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1. Introduction 

 
1.1. The Association of Accounting Technicians (AAT) is pleased to have the opportunity to 

respond to the Office of Tax Simplification’s (OTS) consultation paper on Simplifying tax 
for the future – a consultation on our future strategy, published on 12 May 2016 
(condoc). 

 
1.2. AAT is submitting this response on behalf of our membership and from the wider public 

benefit of achieving sound and effective administration of taxes. 
 

1.3. AAT has focussed on the operational perspective, entering into comment in order to add 
value or highlight aspects that need to be considered further.   

 
1.4. AAT would like to recognise the good work that the OTS has undertaken during the past 

5 years. For such a small independent office of the HM Treasury (HMT) to have 
embarked on 12 projects, produced 34 reports and papers and to have made over 400 
recommendations, with over 50% being accepted, is a significant testament to the value 
of this office.  

 
1.5. AAT is encouraged to note “The OTS has a vision to make it easier for the millions of 

individuals, self-employed people and businesses who live and work in the UK to interact 
with the tax system, by playing a key role in making it simpler and so more 
understandable”.   

 
1.6. The OTS’s vision might be considered to be more inclusive if it referenced HMRC and 

HMT. It is, however, noted that specific reference is made to HMRC and HMT being 
stakeholders later in the condoc (section 42, page 8). 

 
1.7. The OTS’s threefold strategy “considering the tax issues arising in a changing world; 

addressing specific complex areas; and playing a greater role in the public debate on 
tax”, is one that AAT supports.  Particularly as it is underpinned by seven bullet points, 
which set out how it will be achieved. 

 
1.8. Finally, AAT is delighted that the office’s good work has formally been recognised, 

through the OTS being placed on a statutory footing and as such AAT looks forward to 
working with the department in the future. 

 
 
2. Executive summary 

 
2.1. AAT welcomes the OTS publication of its consultation paper “Simplifying tax for the 

future – a consultation on our future strategy.” The document sets out a clear high level 
vision for the office’s future couched in the context of what has been achieved since the 
OTS was formed a little over 5 years ago.  

 
2.2. It is encouraging to note the condoc’s acknowledgement that the UK-tax-system is facing 

the prospect of fundamental changes and that “traditional taxes’ are coming under 
pressure to a point where, in the not too distant future, they may no longer be fit for 
purpose (3.2, below). 
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2.3. AAT is also pleased to note the recognition that the forthcoming introduction of Making 
Tax Digital (MTD)1, coupled with the growth of the gig economy and internet-based 
trading, present the OTS with an opportunity to move from its approach hitherto centred 
on resolving past complexities to a more proactive stance focussed on ensuring that 
future complexities are avoided.   

 
2.4. The opportunities for tax-simplification are legion, and in recognition of this, AAT urges 

the OTS to focus on the art of the possible by recommending practical operational 
changes that have widespread benefits (3.13, below).   
 

2.5. With the above in mind AAT looks forward to the publication of the outcomes arising from 
the OTS’s next stage of work in respect of ‘Look Through’ and “Sole Enterprise Protected 
Assets” (SEPA) (3.10, below)2. 

 
2.6. AAT considers that the means of payment, collection, refunding and offset of tax would 

benefit significantly from a review.  While it is understood that HMRC are to imminently 
publish a consultation document covering payments, it is unlikely that its main focus will 
be a holistic review of payments.  It is far more likely that its focus will be restricted to the 
alignment of elements of payments closest to MTD (3.16-3.17, below). 

 
2.7. In responding to question 5, at an instinctive level that the office’s staff is made up of a 

small number of permanent employees, augmented by subject-matter-experts feels to be 
the right way of working (3.20, below).  

 
2.8. AAT is reassured that the OTS stated in its condoc “... we remain keen to maintain a 

diversity of tax professional staff with recent private sector experience, whether from in 
house roles with businesses or from large or smaller advisers” (3.22, below). 

 
2.9. With so much emphasis on the digitisation of the tax system AAT recommends that the 

OTS give serious consideration to building stronger links with key members of the 
software industry to ensure that their perspective is taken into account during MTD’s 
design stage (3.23, below). 

 
2.10. AAT is of the opinion that the OTS would benefit from the design and implementation of 

a range of measures of success that could afford the opportunity to reflect on indicators 
such as the consistency of the office’s works over time, or the relative impact and 
stakeholder satisfaction in respect of one project as to compared to another (3.25-3.27, 
below). 

 
 

  

                                                      
1 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/making-tax-digital 
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/small-company-taxation-review 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/making-tax-digital
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/small-company-taxation-review


4 

 
3. AAT response to the consultation paper  

 
3.1. The following paragraphs outline AAT’s response to the proposals set out in the 

consultation paper.   
 

Question 1: As well as these, are there other significant trends or issues, in the 
wider context or on the horizon that may change the tax landscape that we should 
take into account? 
 

3.2. It is pleasing to note that in the opening paragraph of “The Wider context” of the condoc 
(section 12, page 5) that the OTS has chosen to recognise the pressure that some 
traditional taxes are under from changing working patterns and the emergence of 
disruptive (gig) technologies. 
 

3.3. AAT is greatly reassured to note that para 12 (page 5, condoc) is immediately succeeded 
by a commitment that the OTS would be “looking ahead” and even more encouraged to 
note the acknowledgement on the same page (para 16) that “The OTS has a significant 
role to play in ensuring digital opportunities for simplification are grasped.”  

 
3.4. A vital component for OTS’s success in the future is that of becoming forward looking. 

This will mean that not only will the office continue to work in removing complexity in the 
UK tax system in the future it will also be able to play a significant part in designing out 
future complexity before implementation. 

 
3.5. There is a clear danger that through the digitisation of data capture, storage and 

exchange (to and from HMRC) in the proposed new HMRC era of MTD, taxpayers 
lacking the sophisticated knowledge of legislation will be beguiled into believing that tax 
compliance is extremely simple, when in reality it is not. 

 
3.6. It is, therefore, important that the OTS takes every opportunity to influence the design of 

MTD, so that the resultant outcome is not just a morphing of existing custom, practice 
and legislation to accommodate a digital way of working.   

 
3.7. From an AAT’s Licenced Accountants’ point of view, achieving operational simplicity is of 

greater importance than that of achieving legislative simplicity. 
 

3.8. It is important that the OTS’s focus on the design and implementation of MTD is 
sufficiently wide so as to ensure that HMRC’s compliance culture is moved onto an 
enabling footing.  Whereby a failure to get something right is met on the first and possibly 
second occasions by a relatively sympathetic / measured response without unleashing 
the full weight of HMRC’s penalty regime on the unsuspecting recipients too early.  

 
3.9. Apart from the need for the OTS to keep a watchful eye on the impact to the UK tax-

system arising out of the emergence of the gig economy, the department needs to be 
mindful of e-bay and internet traders.   

 
3.10. AAT is aware of the OTS’s work in respect of Look Through and SEPA arising out of the 

recent review of the taxation of small companies, and looks forward to assisting the OTS 
in this important area. 

 
3.11. Another driver for operational simplicity is the growth in those of pensionable age, who 

are often referred to as forming a large section of the digitally-excluded population.  
 

Question 2: Bearing in mind our legislative framework, do you have any comments 
on the observations above on the OTS’s purpose and aims? 
 

3.12. A recurring theme during discussions that led to the production of this paper was “it is not 
all about tax”. It was considered by the participants to this response document that it is 
more about systems, both internal and external to HMRC and their interactions. 
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3.13. As observed earlier in this response, greater emphasis should be placed on achieving 

operational rather than legislative simplification.  It is clear from reading the condoc that 
the OTS already understands this conclusion. 

 
3.14. AAT considers that the remit for the OTS should be broadened in order to enable it to 

perform a role similar to the Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR).   
 

3.15. This could be achieved if the OTS was required to review and comment upon HMRC and 
HMT consultation documents and draft legislation from the perspective of their 
contributions to simplification. 

 
Question 3: Do you have particular suggestions for areas of the tax system that 
the OTS should consider in the coming years? How do you see our main 
priorities? 
 

3.16. Apart from those areas of taxation which the OTS will either already have in its sights or 
that it will be aware because of third party representation, AAT considers that the means 
of payment, collection, repayment and the offset of tax is worthy of review. 

 
3.17. AAT is aware that as part of the raft of MTD consultations HMRC will shortly be 

consulting on the payments, offset and refund of tax.  AAT does not anticipate that its 
scope will be all pervasive, which is precisely why the OTS should consider undertaking 
a root-and-branch review. 

 
Question 4: Do you have any comments, principles or ideas in addition to the 
above, that you would like us to consider as we further develop our approach? 

 
3.18. In responding to question 4, AAT would like to endorse the positive way that the OTS 

has proactively engaged with interested parties through a series of face-to-face 
engagements around the UK and via surveys. 
 

3.19. The depth of external engagement, as in the case of the review of the taxation of small 
companies for example, has without doubt enabled the OTS to produce more rounded 
evidence based reports than would otherwise have been possible.  

 
Question 5: We are sure it is right to have a mix of private and public sector people 
but do we get the balance right? Are there pools of expertise we are not tapping? 
Or particular skills and expertise we could aim to recruit into our staff? 
 

3.20. It should be noted that AAT is responding to this question without an active insider’s 
understanding of the operation of the OTS. That said, from an external perspective, it is 
considered that a mix of subject-matter-experts drawn from the public and private sector, 
who work on a project-basis coupled with a permanent leadership team would appear to 
be a strong basis for operation. 
 

3.21. It is noted that at para 59 (condoc) consideration is being given to “secure some people 
on a slighter longer term basis……”.   AAT acknowledges and supports the persuasive 
argument that OTS would benefit from a level of continuity and ability to retain a store of 
knowledge to pass on to others who are more transient that it would otherwise lose at the 
end of each project.   

 
3.22. Support is given on the basis of the reassurance that is provided “But we’ll remain keen 

to maintain a diversity of tax professional staff with recent private sector experience, 
whether from in house roles with businesses or from large or smaller advisers” (para 59, 
condoc). 

 
3.23. Mindful of the seismic change in the operation of the UK-tax-system that MTD is likely to 

bring over the rest of the current decade and possibly beyond, AAT recommends that 
OTS forges strong relations with accountancy software solution providers to ensure that 
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their views and experiences are taken into consideration as part of the OTS watching 
brief. 

 
3.24. On the understanding that such a move would be undertaken after the scoping out of a 

new project had been undertaken, AAT would encourage the OTS “…..to source specific 
research or analysis assistance from other bodies of appropriate independence or 
standing”.   
 
Question 6: How should the OTS measure its success? Do you agree with the 
broad measures of success sketched out above or are there other objective 
measures or subjective criteria we should use? 
 

3.25. AAT supports the broad measures outlined in the condoc (paras 61 – 69) and 
recommends that the OTS develops, (maybe with assistance from the National Audit 
Office), a range of quantitative and qualitative measures that can be consistently applied 
on a project-by-project basis. The measures should be capable of being independently 
verified and of being published. 
 

3.26. In addition, and out of the recognition that the OTS wishes to engage with stakeholders 
as widely as is practical, stakeholders who have taken part in a project could be 
surveyed post-event in order to gauge their level of satisfaction using a number of 
consistently applied measures.  

 
3.27. Usage of a survey process could enable the OTS to ensure its consistency of operation 

from project to project, the level of customer satisfaction with their engagement with the 
office, whether they felt their points were taken into account and how they felt in respect 
of the outcome arising from engagement. 

 
 

4. Conclusion 
 

4.1. AAT both acknowledges and supports the condoc’s assertion that, due to the rate of 
technological advancement, the UK tax-system is facing the prospect of fundamental 
change and the possibility that that traditional taxes will not remain fit for purpose in the 
coming years (3.2, above).  

 
4.2. The emergence of MTD is making it self-evident that the OTS should no longer remain a 

reactive organisation merely looked for opportunities to simplify existing legislation and 
custom and practice.  It is therefore encouraging to see this being acknowledged within 
the condoc. (3.5-3.8, above).  

 
4.3. AAT accepts that the route to achieving tax simplification is not primarily about reducing 

legislation, but to focus on the art of the possible by recommending practical operational 
changes that have widespread benefits (3.13, above).   

 
4.4. AAT considers that the means of payment, collection, refunding and offset of tax is ripe 

for review. (3.16-3.17, above). 
 

4.5. AAT is reassured that the OTS remains keen to maintain a diversity of tax professional 
staff recruited from both the public and private sector and recommends that serious 
consideration is given to building stronger links with the software industry (3.21-3.24, 
above). 

 
4.6. AAT recommends that the OTS develops a range of quantitative and qualitative 

measures that can be consistently applied on a project-by-project basis capable of being 
independently verified and published (3.25, above). 
 

4.7. Furthermore, if the OTS wishes to expand its stakeholders’ engagement as widely as 
possible it should survey its stakeholders post-event to gauge their level of satisfaction 
(3.26, above).  
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5. About AAT 
 

5.1. AAT is a professional accountancy body with over 49,800 full and fellow members3 and 
80,900 student and affiliate members worldwide. Of the full and fellow members, there 
are over 4,200 licensed members who provide accountancy and taxation services to 
individuals, not-for-profit organisations and the full range of business types. 

 
5.2. 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. 
 

 
6. Further information 
 

If you have any questions or would like to discuss any of the points in more detail then please 
contact AAT at: 

 
email: consultation@aat.org.uk and aat@taxpolicyadvice.co.uk 

 
telephone: 020 7397 3088  

 
Aleem Islan 
Association of Accounting Technicians 
140 Aldersgate Street 
London 
EC1A 4HY  

 

                                                      
3 Figures correct as at 31 March 2016 
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