required about companies that are 
exempt from People with Significant Control requirements, and companies owned and 
controlled by a relevant legal entity that is exempt?  
 

3.30. In keeping with the general push for transparency it would follow that further information should 
be required for all companies, and not just those within the PSC requirements. 

 
Q25. Do you agree that company records should be kept on the register for 20 years from 
the company’s dissolution? If not, what period would be appropriate and why?  
 

3.31. AAT agrees with the European Court of Justice that there is ‘no right to be forgotten as a matter 
of principle’ that the current 20-year retention policy is appropriate, and this aids corporate 
transparency. 
 
Q26. Are the controls on access to further information collected by Companies House 
under these proposals appropriate? If not, please give reasons and suggest alternative 
controls?  
 

3.32. The current balance of public and non-public information appears appropriate and therefore 
should remain in place. 
 
Q27. Is there a value in having information on the register about a director’s occupation? 
If so, what is this information used for?  

 
3.33. This information is of some value if third parties are challenging the information. If there is a false 

claim of an occupation then it could be an indication of fraud or misrepresentation given that the 
entry could have been left blank or simply entered as ‘director’. 

 
Q28. Should directors be able to apply to Companies House to have the “day” element of 
their date of birth suppressed on the register where this information was filed before 
October 2015? 
 

3.34. It is logical that there should be a standard position for all records regardless of when the 
information was supplied and therefore the ‘day’ element should be removed from all records 
rather than having to apply for removal. 
 
Q29. Should a person who has changed their name following a change in gender be able 
to apply to have their previous name hidden on the public register and replaced with their 
new name? 
 

3.35. This would appear to be in line with other legislation, but consideration might be given to only 
allowing such changes where gender reassignment has been officially confirmed, and not in 
other cases of name change (deed poll etc) to prevent system abuse. 
 
Q30. Should people be able to apply to have information about a historic registered office 
address suppressed where this is their residential address? If not, what use is this 
information to third parties?  
 

3.36. It would be reasonable for a new owner of a residential address to have the address suppressed 
from the Companies House register where the previous owner of the property used it as the 
registered address of a company. If the company has a new registered office address, then the 
old residential address may be of limited use to third parties anyway.  
 
Q31. Should people be able to apply to have their signatures suppressed on the register? 
If not, what use is this information to third parties?  
 

3.37. There appears to be a danger of fraudulent use of signatures and there is not a clear value to 
third parties in having signatures available, so the right to suppression appears to have merit. 
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Q32. Do you agree that there is value in Companies House comparing its data against 
other data sets held by public and private sector bodies? If so, which data sets are 
appropriate?  
 

3.38. There is clear value in comparing data sets to ensure the accuracy of the data wherever possible. 
It may be worth considering taking advice from specialist data checking companies on which data 
sets and providers would be most appropriate. 
 
Q33. Do you agree that AML regulated entities should be required to report anomalies to 
Companies House? How should this work and what information should it cover? 
 

3.39. AAT would like clarity as to precisely which ‘entities’ would fall into this description. In addition, 
what will the mechanism be? Will entities be expected to undertake regular checks or to only 
notify Companies House if something comes to their attention in the course of other activities? 
What would be the result of failing to notify? AAT is not averse to this suggestion in principle but 
requires considerably more information before being able to support any such requirement.   
 
Q34. Do you agree that information collected by Companies House should be proactively 
made available to law enforcement agencies, when certain conditions are met?  
 

3.40. Yes. AAT agrees that this suggestion logically supports the stated ambition of preventing 
economic crime. 
 
Q35. Should companies be required to file details of their bank account(s) with Companies 
House? If so, is there any information about the account which should be publicly 
available? 
  

3.41. The information is not currently available and in the absence of a clear rationale for making the 
bank account details public there is no need to make publicly available information about the 
bank account. 
 
Q37. Do you agree that the courts should be able to order a limited partnership to no 
longer carry on its business activities if it is in the public interest to do so? 
 

3.42. The court can wind-up a limited liability partnership so similar powers should be available to apply 
to limited partnerships.  
 
Q38. If so, what should be the grounds for an application to the court and who should be 
able to apply to court?  
 

3.43. The grounds for an application to the court should be the same as those for limited liability 
partnerships, which includes serious misconduct, fraud, scams and sharp practices etc. 
 
Q39. Do you agree that companies should provide evidence that they are entitled to use 
an address as their registered office?  
 

3.44. This might prove to be quite burdensome and it is not clear if there is evidence of widespread 
abuse which would provide a rationale for introducing this additional obligation. 
 
Q40. Is it sufficient to identify and report the number of directorships held by an 
individual, or should a cap be introduced? If you support the introduction of a cap, what 
should the maximum be?  
 

3.45. If one of the aims of the suggested reforms is to generally push for better company governance, 
then a cap on the number of directorships might support this. As the consultation points out, 
directorships bring certain obligations which are unlikely to be being met where too many 
directorships are held by an individual. 
 

3.46. In Ireland a maximum cap of 15 exists. In France the maximum for public companies is 5 
although AAT is uncertain as to what the number is, if a cap even exists, for private companies in 
that country. 
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3.47. In India, a maximum cap has existed since 1956. This was originally 15 but increased to 20 in 
2013 (although this includes a further limit of 10 public directorships). This appears to work well, 
probably because there is a minimum 500 rupee (£30) per day fine for holding more than 20 
directorships. This can rise to a maximum 2,5000 (£150) rupees per day. The upper limit is more 
than the average monthly wage for a highly skilled Indian employee. 

 

3.48. This would suggest that if a cap were introduced, meaningful penalties for failing to comply are 
essential to success. 

 

3.49. A limit as low as 5 is likely to be too restrictive whilst a limit of 10-15 appears more reasonable. 
 

Q41. Should exemptions be available, based on company activity or other criteria?  
 

3.50. It is difficult to give a view without further detail of in what contexts such exemptions might be 
given. 
 

Q42. Should Companies House have more discretion to query and possibly reject 
applications to use a company name, rather than relying on its post-registration powers?  
 

3.51. This would be a positive and proactive approach, which would appear to be far less burdensome 
than having to investigate and remove a company post-registration. 
 

Q43. What would be the impact if Companies House changed the way it certifies 
information available on the register?  
 

3.52. The consultation document mentions that Companies House is aware of instances where ‘good 
standing’ statements have been created and used fraudulently. This suggests that there is a 
danger that the statements are misunderstood, and users are inferring that the companies are 
‘financially sound’. In order to avoid creating a false perception of the financial position of a 
company and given the background, it may be better if Companies House did not start to produce 
‘good standing’ certificates. 
 

Q44. Do you have any evidence of inappropriate use of Good Standing statements? 
 

3.53. Since Companies House accepts that much of the information on the register is currently not 
validated (and hence the basis for this consultation) such Certificates appear to be of little value 
and are likely to be used to suggest, as noted, claims of financial soundness. If changes are 
made in line with this consultation, the available information should be more accurate and 
remove the need for such certificates to be produced. 

 

4. About AAT 
 

4.1. AAT is a professional accountancy body with approximately 50,000 full and fellow members and 
over 90,000 student and affiliate members worldwide. Of the full and fellow members, there are 
more than 4,250 licensed accountants who provide accountancy and taxation services to over 
400,000 British businesses.  
 

5. Further information 
 

5.1. If you have any queries, require any further information or would like to discuss any of the above 
points in more detail, please contact Adam Williamson, AAT Head of Professional Standards: 
 

5.2. E-mail: adam.williamson@aat.org.uk  Telephone: 020 7367 1360  
 

5.3. Association of Accounting Technicians, 140 Aldersgate Street, London, EC1A 4HY   
                          
 
 
    
 
 

                                                                                                           


