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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 on 13 June 2018. 
 

1.2. AAT takes the challenges and opportunities created by new technology and data usage very 
seriously.  

 
1.3. This is partly demonstrated by our work with the National Cyber Security Centre (NCSC) in 

relation to not only ensuring an acceptable level of cyber security for AAT members, especially 
AAT’s 4,250 licensed accountants, but in relation to the help and advice that members in turn 
provide to their clients or employer.  

 
1.4. Likewise, AAT has established a Digital Advisory Panel comprising representatives from 

academia, insurance, banking, Microsoft, Sage, HMRC and regulators. The panel meets twice a 
year to discuss impacts of the Fourth Industrial Revolution on AAT, the accountancy profession 
and the wider economy. 

 
1.5. With developments such as Making Tax Digital (MTD) and further digitisation, the role of the 

accountant and bookkeeper is likely to change considerably over the next few years and ethics 
will play a fundamental role in this.  

 
1.6. AAT is determined to ensure this is adequately reflected in both the qualifications being taken by 

the 90,000+ individuals who take AAT qualifications each year (including 16,000 apprentices) 
and the Continuing Professional Development (CPD) requirements for AAT’s 50,000 full 
members. 

 
2. Executive summary  

 
2.1. AAT supports the proposed activities of the Centre and believes they will help to ensure 

the UK remains at the forefront of efforts to harness data and AI as a force for good.  
It is essential that the Centre is properly resourced to do so, and AAT notes no reference to 
resources is made in this consultation document. 

 
2.2. To ensure safe and ethical innovation in the use of data and AI, the Centre should 

carefully consider the recommendations of the House of Lords Committee on AI to adopt 
five principles for an AI Code.  
These are detailed at 3.4 below. 

 
2.3. Given the Centre is being established on a provisional, non-statutory footing, as soon as 

the Chair and Board are in place, it would make sense to review whether or not a statutory 
footing is needed.  
This should take place after a reasonable period of operation or if/when it becomes apparent that 
such a change is needed. 

 
2.4. Publication of Centre recommendations, in the same way that Select Committees or think 

tanks publish their recommendations for Government action, would appear sensible. 
However, the commitment from Government to provide an annual response to these reports and 
recommendations is disappointing. Instead it should commit to respond to each report or 
recommendations within a two-month timeframe.  
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3. AAT response to the consultation paper 

  
3.1. The following paragraphs outline AAT’s response to the proposals outlined in the consultation 

paper. 
 

Q1 Do you agree with the proposed role and objectives for the Centre?  
 

3.2. Yes. The proposed role and objectives of the Centre appear reasonable. 
 

Q2 How best can the Centre work with other institutions to ensure safe and ethical 
innovation in the use of data and AI?  Which specific organisations or initiatives should it 
engage with?  

 
3.3. Safe and ethical innovation in the use of data and AI was a key theme in the recent House of 

Lords AI Committee report (April 2018) which included a recommendation for a cross-sector AI 
Code to be established, which can be adopted nationally, and internationally.  

 
3.4. The Committee’s suggested five principles for such a code appear to be a very sound basis upon 

which to build:  
 

• AI should be developed for the common good and benefit of humanity 
• AI should operate on principles of intelligibility and fairness 
• AI should not be used to diminish the data rights or privacy of individuals, families or 

communities 
• All citizens should have the right to be educated to enable them to flourish mentally, 

emotionally and economically alongside artificial intelligence 
• The autonomous power to hurt, destroy or deceive human beings should never be vested 

in artificial intelligence 
 

3.5. Engagement with this Committee would therefore seem sensible and its diverse make-up 
including sociologists, clergyman, business leaders and lawyers provides a good mix for 
considered and representative views on ethical innovation in the use of data and AI. 

 
3.6. There are dozens of specific organisations with whom the Centre should seek to build effective 

relationships including regulators such as the Information Commissioners Office (ICO) 
Competition & Markets Authority (CMA) Financial Conduct Authority (FCA), utility regulators such 
as Ofwat and Ofgem, healthcare regulators, pharmaceutical bodies and of course other 
Government departments, perhaps most notably the Department for Health, Department for 
Transport and Department for Defence given the relevance and applicability of AI to those 
sectors and of course BEIS as the department representing British business interests. 

 
3.7. International co-operation would inevitably prove useful too. Despite Brexit there may be an 

opportunity to work with the EU AI Alliance.1 
 

3.8. Further afield, the Chief Technology Officer at the United Nations appears to have some 
interesting views2 and collaboration there may prove productive.  

 
3.9. The Payment Services Directive 2 (Open Banking) is an obvious initiative to engage with but 

there are numerous others. For example, Murab3 and Bridget4 for AI and the work of the UCLH 
Biomedical Research Centre in utilising data for medical research5 

  

                                                      
1 EU AI Alliance: 
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/european-ai-alliance  
2 United Nations Chief Technology Officer: 
https://www.techrepublic.com/article/united-nations-cito/  
3 Murab:  
http://www.murabproject.eu  
4 Bridget:  
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/bridget-eu-funded-project-success-story  
5 UCLH Biomedical Research Centre:  
http://www.uclhospitals.brc.nihr.ac.uk/content/biomedical-research-centre  

https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/european-ai-alliance
https://www.techrepublic.com/article/united-nations-cito/
http://www.murabproject.eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/bridget-eu-funded-project-success-story
http://www.uclhospitals.brc.nihr.ac.uk/content/biomedical-research-centre
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Q3 What activities should the Centre undertake? Do you agree with the types of activities 
proposed?  

 
3.10. The consultation document provides a comprehensive list of proposed activities to which AAT 

has little to add. These all appear to be worthwhile activities although AAT cautions against 
committing anything but the most limited resources toward the development and promotion of 
voluntary codes of conduct given all the available evidence suggests that voluntary codes are 
ineffective in changing behaviour. This is largely because responsible businesses will find it easy 
to comply given they will already being doing what is required and those who fail in whatever 
areas you seek to improve will not comply because they know that its voluntary nature makes 
compliance unnecessary. This has been demonstrated by the widespread failure of codes across 
industries from the mining industry6 to codes of conduct signed by banks and bankers prior to the 
financial crisis to the retail sector and clothing supply chains7. 

 
3.11. Likewise, cross sector codes such as the Prompt Payment Code have proved themselves 

inadequate to date for the very reasons set out above. 
 

Q4 Do you agree with the proposed areas and themes for the Centre to focus on? Within 
these or additional areas, where can the Centre add the most value?  

 
3.12. AAT agrees with the areas and themes the Centre proposes to work on but has some concerns 

about the wide range of work being proposed. These concerns can be allayed by prioritising what 
appears to be a very heavy workload or by clarifying that the Centre has sufficient resources as 
this was not detailed anywhere in the consultation document. 

 
3.13. Working in partnership with both public and private sector organisations to explore technological 

approaches to problems would appear to offer the greatest economic value whilst “engaging 
closely with citizens, consumers and civil society” is likely to produce valuable social outcomes.  

 
3.14. Global collaboration on cross-jurisdictional questions of data and AI governance is likely to have 

the most far-reaching and long-lasting value. 
 

3.15. Given the fact there is no single, easily identifiable area that the Centre can add the most value, it 
makes sense to concentrate on several key areas. 

 
Q5 What priority projects should the Centre aim to deliver in its first two years, according 
to the criteria set out above?  

 
3.16. AAT is pleased to note that the consultation document acknowledges at 3.10 the need to assess, 

“…the rationale for the Centre doing the work (relative other organisations, inside or outside 
Government”  and believes that this should be an overriding consideration in determining what it 
delivers during its first two years as there is no sense in reinventing the wheel, duplicating the 
efforts of others and wasting resources.  

 
3.17. Other than the above, coupled with an ongoing commitment to deliver well defined, concrete 

projects that offer real world practical benefits, the precise priorities for the first two years should 
be determined by the new board of the Centre rather than by DCMS or consultation respondees. 

 
Q6 Do you agree the Centre should be placed on a statutory footing? What statutory 
powers does the Centre need? 

 
3.18. The consultation response states that, “A statutory footing will be critical in building the Centre’s 

long-term capacity, independence and authority.” It therefore appears unusual to ask the 
question as to whether or not this is necessary when the decision already seems to have been 
made.  

 
3.19. AAT believes that a statutory footing would probably be best but that this should be determined 

once the Centre has been up and running for a reasonable period. 
                                                      
6 A failed strategy of using voluntary codes of conduct by the global mining industry: 
https://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/abs/10.1108/14720700610671837  
7 University of Bath, 2012: 
http://eprints.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/1433/1/GSP-_final_draft_2012.pdf  

https://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/abs/10.1108/14720700610671837
http://eprints.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/1433/1/GSP-_final_draft_2012.pdf
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3.20. It is important that the Centre begins its work as soon as possible - and ahead of securing  

statutory status. However, before this status is secured, the Government should carefully 
consider the chaotic legal dispute over the status of the FRC (2014-2017) as lessons could be 
learned. 

 
3.21. Requirements such as Cabinet Office and then Treasury approval for paying any member of staff 

in excess of £150,0008 would be sensible, it aids transparency and increases public confidence. 
These types of requirements are entirely dependent on the status of the body. Of course, the 
status of the body has implications for its treatment in the national accounts too.  

 
3.22. Appropriate authority will be needed to request information, whether to provide an evidence base 

for the Centre’s recommendations, or for any other relevant purpose, so ensuring it has such 
powers via it’s legal status is essential.  

 
3.23. Given the Centre is being established on a provisional, non-statutory footing, as soon as the 

Chair and Board are in place, it would make sense to review whether or not a statutory footing is 
needed - after a reasonable period of operation or if/when it becomes apparent that such a 
change is needed. 

 
Q7 In what ways can the Centre most effectively engage stakeholders, experts and the 
public?  What specific mechanisms and tools should it use to maximise the breadth of 
input it secures in formulating its actions and advice?  

 
3.24. The consultation document makes a number of sensible suggestions in relation to citizen juries 

and polling for engaging with the public and of course effective, in-house media relations can play 
an important role here too.  

 
3.25. Frequent liaison across Government departments and with policymakers in both the Lords and 

Commons together with engagement with representative bodies will further cement the Centre’s 
position. 

 
3.26. Undertaking genuine public consultations, open to all and promoted widely, will likely prompt a 

diversity of views which will help the Centre whilst simultaneously engaging a wide range of 
stakeholders and ensuring they feel their views are being considered. 

 
3.27. It might also be worth considering engagement with secondary schools and colleges to ensure 

future generations are engaged and that young people’s views are not ignored. 
 

Q8 How should the Centre deliver its recommendations to government?  Should the 
Centre make its activities and recommendations public? 

 
3.28. Publication of Centre recommendations, in the same way that Select Committees or think tanks 

publish their recommendations for Government action, would appear sensible. 
 

3.29. The commitment from Government to provide an annual response to these reports and 
recommendations is disappointing. Instead it should commit to respond to each report or 
recommendations within a reasonable timeframe.  

 
3.30. Existing guidance for civil servants currently states,  

 
“Departments should aim to provide the considered Government response to both Commons and 
Lords Select Committee Reports within two months of their publication.”9  

 
3.31. A two-month response time therefore seems reasonable. 

 

                                                      
8 Senior Pay Approval: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/682643/Guidance_for_approval_of_se
nior_pay.pdf  
9 Giving evidence to Select Committees, guidance to civil servants, 2014: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/364600/Osmotherly_Rules_October_2
014.pdf  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/682643/Guidance_for_approval_of_senior_pay.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/682643/Guidance_for_approval_of_senior_pay.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/364600/Osmotherly_Rules_October_2014.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/364600/Osmotherly_Rules_October_2014.pdf
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3.32. From time-to-time recommendations to Government may be minor, required in a very short 
period or particularly sensitive and here a more informal approach to publishing a report or these 
recommendations may be appropriate. 

 
3.33. However, the Centre should always seek to make its activities and recommendations public by 

default as it is in the public interest to do so and will help to ensure their own good performance 
and accountability. It will also help to inspire confidence in the Centre amongst stakeholders and 
the wider public. 
 

3.34. That said, it must also be recognised that there may occasionally be confidential, sensitive 
issues, matters of national security or legal constraints that prevent this from occurring. These 
should be minimal, and the overriding objective should always be to be as transparent as 
possible. 

 
3.35. AAT welcomes the suggestion that all of the Centre’s board meetings will be open to the public in 

the future as an indication of a genuine commitment to transparency and going beyond minimum 
expected standards. 

 
3.36. AAT also welcomes the proposal to publish a report once a Parliament, which sets out its 

assessment of the landscape for data and AI. This bears a striking resemblance to AAT’s long 
held belief that the Treasury should publish a once a Parliament tax strategy.  

 
3.37. As well as being beneficial to stakeholders and policymakers, the Centre’s decision to do this 

could also have a positive influence on other departments and government bodies. 
 

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.  
 

4.2. AAT is a registered charity whose objectives are to advance public education and promote the 
study of the practice, theory and techniques of accountancy and the prevention of crime and 
promotion of the sound administration of the law. 

 
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 Phil Hall, AAT Head of Public Affairs & Public Policy: 
 

E-mail: phil.hall@aat.org.uk  Telephone: 07392 310264  Twitter: @PhilHallAAT 
 

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