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EDITOR’S LETTER

A
t the time of writing, the UK government has just 

announced a lockdown extension of at least three 

more weeks in an effort to battle the spread of 

Covid-19. I am now settling into my fifth full week of 

working from home – or is it the 15th?

This is my new normal. A lot of people are experiencing 

their own new normal in their own unique way, but what 

does the new normal mean for accountants? 

Accountants in many cases are expected to be the 

trusted business partner, someone who can be turned to in 

Yes, the Covid-19 pandemic is something that most 

businesses and governments have not been prepared for, 

but it will still be accountants to whom people turn for 

help in navigating the ship through these turbulent waters. 

They have done so before, they are doing so now, and they 

will do so again.

Although the circumstances are new, the accountant 

being seen as the trusted business adviser has long been 

the norm. In an effort to help, this edition has a great range 

of content covering the latest on how Covid-19 is having 

an impact on the profession. On page 16, CIMA’s Andrew 

businesses back on track, while on page 18, VAT specialist 

Accordance looks at how tax authorities are assisting 

businesses through the pandemic, and much more.

Aside from Covid-19, I speak to the team at The Prince’s 

more about its Call to Action on Climate Change. The Call 

to Action was signed by 14 accountancy bodies across the 

world, and contains commitments to their members in 

their role in tackling the climate crisis. 

Covid-19 has dominated most global news and media 

outlets for the past few months now, but it is import not to 

forget the other challenges the world faces. On 22 April, 

which has come to be known as Earth Day, UN secretary-

general António Guterres said in an address: “The current 

crisis is an unprecedented wake-up call. We need to turn 

the recovery into a real opportunity to do things right for 

the future.” 

Get in touch with the editor at: joe.pickard@verdict.co.uk

Joe Pickard, Editor

Editor’s letter 
new normal
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news update

CABA, the UK-based charity that supports 
the well-being of chartered accountants 
and their families, has appointed Christian 
Holmes as its CEO.

His main responsibility will be to play 
a leading role in driving CABA’s strategy. 
This includes strengthening the charity’s 
position as a credible voice on well-being, and 
developing its understanding of members’ 
needs.

Holmes joins CABA from the 
British Association for Counselling and 
Psychotherapy, where he most recently served 
as COO.

Commenting on his appointment, Holmes 
said: “I am delighted to be joining CABA at 

such an important time, as the organisation 
continues to expand and enhance its services 
in both the UK and abroad.

“CABA’s strong, person-centred values are 
closely in line with my own, and I deeply 
admire its commitment to the well-being 
of the chartered accountancy community. 
It’s a huge opportunity to use my skills and 
experience to make a positive benefit to so 
many lives, and I am thrilled to be part of 
such a dedicated team.

“CABA is a positive and progressive 
organisation that is actively and routinely 
working to improve people’s lives. I look 
forward to playing a visible role, to proactively 
meeting, engaging with and listening to the 

charity’s partners, champions, supporters and 
beneficiaries, and hearing how CABA can 
improve both its services and visibility.”

CABA president Kaaeed Mamujee said: 
“The industry faces a challenging time, 
particularly in responding to the current 
coronavirus pandemic. This is affecting 
ICAEW members and their families, and it’s 
in times like this that CABA has a significant 
part to play.

“Cristian’s enthusiasm and experience with 
other professional bodies will be essential to 
us as we support more of our members.”

Following a handover period, Holmes will 
take over from Kath Haines, who has been 
with the organisation since 2007.  

Global Economic Conditions Survey: 
confidence collapses to record low
of the year has collapsed to a record 

low, according to a report published by 

Accountants (ACCA) and Institute of 

Management Accountants.

The report, Global Economic Conditions 
Survey, which has been published annually 

fell to its lowest levels on record, with big 

falls in all regions.

In the UK, the national survey of senior 

outlook of more than 2,000 businesses they 

8% to -45, representing a record low in the 

11-year history of the research.

ACCA chief economist Michael Taylor 

said: “UK economic sentiment is in line 

everywhere and, in most cases, sharply and 

to the lowest level since the survey began 

in 2009.

“UK government spending expectations 

have unsurprisingly risen sharply, with 

upheaval as they aim to access much-

needed funds. This is particularly the case 

for our SME community.

“The intention for government is to 

provide a bridge of income so that when 

economic conditions improve, a recovery 

can be fairly quickly established. The total 

with those of the UK along with the US and 

Germany all worth around 10% of GDP.

“It is a measure of the scale of this crisis 

that concerns are being expressed that 

more may yet be needed.” 
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GRI: Greater corporate input needed to reach SDGs
Governments around the world need to do 

more to utilise participation from both the 

public and private sectors in order to reach 

the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), according to a report by the Global 

Reporting Initiative (GRI).

The report, Using Corporate Reporting to 
Strengthen Sustainable Development Goals, 

governments and other policy actors can 

use corporate reporting to strengthen SDG 

progress at the national level:

• Involve the private sector in every 

step of SDGs implementation: 

ensure priorities are shared, and the 

contributions of different businesses 

and sectors is understood;

• Facilitate and enforce effective SDGs 

disclosure by companies: such as 

through best practice guidelines and 

regulations for mandatory reporting;

• Align with existing corporate disclosure 

practices and frameworks: focus on 

those already widely used and working 

well, such as the GRI Standards;

• Develop a measurement and monitoring 

tool to track private sector input: 

start with the data available through 

sustainability reports, and

• Enable regular dialogue between 

business, policy and investors: 

encourage collaboration and reinforce 

their respective SDGs contributions.

Paul van de Wijs commented: “The SDGs 

are an ambitious set of targets to address 

the pressing global challenges of our 

times, on issues as diverse as inequality, 

health, poverty and climate change. And 

as demonstrated by the current Covid-19 

pandemic, collective action is essential. 

Countries cannot deal alone with issues 

that transcend national borders.

“With 10 years to go to achieve the goals, 

it is already clear that progress is too slow. 

Partnerships and collaboration, particularly 

with the private sector, are crucial. That’s 

why governments must harness all the 

tools available to assess progress and 

enable the step change required to avoid 

the consequences of falling short.”

Van de Wijs continued: “GRI, as the 

leading organization for understanding 

and disclosing sustainability impacts, has 

provided practical solutions to engage 

companies in the process.

“I encourage all policymakers to do more 

to understand and make the most of the 

contribution from the private sector, at 

every level of their plans and actions in 

support of the SDGs.  

SASB appoints chair and vice-chair to Investor Advisory Group
The Sustainability Accounting Standards 

Board (SASB) has appointed a new chair and 

vice-chair to its Investor Advisory Group 

(IAG), a group of leading asset owners 

and managers committed to improving 

sustainability.

Eivind Lorgen, CEO and president at 

Nordea Asset Management in North 

America, will become chair, while Hans Op 

‘t Veld, head of responsible investment at 

PGGM, will become vice-chair.

SASB established its IAG in late 2016 to 

provide investor feedback and guidance 

to the organisation, and to demonstrate 

investor support for standardised, investor-

focused sustainability disclosure.

Lorgen commented: “Now more than 

ever, ESG risks and opportunities continue 

to be a driving factor for many investors 

worldwide. The diverse IAG membership 

adds insight to the important work SASB 

is doing to connect companies and their 

sustainability.”

Op ‘t Veld added: “Responsible investing 

is a core feature of PGGM’s work, and the 

considering ESG performance is a key focus 

area.

“SASB’s standards are an important tool 

to help institutional investors integrate ESG 

issues into investment processes.” Eivind Lorgen, SASB



www.theaccountant-online.com  |  7

News   |   digest

IAASB strategy and work plan 
raises emphasis on emerging issues
The International Auditing and Assurance 

Standards Board (IAASB) has published 

its strategy for 2020–2023 and work plan 

for 2020–2021, with a focus on emerging 

issues.

The work plan describes, at the time of 

the December 2019 approval, how the 

IAASB intends to increase its focus on 

emerging issues, while completing existing 

work already committed to and underway. 

In the work plan, the IAASB anticipates 

standard-setting projects on going concern, 

fraud and audit evidence, and work to 

address the needs of auditors of less-

complex entities, as well as other topics.

The strategy, which was developed 

though external consultation over 

the course of two years, aims to build 

other reporting through high-quality 

audits, assurance, and related service 

engagements.

Some key components to the strategy 

and work plan include:

• Increase the emphasis on emerging 

issues to ensure that the IAASB 

International Standards provide a 

foundation for high-quality audit, 

assurance and related services 

engagements;

• Innovate the IAASB’s ways of working 

to strengthen and broaden our agility, 

capabilities, and capacity to do the right 

work at the right time, and

• Maintain and deepen relationships 

with stakeholders to achieve globally 

relevant, progressive and operable 

standards.

 IAASB chair Tom Seidenstein said: 

challenges facing the audit profession and 

the standards that govern it. This strategy 

and work plan provides an important 

compass for our organisation to address 

these challenges in a highly responsive 

and innovative manner. We will inevitably 

need to adapt over the strategy’s four-

year period, but the emphasis on the 

public interest, innovation and agility, and 

collaboration should remain relevant.”

While the IAASB approved its strategy 

before the pandemic, it believes that 

the strategic objectives remain relevant. 

However, IAASB recognised it may have to 

adapt its work plan as new priorities emerge 

and the pandemic impacts its ability to carry 

out work. 

The Financial Accounting Standards Board 
(FASB) has issued a proposed Accounting 
Standards Update (ASU) that would grant 
a one-year effective date delay for certain 
stakeholders applying leases and revenue 
recognition.

The leases effective date deferral would be 
limited to private companies, private not-for-
profit organisations, and public not-for-profit 
organisations that have not yet issued their 
financial statements.

The aim of the proposed ASU is to provide 
near-term relief for certain entities for which 
the leases standard is currently effective and 
which have rapidly approaching year-end 
dates, and for entities for which the leases 
effective date is imminent.

Under the proposed ASU, private 
companies and private not-for-profit 
organisations would have the option to 
apply the new leases standard for fiscal years 
beginning after 15 December 2021, and to 
interim periods within fiscal years beginning 
after December 15, 2022. Public not-for-
profit organisations that have not yet issued 
financial statements would have the option to 
apply the standard for fiscal years beginning 
after December 15, 2019, including interim 
periods within those fiscal years.

The proposed effective date deferral 
for revenue recognition would be limited 

to private company franchisors. Those 
stakeholders would have the option to 
apply the new standard for annual reporting 
periods beginning after 15 December 
2019, and interim reporting periods within 
annual reporting periods beginning after 15 
December 2020.

FASB chair Russell Golden said: “The 
FASB’s proposal to delay time-sensitive 

standards would provide a measure of relief 
to certain companies and organisations 
focused on the Covid-19 crisis. It’s the first in 
a series of steps the Board is taking to ensure 
our stakeholders can successfully implement 
GAAP guidance during this time.”

Stakeholders have been encouraged to 
review and provide comment on the proposed 
ASU by 6 May 2020. 

Russell Golden, FASB
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The Sayer Vincent programme 
combines classroom-based study 
through First Intuition with on-

the-job training and experience. Trainees 
are given time off for study and exams.

They also work alongside experienced 
auditors to undertake audit and advisory 
work, enabling them to gain a thorough 
understanding of the key issues facing the 
not-for-profit sector. Each trainee is assigned a 
‘buddy’ from another year group, whom they 
meet before they start the programme and 
who then helps them settle in.

Many of the trainees are passionate about 
working in the charity sector, as they feel 
it enables them to give something back to 
society. The trainees meet clients early on in 
their training, which develops their skills and 
enables them to make a valuable contribution 
from the start.

One trainee, who joined in February, is 
26-year-old Alex Majewski who wanted 
to work in the charity sector since doing 
his degree and volunteering with several 
environmental charities.

Majewski did a degree in psychology at 
Edinburgh University, followed by a master’s 
in public policy in relation to charities at 
Kings College, London. After graduating, he 
did an internship at Peter Bedford Housing 
Association, before joining Wandsworth 
Council in the pensions department. Then he 
started to consider a career in accountancy. 
When he came across the role of trainee 
auditor at Sayer Vincent, it seemed to be the 
ideal firm as it is focused exclusively on the 
third sector.

Majewski explains: “This role offered the 
perfect combination of accountancy and 
working with charities. I feel passionately 

about the charity sector and believe working 
in this will be a really rewarding career. I want 
to feel good about what I do and achieve, 
and I like the idea that I’m helping the 
beneficiaries of charities. Sayer Vincent has a 
great reputation in the sector, and I am hugely 
excited to be working here.”

Asked what appealed most about the role, 
Majewski says: “I have an inquisitive nature 
and I like the planning and regimented 
approach to auditing. I also like thinking on 
my feet. The variety appeals too. All charities 
are different, and will have different needs and 
challenges.”

When Majewski joined, he completed a 
two-week induction followed by a three-day 
course in bookkeeping. He gained client 
experience by working on his first audit 
alongside senior Sayer Vincent team members 
at the Helen Bamber Foundation, a human 
rights charity in London.

Majewski says: “I like the fact the firm 
trusts me and has confidence in my abilities, 
even in these first few weeks. I’m already 
working in a charity, which is great. The best 
way to learn is on the job. Sayer Vincent is 

very supportive, and the team friendly and 
helpful. The firm is also generous with study 
leave and we can count some study time as 
work time, which I don’t think is common in 
other organisations. I’d definitely recommend 
this route into become an auditor.”

Another new trainee is 28-year-old Thu 
Chu, who worked at the charity Age UK for 
almost six years. Chu joined Age UK as a 
finance volunteer and was taken on after six 
months as a finance assistant and worked her 
way up to finance manager. She wanted to 
become an auditor, but realised there were 
gaps in her knowledge.

She explains: “Last year I came across the 
role at Sayer Vincent, so I decided to apply. I 
already knew the firm as I had used some of 
their guides and resources, and I felt like it 
was a great opportunity. I’m delighted I was 
taken on. The team are lovely and it’s a very 
supportive working culture. Our managers are 
extremely helpful, and we can talk to them if 
we don’t understand something.

“I’d recommend working here. The senior 
managers are caring and I’m looking forward 
to working with the clients. I really enjoy 
working in the charity sector as I feel like 
I am giving something back and making a 
positive contribution. I believe this is one of 
the best places to develop my auditing skills 
for the third sector.”

At the end of three years as trainee 
auditors, Majewski and Chu will get an ACA 
qualification, provided they pass 15 exams 
and complete 450 hours of auditing work. 
They will then become auditors at the firm.

Judith Miller, partner at Sayer Vincent, 
says: “We’re delighted to have recruited 10 
bright new trainee auditors. They all share 
a passion for working in the charity sector. 
We look forward to watching them develop 
their skills and knowledge over the next few 
years. We are dedicated to supporting these 
new recruits, and wish them every success in 
becoming qualified auditors.” 

Every year, Sayer Vincent, a firm of charity auditors 
and chartered accountants, recruits new trainees 
onto a three-year programme that leads to ACA 
qualification and prepares them for a specialist career 
in auditing in the charity and social enterprise sector

in pursuit of 
a career in 
charity auditing

The Sayer Vincent Trainees



www.theaccountant-online.com  |  9

comment   |   recruitment

Prior to the economic shock of 
Covid-19, a growing shortage 
of accountants in Scotland was 

reflected by newly qualified practitioners 
breaking the £40,000 ($50,100) average 
salary ceiling for the first time – with 
six-figure salaries commonplace among 
experienced operators. 

However, on release of our eighth salary 
guide last month, Core-Asset was already 
warning the sector of a range of underlying 
issues – each now with the potential of 
intensifying over the coming months as a 
result of the trauma and fall-out from the 
pandemic. This included succession planning, 
with a shortage of middle management today 
resulting, in part, from swingeing cuts to 
graduate placement opportunities relating to 
the 2008 recession.

Clearly, the Covid-19 outbreak is 
devastating so many businesses and 
livelihoods – and I just hope we can all 
get through this in the healthiest possible 
position. That said, accountants in Scotland, 
on the whole, should find themselves in a 
better position than many trades. It is hard 
to think that there will not still be excess 
demand for roles, such was the prevailing 
shortfall. 

I sincerely hope that firms also think 
thoroughly before cutting either middle 
management or graduate schemes off the back 
of the impending downturn, as happened 
throughout the last recession – and for which 
we are paying for today with a reduced 
pipeline of clear future leaders. It is critically 
important that we attract more accountancy 
and finance professionals into the sector for 
its own future health. 

CULTURAL ISSUES
Like the wider financial sector, accountancy 
and finance is facing major headwinds, 
with many of the topics within Core-Asset 
Consulting’s extensive 53-page Industry Trends 
and Salary Guide being brought into sharp 
focus during the current outbreak.

In particular, cultural issues around flexible 
and home working have been brought to the 
fore, along with compassionate leave and the 
importance of supportive workplaces. 

Prior to the coronavirus outbreak, firms 
talked a lot about their commitment to 
flexible working and being willing and able 
to cater for a modern workforce. It could 
be argued that a lot of this was worn on the 
sleeves, without many ever truly living it. 

We are now being forced to have our entire 
workforces work from home. The questions 
are: will this be reflected in major changes to 
workplace culture once we have the ability to 
safely return to office environments? And will 
we even rush back to our offices at all? 

So many practitioners are also juggling 
home-schooling and childcare – and are 
needing to work at different hours. It is safe 
to say that, more than ever before, workplaces 
are going to have to prove to many seeking 
a career move that they can be an attractive, 
flexible employer able to cater those wishing 
to work from home.

Prior to the outbreak, tax remained a key 
area of demand with the report, now in its 
eighth year and based on annual research of 
4,000 registering candidates, suggesting that 
professionals in this field continued to be 

“overfished in a somewhat shallow pond”.
A further trend observed was the number 

of candidates willing to move to smaller 
companies, driven by roles with greater 
technical depth and accelerated responsibility. 

The sheer amount of restructuring, 
redundancies, mergers and acquisitions has 
meant that big organisations have lost some 
of their allure. They were always seen as a safe 
bet, able to offer a clear path to progression. 
Replacing that has been an interest in 
start-ups, fintech and the opportunity to be 
more entrepreneurial. It will be interesting 
to see whether this trend increases or abates 
following the Covid-19 fallout. It could well 
be that scaled financial services firms are 
better placed to absorb the economic fall-out 
and regain their lustre accordingly. 
To download the salary guide in full, please visit: 
www.core-asset.co.uk/resource/salary-guide

Recruiters are urging the accountancy sector to use the recovery from 
the coronavirus outbreak as a chance to reset values – and tackle long-
standing issues and headwinds, writes John Docherty, associate director 

at Edinburgh-based specialist recruiter Core-Asset Consulting

accountancy sector 
needs to tackle 

pre-existing headwinds

John Docherty, Core-Asset Consulting
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Last year, Time magazine named 
climate activist Greta Thunberg 
person of the year, following her 

extraordinary influence in keeping the 
climate crisis in the public eye.

The summer saw protests in London and 
around the world led by the Extinction 
Rebellion group; however, their targeting 
of public transport infrastructure angered 
many people, and stopped the group from 
developing into a grassroots movement 
that would have potentially given it more 
widespread support.

The climate-crisis has been talked about for 
at least the last 50 years, but to many people 
it feels like that there has been far more talk 
than action.

When BBC series Blue Planet II aired at the 
end of 2017, Sir David Attenborough showed 
the world the impact that single-use plastics 
are having on the oceans and sea life, and 
companies rushed to at least show that they 
are doing their best to cut single-use plastics 
from their products.

GREENWASHING?
While many companies have taken the 
initiative to make practical progress to work 

to a more sustainable future, there have been 
accusations of ‘greenwashing’.

At the end of the day, it is an easy and 
cost-effective measure to issue a press release 
describing extensive plans that companies 
have made without setting measurable goals 

or being held to account on the progress of 
the initiatives. The accountancy profession 
currently lacks mandatory standards to report 
on climate-related disclosures, and although 
a great number of companies have opted to 
report on their impact on the climate, there 
remains a great number that have not.

At the end of February, The Prince’s 
Accounting for Sustainability Project (A4S), 
which was established by the UK’s Prince 
of Wales in 2004 with the aim of inspiring 
finance leaders to adopt sustainable business 
models, set out a Call to Action on Climate 
Change which was signed by 13 chief 
executives representing 14 accounting bodies 
across the globe. 

The Call to Action statement includes eight 
key actions that “accountants are called upon 
to take in response to the climate emergency”, 
and also incorporates commitments from 
accountancy bodies to support their various 
member firms. 

Explaining the responsibility of governing 
bodies to their members, A4S executive 
director Helen Slinger comments: “Obviously, 
professional bodies are providing advice. 
They do have a role in making their members 
aware in terms of what current policy is in 
relation to climate change and climate change 
disclosure, and helping them to understand 
why it’s relevant for them then.

“Certainly some of the organisations 
that have signed this statement do already 
have content to that effect that they are 
distributing to their members, and indeed, it 
is on their websites.”

a4s sounds a4s sounds   
out a call out a call 
to action on to action on 
sustainabilitysustainability

professional bodies 
do have a role 
in making their 

members aware

As the public and governments become increasingly aware of As the public and governments become increasingly aware of 
the climate crisis, a number of the world’s leading accountancy the climate crisis, a number of the world’s leading accountancy 
bodies have signed the Accounting For Sustainability (A4S) bodies have signed the Accounting For Sustainability (A4S) Call Call 
to Action on Climate Change,to Action on Climate Change, with the aim of helping members work  with the aim of helping members work 
to a more sustainable future. to a more sustainable future. Joe PickardJoe Pickard takes a closer look at its aims takes a closer look at its aims
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MEMBER SUPPORT
The Association of Accounting Technicians 
(AAT) is one body that signed up to A4S’s 
Call to Action. Its head of professional 
standards, Adam Williamson, explains how 
AAT plans to support its members: “We want 
to produce resources such as webinars and 
videos which our members can engage with. 
At our conferences and branch events, there 
will be a lot of conversations and activities 
around this subject area. 

“I think in many ways the starting point is 
this conversation; it is not to say ‘do this and 
everything will change’. The starting point is 
to say ‘do you understand the basis of this? 
Do you understand why we are doing this 
and do you understand why you have such 
an important role to play?’ I think it is really 
important for our members to grasp their 
position and the importance of that position.”

Williamson adds: “Secondly, it is important 
to have the skills to talk about these issues 
with their finance director, their management 
board, their clients, or whoever it may be 
affected by this.”

Williamson notes that it requires skills to 
discuss these issues with management. This is 
an important point, and one that should not 
be taken lightly, as it could limit the success of 
climate-related reporting.

He comments: “There is clearly a cultural 
issue there. I know from conversations I 
have recently had with professional bodies 
closely related to finance that, actually, there 

is a real pressure coming in relation to good 
governance and culture. It is a real issue if 
people do not feel that they are able to speak 
up, as these discussions will not be had.” 

Explaining more about the support that 
A4S is providing to accountants to help them 
build on climate-related reporting within 
their organisations, Slinger notes: “From an 
A4S perspective and in terms of what we are 
doing to support members, we have a wealth 
of tools and guidance and case studies on our 

website, many of which are about climate 
change and broader sustainability challenges. 

“A lot of the support is helping accountants 
within finance teams, within organisations, 
to practically address some of the challenges 
that they come up against on climate change 
and sustainability. The content of those guides 
covers the different roles that an accountant 
would be expected to play within a finance 
team, and some of the things they can really 
do to respond to some of those challenges. 

“By way of an example, accountants are 
often very much involved in the strategic 
planning aspect of business, and they 

are certainly involved in the budgeting 
and forecasting, so we have a guide that 
specifically talks to that strategic planning, 
budgeting forecasting function, and that 
guide has a number of case studies from 
organisations of how they’re approaching this.

“It also includes a number of tools 
that really give a step-by-step process for 
how accountants can think about that 
strategic planning process and how they can 
incorporate social and environmental factors 

within that thinking and within the standard 
process.

“Equally, other guides are there that are 
specific to capital expenditure and how they 
interact with investors. So there is a wealth of 
things in there that talk to the climate agenda. 

“Obviously, we also do a lot of work in 
relation to climate risk and the Task Force 
on Climate-related Financial Disclosures 
(TCFD), and we have top tips on how 
accountants can start to think about 
responding to those disclosures. I’ve done 
a number of workshops and we’ll be doing 
more, and they include virtual and face-to-

Helen Slinger, A4S Clare Hierons,  A4S

I think in many ways the starting point 
is the conversation; it is not to say ‘do 
this and everything will change’
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face content over time. There’s a whole wealth 
of things like that.”

The Institute of Chartered Accountants of 
Scotland (ICAS) is another organisation that 
signed the A4S Call to Action. ICAS’s head 
of sustainability and corporate and financial 
reporting, Anne Adrain, explains the stage at 
which ICAS is at in supporting its members: 
“Climate change reporting requirements are 
not mandatory, but with the integration of 
the Non-Financial Reporting Directive in the 
UK, which is now embedded into company 
law and requires all companies except 
small and micro-entities to report on their 
environmental impact, that creates a starting 
point. 

“As for support for our members, we are 
really at the awareness-raising and informing 
stage. We are, therefore, highlighting the 
existence of some of the frameworks and their 
use and role to our members.”

GOVERNMENT INTERACTION
One of the Call to Action’s mission statements 
is to “provide sound advice to help 
governments create the policy and regulatory 
infrastructure necessary for a just transition to 
a net-zero-carbon economy”.

As the Call to Action has been signed by a 
number organisations operating in different 
jurisdictions around the world, a unified 
approach may prove to be difficult. Different 
governments have different processes, and 
there is a broad range of attitudes towards 
climate change around the globe.

In Brazil, President Jair Bolsonaro has been 
accused of taking a laissez-faire approach to 
industries and businesses that are actively 
engaging in the destruction of the Amazon 
rainforest. 

In an effort to ‘make America great again’, 
President Donald Trump announced in 2017 
that the US would be withdrawing from the 
2015 Paris Agreement – a significant blow to 
the UN-led effort to keep the increase in the 
average global temperature below 2°. 

Despite a number of governments shirking 
their responsibility to mitigate the impacts of 
climate change, a number of countries, such 
as some Scandinavian nations, are making 
significant advances in becoming carbon-
neutral. 

With such a range of approaches and 
attitudes, it will be up to the different 
organisations that have signed the Call to 
Action to determine their approach when 
working with government to increase climate 
and sustainability reporting. 

Explaining its approach, A4S chief 
operating officer Clare Hierons says: “We are 
coordinating this network, and the Call to 
Action was very much around the individual 
bodies stepping up and doing a call to action 
for accountants.

“What we are really trying to do as a 
network is to really boost the knowledge of 
accountants of what is going on in this space. 

“Now there is a temptation that that all gets 
directed to governments, and that they need 
to do things. We recognise that there needs to 
be the right kind of regulatory infrastructure 
for individuals to be able to act in the way 
that we want them to, but we did not want 
this to be all about lobbying governments.

“So the tone of voice here is for the 
bodies to be ready and willing to support 
governments and give them the information 
they need to be able to do the right thing. 

“In terms of individual engagement with 
governments across the world, the benefit 
of this network is that it is an international 
network, so we know that individual bodies 
will be engaging with their governments one 
to one.”

Hierons notes the difficulties in having a 
united approach globally, and explains the 
development of the Call to Action: “What we 

tried to do with this is find the consensus and 
the language that everybody could agree to. 

“I think it’s important that we talk about 
just transition as well, because climate in and 
of itself is a people issue too, and we need to 
be mindful of that. So, I think there is a need 
for these concerted voices and recognition 
that this is a global issue, and the need for 
a united voice on issues that we have never 
united on. But then at the same time, clearly 
there is a need for local action.”

Hierons continues: “A comment from some 
of the bodies is that there is such strength in 
numbers that within their bodies and within 
their jurisdictions, that they feel brave enough 
to be able to say these things, but it has to be 
tailored to the local context. We have to be 
mindful of the impact of climate on different 
parts of the world.”

Expanding on the purpose of the Call to 
Action, Slinger adds: “It is a call to action for 

accountants, but in effect it is also a message 
to governments and policymakers that the 
accounting and finance community is really 
waking up to these issues and recognising that 
they have a role to play, and that by influence, 
others have a part to play as well. I think that 
is part of the value as a call to action. 

CPA Canada was another organisation 
to sign the Call to Action. Explaining 
how the organisation interacts with the 
Canadian government to approach these 
issues, CEO Joy Thomas says: “We have 
been very involved in identifying the risks 
of climate change. We have been calling 
on the government and working with the 
government on a number of panels to think 
about how we might transition to a net-
zero-carbon economy, and what that means 
for accountants to assist in reaching those 
environmental goals.

“We are also really keen in Canada, as a 
very resource-intense country, that we need 
to call on politicians and regulators to balance 
the need to protect the environment, but to 
do so in a manner that grows the economy 
and addresses some of the concerns that many 
Canadian sectors have.

“These are not concerns to suggest that 
they do not agree with the targets or that they 

are not keenly committed to fighting climate 
change, but simply that we need to do so in 
a pragmatic manner and make it a win-win 
situation.”

Thomas continues: “We have also 
certainly been key contributors in terms of 
encouragement of the Task Force on Climate-
related Financial Disclosures, and we have 
worked with government to really build 
awareness on that.”

MEASURABLE GOALS
Coordinating an initiative such as this, and 
getting a critical mass of organisations to sign 
up, it is a challenge in itself. However, what 
will prove even more difficult is measuring the 
progress and the success of the Call to Action. 

Hierons acknowledges this challenge 
and how A4S is looking to act on it. “It 
is difficult,” she notes. “We have our own 

it is a call to action for accountants, 
but in effect it is also a message to 
governments and policymakers
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internal goals in terms of the organisations 
we work with, and we have done a little bit 
of survey work just trying to understand 
awareness. We think we found that people are 
either very aware as practitioners, or not at all. 

“I suppose at the moment it is general 
awareness-raising. There has been quite a 
communications effort around this, and we 
will be monitoring the traction that we are 
getting. 

“What we are looking to do is keep 
reinforcing the points of the Call to Action 
and following this up with a drumbeat of 
information and knowledge, and tying it into 
the individual actions of the bodies, and then 
really comparing notes and collecting their 
experiences across world.

“I think each jurisdiction, each geography 
is a little bit different, so it is quite difficult 
to get global metrics on this unless you 
are starting to look at the organisations 
themselves. There you have metrics like 
the take-up of TCFD, the number of 
organisations that are committing to some of 
these global standards, so you do go from the 
micro to the macro quite quickly.

“I think what we need to see are the actual 
accountants being drawn on by organisations 
to make these commitments, and then being 

backed up by a strong finance function that 
can really help them achieve those targets.”

MANDATORY STANDARDS
The Call to Action is still in its early stages, 
and there is still a long way to go in the 
uptake of non-financial reporting. There are a 
great number of different reporting standards 
set out by a number of organisations, all of 
which are currently non-mandatory. 

Hierons says: “We think mandatory 
standards are going to be necessary. There is a 
widespread uptake of voluntary standards and 
they are increasingly being mandated, but it 
is time to consolidate, drive consistency and 
ensure widespread coverage.

“Ultimately, that’s only going to be done 
through reading regulation, although the soft 

regulation drivers – for example, BlackRock, 
State Street and other large asset managers – 
are likely to also drive significant uptake. But 
we would like to see an overarching integrated 
reporting framework supported by standards 
to specific metrics, ideally on a global basis.”

The Call to Action sets out strong goals 
to encourage accountants to position 
themselves to help clients and their finance 
departments become more conscious of their 
environmental impact, and to help them 

become more proactive in mitigating their 
impact on climate change. 

However, as Hierons says, it is now 
the time to drive consistency in reporting 
standards. Once these standards become more 
firmly engrained in the reporting process, it 
will be then that we begin to see real progress 
being made. 

it is quite difficult to get global metrics 
on this unless you are starting to look 
at the organisations themselves

the call to action on climate change
With a vital role to play, professional 
accountants should commit to:
• 

capital markets and governments develop and 

• 

• 

• 

As the chief executives of the global professional 
accountancy bodies, we commit to:
• 

• 

• Provide sound advice to help governments to create 
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In times of turbulence like these, 
management accountants are ideally 
positioned to use their operational, 

strategic, financial and analytical skills in 
the areas of their core competency to help 
their organisations weather the current 
economic storm. 

The sudden – and in many cases 
devastating – impact on companies has 
many organisations scrambling for survival. 
Finance teams, with their holistic view of 
their organisations’ operations, are well placed 
to assess how their organisation’s performance 
will be impacted by the pandemic. Utilising 
this knowledge, they can work with those 
in other functional areas to ensure their 
organisations’ survival.

A key step for many organisations is 
assessing, based on cash flows, how long the 
company can operate. Plans can then be put 
in place on how to cut costs and conserve 
cash. Management accountants can help their 
companies by evaluating insurance documents 
and contracts with suppliers, customers, 
landlords, lenders and other relevant parties 
for opportunities in these areas. They can also 
help evaluate their companies’ employment 
situations, which may challenge available 
resources, and government assistance 
programmes to help support employees until 
the economy recovers.

Supply chain management 
A key aspect of operations is supply chain 
management, an area in which CFOs have 
become more involved in recent years.

The outbreak of Covid-19 has amplified 
the need for finance executives to intimately 
understand their company’s supply chain. 
There are inherent risks in entering into 
relationships with suppliers, given the 

external pressures that have the potential to 
disrupt business flow across any of the links 
within the chain. Many CFOs have a strong 
understanding of the risks associated with 
their primary suppliers, but the Covid-19 
pandemic is illustrating the need for a deeper 
and more comprehensive understanding of 
the full supply chain. 

For example, an aerospace manufacturer 
may know that its engines come from a 
supplier in a country largely unaffected by the 
virus, but it may not know that that supplier 
sources engine parts from a company that 
has shut down operations due to the virus. 
Though only a single link is broken, the lack 
of parts can disrupt the full supply chain.

Sourcing materials and products from only 
one or a few regions can leave supply chains 
vulnerable to long-term damage. CFOs need 
to help ensure that crises like Covid-19 will 
have a minimal effect on their supply chain, 
and that sufficient contingency plans are in 
place to ensure business continuity when the 
supply chain is disrupted. 

Enterprise risk management
The Covid-19 pandemic illustrates the 
importance of developing and implementing 
sound enterprise risk management (ERM) 
plans to address crises that have the potential 
to disrupt business processes and endanger 
employees. CFOs and other finance 
professionals increasingly lead or help develop 
their companies’ efforts in this area.

Maintaining a strong ERM plan is the 
result of coordination between various 
departments within an organisation. The 
finance function, by working with operations, 
human resources and a host of other teams, 
can help make sure their company is well 
positioned to ensure continuous operations.

Financial reporting
Management accountants are at the forefront 
of the financial reporting process and, given 
the increased scrutiny that will accompany 
first-quarter earnings reports this year, it is 
essential for their company’s communications 
to clearly disclose the impact of Covid-19. 
This is complicated by the need for CFOs to 
provide financial guidance for a future that 
remains very uncertain. 

Management accountants will need to 
determine and communicate whether the 
impacts from the Covid-19 pandemic are 
short term, with a likelihood of a rebound 
and losses recoupable, or whether the impact 
will be long term.

For example, technology companies are 
likely to see losses due to manufacturing and 
supply concerns, but consumption is likely 
to rebound, while in the hospitality industry, 
losses are being incurred that will not be 
recoupable and are likely to continue to be so 
for a fairly long term.

Management accountants need to be 
concerned about operations, supply chain 
management, ERM, financial reporting 
and other considerations in these times of 
economic distress and uncertainty.

For many businesses, Covid-19 will bring 
about change within the organisation, and 
finance professionals may find that they 
are charged with leading these changes. A 
structured approach to organisational change 
management is outlined in IMA’s Statement 
on Management Accounting (SMA) Managing 
Organizational Change in Operational Change 
Initiatives.

By utilising the competencies described 
above, management accountants can serve a 
key role in helping their organisations survive 
the current economic crisis. 

The global economy has already suffered some consequences 
of Covid-19. Markets have sputtered, companies have closed 
and entire industries are set for long-term downturns. IMA’s 
Raef Lawson looks at how accountants can manage the crisis

covid-19 and the role 
of the finance 
professional

Raef Lawson, IMA
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To help meet this balance, we 
have compiled our top tips for 
accountants running their firm 

during a crisis to ensure there is not a 
productivity drop and that they are offering 
the most value possible.

1. Engage with your clients digitally 
Prior to the pandemic, accountants would 
meet with clients face to face throughout 
the day, squeezing in a few meetings. This is 
no longer an option: you are now forced to 
engage with clients digitally. This means that 
not only is travel time removed, allowing you 
to meet with more clients but you are also 
able to take a one-to-many approach.

Rather than conducting individual 
meetings and answering single queries, 
you can now hold group communications 
on a social platform such as Facebook and 
WhatsApp, where you can conduct an open 
Q&A session for customers.

By using digital tools, you can deliver 
constant communications to a large group 
of clients, meeting their need for advice and 
support in the most productive way. You can 
also set up regular clinics where you allocate a 
few hours a day for clients to drop in and ask 
questions via email, messenger or video call.

2. Personalise your communications 
People are having to trust and rely on each 
other significantly more than usual, especially 
small business owners whose livelihoods are at 
risk and need any support available.

One key way to build your trustworthiness 
while also adding a personal touch to your 
communications is to be honest with your 
clients. Share with them what you have been 
doing with your firm, how you have had to 

manage staff, and insights into the challenges 
that you are dealing with daily. 

For example, if you are sending out 
communications to help clients understand 
furloughing, use the opportunity to share 
what you have been doing and if you have 
had to furlough staff. Adding this sense of 
humanity to your messaging will help avoid 
coming across as overly opportunistic.

3. Look wider than fee-earning margins 
As an accountant’s time is usually split 
between fee-earning work and managing 
their practice, focusing on offering free client 
support can easily come across as daunting.

However, now is the time to look at the 
bigger picture, because when we come out the 
other side of this crisis, clients will remember 
those who were there to help. Focusing on 
advice and support now will undoubtedly 
lead to more recommendations at a later 
date which is incredibly valuable, as many 
accountancy firms rely on referrals. 

4. Contact clients in an optimal way
A digital approach is the most effective way of 
communicating with a wide range of clients, 
but when it comes to individual meetings 
digital may not always be best.

Video calls via platforms such as Teams, 
Zoom and Skype are great, as they provide 
the added benefit of being able to judge body 
language and seeing a friendly face. But do 
not use a blanket approach, as for some of 
your less technically savvy clients: a traditional 
phone call may work best. Before setting up a 
meeting, take a minute to assess the client and 
think about what will work best for them.

Additionally, if you are going to call a client 
via a platform such as Zoom or Skype, let 

them know in advance so they have time to 
prepare, as the last thing you want is to waste 
half a meeting trying to set them up.

5. Segment your client base
If you are unsure which clients you can 
communicate with via a group Q&A and 
which clients need one-to-one meetings, try 
segmenting your client base. The simplest 
way to do this is to separate clients both by 
value and geography, as some areas have been 
impacted more. Determine whether clients 
are in a high-density Covid-19 case area or in 
a low-contamination area; businesses in the 
latter are more likely to stay open for longer.

Credit scores should be used for 
segmentation, as a low score suggests the 
client is potentially a risk and may not pay.

6. Utilise external resources 
HMRC and many other organisations are 
providing content detailing the support and 
advice available for businesses. Rather than 
trying to manage everything yourself, use 
pre-existing resources and send them to your 
clients. Companies such as IRIS Software 
Group have created dedicated resource hubs 
containing more information on Covid-19, 
new policies and the impact on businesses.

But bear in mind many people are currently 
claiming to be experts, so if you are sending 
something, make sure it’s from a reputable 
source and cross-check the information 
against your own knowledge.  

Among many other priorities, retaining 
productivity and ensuring your firm is 
providing the best possible service will not 
only help clients survive today, but highlight 
the value of your advice and how it can help 
businesses to thrive in the future. 

As Covid-19 plunges the world into chaos, it is now more 
crucial than ever for accountants to meet client needs while 
simultaneously carrying out vital compliance work. However, 
as we are in the midst of a crisis, this is easier said than done, 
writes Steve Cox, chief evangelist at Iris Software Group

covid-19: 
top tips for 
running your firm

Steve Cox, Iris Software Group
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As a result of the pandemic, jobs and 
incomes have been lost, companies 
are struggling to pay their 

creditors, and national economies have 
effectively been plunged into hibernation.

Ratings agency Fitch has forecast a 
deep global recession in 2020, with world 
economic activity set to fall by 1.9% this year. 

This is a an extremely challenging time for 
businesses around the world – many of which 
have seen their income plummet, or dry up 
altogether. They are facing huge pressures 
on their cash and liquidity, as well as supply 
chain disruption and severe operational 
challenges posed by the sudden, large-scale 
switch to remote working in many countries.

Despite governments launching support 
packages, businesses are still struggling to 
access the level of funding they want, within 
the timescale they need it. 

Finance professionals drive effective 
business management in any economic 
climate, but it is in desperate times such as 
these when their expertise and skills really 
come to the fore. They are already playing 
a crucial role in helping their businesses to 
mitigate the immediate financial impact of 
the crisis and to access the vital funding that 
will ensure short-term survival.

Going forward, their support will be 
critical to enabling businesses to recover from 
the Covid-19 outbreak and thrive again once 
conditions improve.

Here are the five fundamental ways 
in which finance professionals will help 
companies to manage the difficult headwinds 
and stay on track for recovery:

Cash is king – especially in a crisis. Finance 
professionals are acutely aware of this, which 

is why they will be focused on cash-flow 
modelling so that they understand the 
company’s capacity to withstand a poor 
economic environment in the quarters ahead.

They will also aim to have high visibility of 
the cash reserves that exist within the business 
– where that cash is kept and how quickly 
and easily it can be accessed. By talking to the 
company’s banks, finance professionals will 
ensure that lines of credit remain available 
over the medium term. They will also explore 
opportunities to reduce outflows – for 
example, by cutting variable costs such as 
contract labour and discretionary spending. 
They may also advise that the company 
postpones planned capital investments. 

2. Focus on customers
Companies need to be aware of the 
potential costs associated with not meeting 
commitments to customers. 

Finance professionals can help commercial 
teams to identify these costs and work 
with them to find other ways of serving 
customers – perhaps by exploring alternative 
supply arrangements. There may also be 
opportunities to temporarily or permanently 
replace traditional revenue by launching new 
products or services, using existing revenue-
generating assets differently, or updating the 
company’s business model. 

3. Relationships with suppliers
Companies that have strong relationships 
with suppliers are more likely to recover 
rapidly from the Covid-19 crisis. Finance 
professionals can help to strengthen these 
relationships by supporting suppliers with 
their own cashflow challenges – perhaps 
by offering earlier payment in exchange 
for a discount. They can also work with 

commercial teams to broaden the company’s 
supplier base so they can continue to provide 
key raw materials. 

4. Scenario planning and stress testing
No one knows how Covid-19 will shape the 
future, which is why it is important to plan 
for different scenarios in different markets.

By undertaking scenario planning, finance 
professionals will be able to help businesses 
understand how much cash they are likely 
to need and for how long. CIMA’s CGMA 
Scenario Planning Tool can help companies to 
address the ‘what if?’ questions they are likely 
to face as conditions evolve. 

5. Risk management
As well as managing the fundamental risks 
associated with cash and liquidity, finance 
professionals can offer insight into a broad 
range of other risks including emerging 
strategic, market, or industry risks. They 
can also provide valuable advice on how 
the company can avoid the risk of falling 
victim to fraud – a significant risk given the 
Covid-19 crisis has led to a spike in attempted 
scams and phishing attempts. 

It is too early to tell exactly how Covid-19 
will impact on the global economy in the 
long run, although we can safely assume that 
the road ahead will be rocky in the near term. 
Economic activity in China is starting – albeit 
slowly – to rebound, offering hope for a 
V-shaped recovery in other countries.

In this challenging environment, companies 
will rely more than ever on the expertise of 
finance professionals to help them recover 
from the crisis and navigate uncertainty. They 
will also turn to their finance professionals as 
they prepare to do business in a world that 
has changed forever. 

The global economy has suffered a colossal shock as a result 
of Covid-19. Governments have ordered people to stay at 
home and non-essential businesses to close. How can finance 
professionals help the recovery? CIMA’s Andrew Harding writes

the art of putting 
businesses 
back on track

Andrew Harding, CIMA
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Many of us have clients who 
carefully monitor their day-
count each tax year, so it falls 

within 120 or 90 days or whatever limit 
their circumstances permit, without 
becoming UK tax resident.

But what if they find themselves unable to 
return to their place of residence as a result 
of Covid-19, or if they feel it is risky to do 
so? HMRC gave some early guidance on 
what this meant for the individual and more 
recently has commented on the position 
for companies. The OECD has also issued 
guidance, but we are not aware of any official 
guidance for trustees.

In this article we look first at the guidance 
for individuals, then on the impact for 
companies and trusts and what might be done 
to mitigate complications that may arise.

 
Guidance for individuals
Under the Statutory Residence Test, up to 60 
days’ presence in the UK in a tax year can be 
disregarded when this is due to ‘exceptional 
circumstances’ beyond an individual’s control.

The first point about this is that it permits 
a maximum of 60 days’ unplanned residence.  
If you remain in the UK for any reason after 
this, this will count as presence in the UK.  

The second point is whether issues caused 
by Covid-19 will be regarded as ‘exceptional 
circumstances’. HMRC’s guidance is that the 
following should qualify:
• Being quarantined or advised by a health 

professional or public health guidance to 
self-isolate in the UK as a result of the 
virus;

• Official government advice being not to 
travel from the UK as a result of the virus;

• Being unable to leave the UK as a result of 
the closure of international borders, or

• Being asked by your employer to return to 
the UK temporarily as a result of the virus.

 
Many individuals who are staying in the 

UK longer than they would have done, as 
a result of Covid-19, will not be covered.  
Coming to the UK for medical treatment, 
for example, is not covered, as it is within the 
individual’s control.

Many people also choose to remain here – 
and expats are even returning here – because, 
although they are able to return to their 
country of usual residence and are currently 
well, they are concerned they may catch the 
virus and believe they will be better off in the 
hands of our health service than in the health 
system of the place they usually live.

Such individuals may become UK tax 
resident.  In some cases, the additional year 
of residence may even cause the individual to 
become deemed domiciled.  They will need to 
plan accordingly. 

 
Trusteeship 
What if the individual is a trustee? The 
individual’s change of tax residence might 
cause the trust to become UK tax resident.  
This may cause tax complications in the tax 
year in which the individual is UK resident 
and also when they become non-UK resident 
again.

Due to the mismatches in tax years and 
residence rules, the trust might become 
tax resident in both the UK and the other 
jurisdiction for all or part of a tax year.  
This could require complex cross-border 
professional advice. This – as well as any 
additional tax – may be expensive. It may 
be better, where possible, to appoint a new 
trustee in the jurisdiction in which the trust is 
usually resident.

The impact on companies
The extended residence in the UK of the 
individual might also affect the ‘management 
and control’ of a company for which they are 
director, or which they control in practice, or 
lead to there being a permanent establishment 
in the UK of a non-UK company.

This does not flow directly from the 
individual’s tax residence, but is linked, 
because they might make company decisions 
or duties in the UK rather than in their place 
of usual residence. This could be particularly 
complicated if the company is also tax 
resident, for some or all of the tax year, in the 
jurisdiction where the individual usually lives.  

The OECD view is that these 
circumstances should not affect the residence 
status of companies under the international 
tax treaty rules. HMRC have said that they 
are sympathetic to the disruption but consider 
that the existing legislation and guidance 
already provide flexibility in relation to 
Covid-19.

Economic substance of a company 
might also be an issue, though a number 
of jurisdictions have allowed flexibility in 
relation to their economic substance rules. It 
may again be the case though that cross-
border professional advice is required.

Where possible individual directors could 
prevent such problems arising by postponing 
decisions until they return to their usual place 
of residence.

An alternative would be to appoint 
alternative directors temporarily, ensuring that 
such directors actually make the decisions for 
the company in the place it is resident, and 
document this accordingly.

Whatever the individual’s circumstances, 
it is better to seek professional advice sooner 
rather than later. 

Days spent by an individual in the UK are, of course, crucial to determining their 
tax residence. This can affect the residence status of any company of which they are 

a director or have control, and any trust for which they are a trustee. Helen Ratcliffe, 
senior partner, and Lara Mardell, legal director at legal practice BDB Pitmans, write

covid-19 and residence 
the impact on individuals, 

trusts and companies
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As a result of stringent policies being 
implemented by governments, the 
majority of businesses are seeing 

sales levels significantly reduced, and in 
many cases, ceasing completely.

This is having a significant adverse effect on 
cashflow as businesses continue to incur costs, 
including salaries of employees.

To assist businesses in navigating their 
way through the impact of Covid-19 and 
to prevent economies from collapsing 
completely, the European Commission has 
recommended that member states provide 
support to affected businesses in meeting their 
VAT liabilities. 

The response from member states has varied 
considerably. Some countries have introduced 
measures for all taxpayers by delaying the 
submission of VAT returns and payments, as 
well as waiving interest and penalties on late 
payments, others are protecting their own 
economies by targeting resident businesses 
only. A number of member states are yet to 
offer any relief at all.

These measures have been evolving over the 
last few weeks, and one particular challenge 
has been ensuring that businesses have access 
to the most up-to-date information, so they 
know what is available in each individual 
country to enable them to manage their VAT 
obligations.

An example of this rapidly changing 
landscape is the UK, where the government 
announced in the Budget on 11 March 

2020 that it would allow businesses that will 
be impacted by the Covid-19 outbreak to 
arrange a time-to-pay agreement to help them 
through the crisis. As the government began 
to take more decisive action to stop the spread 
of the virus, the measures became more wide-
ranging. They were significantly expanded on 
20 March with the aim of injecting £30bn 

($37.4bn) into the economy, and further 
clarified on 26 March, as there had been some 
degree of uncertainty as to the extent of the 
relief.

The settled position now allows all 
taxpayers – resident and non-resident – to 
automatically defer VAT payments for the 
VAT periods from 20 March to 30 June 2020 
until 31 March 2021, with no penalties or 

interest being imposed. It is not compulsory, 
but no application is required in order for the 
relief to be utilised.

This was a significant move by the UK 
government, allowing it to introduce liquidity 
into the economy without the delay of having 
to apply for grants or loans. It is currently one 
of the most generous schemes that has been 
introduced around Europe.

HMRC also extended the scope of the 
relief on 10 April 2020, and it is now possible 
to defer payment of import VAT when 
using a deferment account – however, this 
is by application only and it is necessary 
to demonstrate that Covid-19 has caused 
financial hardship.

However, not all member states have been 
as generous as the UK, or made it quite as 
easy for businesses to be able to defer their 
VAT payments. Countries such as Belgium 
and Denmark have made this an automatic 
process, but the length of the deferral is not 
as long for all taxpayers. Others, such as 
the Netherlands and Germany, will require 
businesses to submit applications for VAT 
payment deferrals.

The relief available in Spain changed on 15 
April 2020, and there is now an automatic 
extension for filing and payment of VAT 
returns that were due to be submitted in 
April 2020 – but only for businesses with 
Spanish turnover below €600,000 in 2019. 
This is available for resident and non-resident 
businesses.

The world is currently facing its biggest global crisis since the Second 
World War. These extraordinary times are seeing unprecedented measures 

being taken by governments across the globe to stop the spread of 
Covid-19. Russell Hughes, VAT consultant at Accordance, writes
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Furthermore, the processes that are in place 
around the EU vary, so it can be complicated 
for businesses to understand what is available 
for them and what they need to do to take 
advantage of the measures in each country.

Therefore, when managing their VAT 
obligations, it will be important for businesses 
to review their position in each country and 
devise an action plan that determines what is 
available and how it is accessed. They should 
then prioritise based on deadlines, while also 
continuing to review the position in each 
country as it may change. Many member 
states are still updating legislation and fine-
tuning their processes, so it is important 
for businesses to have the most up-to-date 
information.

IMPACT ON VAT
There are wider impacts of Covid-19 that 
go beyond the current cashflow issues. For 
example, there is likely to be an impact on 
Brexit negotiations.

The transition period is in place until 31 
December 2020, and the UK government 
has legislated to not extend this period even if 
no free trade agreement is in place. However, 
negotiations between the UK and the EU 
have faltered due to the current crisis, so it 
remains to be seen how this will unfold over 
the course of the coming months.

There are also changes regarding B2C 
selling of goods intra-EU and for imports 
due to come into force on 1 January 2021. 
Various versions of a ‘one-stop shop’ will 
simplify the VAT accounting requirements 
that arise from the changes. However, even 
prior to the Covid-19 crisis, the Dutch 
tax authorities highlighted that they were 
struggling to have the IT infrastructure in 
place to deal with these new schemes.

It appears likely that other member states 
will now struggle to be ready in time due 
to the impact of Covid-19 as they need to 
prioritise other initiatives with a potentially 
reduced workforce. Therefore, we may see the 
EU delay the commencement date for this, 
which will of course impact businesses and 
how they plan for these changes.

Furthermore, we have already seen some 
delays in relation to the implementation 
of technology-based measures. In the UK, 
Making Tax Digital (MTD) for VAT requires 
the majority of businesses to keep their 
records digitally and submit VAT returns 
using appropriate software, with an API link 
to HMRC. There is also a requirement for 
digital links within the functional compatible 

software used by the business. This means 
that data cannot be transferred manually, 
for example by cutting and pasting between 
software products.

There has been a soft-landing phase which 
was due to lapse on the anniversary of the 
business joining MTD – this was 1 April 
2020 for many business and 1 October for 
certain categories of business, including those 

in VAT groups. HMRC has now announced 
that, due to Covid-19, the requirement for 
full digital links will be delayed until 1 April 
2021, giving businesses more time to ensure 
that all required digital links are in place. 
There is no change to the requirement to 
maintain digital records and submit VAT 
returns via an API link, and any existing 
digital links should be maintained.

In Poland, the VAT return was set to be 
replaced by an enhanced SAF-T declaration 
which provides all the information previously 

included on the VAT return. By making this 
change, Poland would have become the first 
country in the EU to remove the requirement 
to submit traditional VAT returns.

The implementation of the new regime has 
been delayed a number of times already over 
the last year, and was finally due to commence 
on 1 April 2020 for large businesses. 
However, due to Covid-19, this has now been 

delayed until 1 July 2020 for large enterprises. 
Whether this is further delayed is likely to 
be dependent on how long the impact of 
Covid-19 lasts.

There is currently no end in sight for the 
Covid-19 crisis, and there are likely to be 
continuing VAT changes and updates coming 
from tax authorities. It be will important for 
businesses to keep as up to date as possible 
to allow them to navigate their way through 
the crisis and make plans for the short and 
medium term.

There is currently no end in sight for the 
Covid-19 crisis, and there are likely to be 
continuing VAT changes and updates

Russell Hughes, Accordance
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