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Solutions for revolutions

As the political and 
economic landscape starts 
to shift on both sides of the 
border, Ireland is looking at 
some big regime changes 

this year. The outcome of the forthcoming Northern Ireland 
election, a comprehensive framework for Brexit negotiations, 
and Donald Trump’s approach to overseas investment are all 
still very much up in the air.

There are signifi cant changes in other spheres too. In our 
main interview, Bank of Ireland’s Brian Carey explains how, with 
the application of digital technologies moving the delivery of 
banking services away from physical locations in favour of online 
activity, new opportunities have opened up to use existing 
branch premises as incubators for innovative startups. BoI’s 
repurposing of branch space could boost fl edgling businesses 
and the economy. Read more on page 12.

Technology is having a major impact on the automotive 
business, with the development of driverless cars and innovative 
ways of monitoring and pricing car use. We cover the road to the 
‘connected car’ in a feature on page 16.

Rapid technological change means that new entrants to 
the workforce need the ability to spot how innovation can add 
value as well as a sound understanding of how business works. 
Starting on page 32, Paddy Nixon, vice chancellor at Ulster 
University, considers how higher education can prepare students 
for employment, and what universities themselves can learn from 
business as they seek to maximise income.

Credit unions play a key role in fi nancial services in Ireland. 
We consider what is needed to ensure good governance in this 
sector in our article on page 26, while on page 53  we have a 
technical analysis of common audit issues for credit unions.

We also take a look at how governments worldwide are using 
taxation to encourage public health improvements, most notably 
by bringing in taxes on sugary drinks as a way of addressing 
growing levels of obesity. Read more about the pros and cons of 
this approach in the article on page 30.

There’s plenty to feed the mind in this month’s issue, and 
don’t forget that you can also read Accounting and Business 
online or via our app.

Pat Sweet, Ireland editor, pat.sweet@accaglobal.com
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► Close encounters
MEPs have called for 
comprehensive rules 
for how humans will 
interact with artificial 
intelligence and robots 
in what they call a new 
industrial revolution

▲ Say ‘cheese’
In 2016 the value of 
Irish agri-food and 
drink exports exceeded 
€11bn for the first 
time ever, according 
to Bord Bia’s annual 
export report 

▲ The write stuff
Eight years after winning 
the Costa Novel Award 
for The Secret Scripture, 
Dublin-born Sebastian 
Barry has won the prize 
again with his novel 
Days Without End 

▲ Meat treat
Irish beef exports to 
Egypt are to resume 
17 years after they were 
banned because of 
the BSE crisis. Ireland 
exported €30.5m of dairy 
products to Egypt in 2015
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▼ Golden Brown
On RTÉ, Brendan 
O’Carroll’s comedy 
show creation Mrs 
Brown’s Boys pulled in 
the most viewers over 
the festive period for 
the sixth year in a row

▼ Blow the horn
First-generation Irish-
American Henry Ford 
sited his first car factory 
outside North America 
in Cork in 1917, and Ford  
is marking that centenary 
with a series of events

▼ They’re off!
A €3m airlift has seen 
76 thoroughbred horses 
flown to Beijing in the 
largest ever single 
export of Irish racing 
bloodstock to the 
lucrative Chinese market
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News roundup
This issue’s stories and infographics from Ireland and Northern Ireland, as well as a look 
at the latest developments affecting fi nance professionals around the world

NI election confirmed
Northern Ireland goes to the 
polls on 2 March to elect a new 
Assembly after the executive 
collapsed following a row 
sparked by overspending on 
the Renewable Heat Incentive 
(RHI) scheme, which is set to 
cost the government £490m.
Arlene Foster, who introduced 
the scheme when she was 
enterprise minister, rejected 
cross-party calls to step down 
while an investigation was 
carried out, leading to the 
resignation of Deputy First 
Minister Martin McGuiness. 
As Sinn Fein did not nominate 
a replacement, and they hold 
a joint offi ce, the DUP leader 
was automatically out of a job.
Set up in 2012, the RHI was 
designed to encourage 
businesses to switch from 
fossil fuels to greener energy 
sources, but the subsidies 
were overly generous and 
initially there was no cap on 
payments. The projected 
shortfall over the 20-year term 
will have to be paid out of 
Northern Ireland’s block grant.

Brexit borders
Maintaining the common 
travel area between the UK 
and the Republic of Ireland is 
one of the 12 objectives set 
out by Prime Minister Theresa 
May for Brexit negotiations.

‘No-one wants a return to 
the borders of the past,’ May 
said. ‘The UK will share a 
land border with the EU and 
maintaining that common 
travel area with the Republic 
of Ireland will be an important 
priority for the UK in the talks 
ahead.’ She also said that the 
UK will leave the single market 
once Brexit is complete, and 
will negotiate a free trade 
agreement with the EU. The 
fi nal exit deal will be put to 
parliament, she confi rmed.

Ireland a top tax haven 
Ireland is one of the world’s 
seven worst corporate tax 
havens, Oxfam argues in its 
report Tax Battles. Researchers 
assessed the extent to which 
countries use zero corporate 
tax rates, the provision of unfair 
and unproductive tax incentives 
and failures to co-operate with 
international processes against 
tax avoidance. Esme Berkhout, 
tax policy adviser for Oxfam, 
said: ‘Corporate tax havens 
are helping big business cheat 
countries out of billions of 
dollars every year.’ Taoiseach 
Enda Kenny strongly rejected 
the charge.

McAteer pleads guilty 
Former Anglo Irish Bank 
fi nance director Willie 
McAteer pleaded guilty to 

fraudulently obtaining an €8m 
loan from his bank. He pleaded 
in advance of the planned 
trial, which was due to begin 
in January. McAteer obtained 
the loan in September 2008, 
secured against shares he 
owned in Anglo Irish. He used 
the funds to pay off a loan to 
the Bank of Ireland, causing a 
loss to Anglo Irish. 

Wallace made bankrupt 
Independent TD Mick 
Wallace has been declared 
bankrupt through a legal 
action by Promontoria (Aran), 
a subsidiary of US vulture 
fund Cerberus. Wallace had 
personally guaranteed a 
loan with Ulster Bank for the 
construction of apartments 
in Dublin. The debt was part 
of a portfolio subsequently 
acquired by Cerberus. 
Wallace has made a series of 
allegations involving Cerberus’s 
acquisition of the Project 
Eagle portfolio of Northern 
Ireland property debt from the 
National Asset Management 
Agency. The bankruptcy 
does not end Wallace’s role 
as a TD and he has vowed 
to continue monitoring the 
activities of Cerberus.

RSM merges
RSM Northern Ireland has 
been acquired by RSM UK. All 

70 staff from RSM Northern 
Ireland – until recently called 
RSM McClure Watters – 
and its PACEC consultancy 
subsidiary join RSM UK. New 
Belfast managing partner 
Richard Gardiner said: ‘We 
have consistently grown 
our practice over the years, 
both organically and through 
acquisitions, and this is 
the next step of strategic 
growth for us.’ Former senior 
Northern Ireland partner 
David Watters remains a 
consultant with the fi rm, 
but ceases to be a partner. 
Watters was alleged to 
have originated the scheme 
to sell the National Asset 
Management Agency’s Project 
Eagle portfolio of Northern 
Ireland property debts but 
denies any wrongdoing. 

Google ‘saved €3.6bn’ 
Google saved €3.6bn in taxes 
in 2015 through its use of 
the ‘double Irish’ strategy, 
according to company fi lings 
in the Netherlands. Bloomberg 
reported that €14.9bn was 
transferred via Google’s Dutch 
subsidiary Google Netherlands 
Holdings before retransfer to 
a Bermuda shell company. Of 
this, €12bn, was generated 
by Google Ireland, which is 
responsible for collecting 
Google’s international 
advertising revenues.

ECJ rules on state aid
Tax benefi ts available only 
to multinationals and which 
reduce the overall tax take 
can represent unlawful state 
aid in breach of EU rules, the 
European Court of Justice has 
confi rmed. The judgment – in 
the World Duty Free Group 
case – is likely to limit the 

Irish passport applications rise

Applications for Irish passports have seen a steep rise following 
the UK’s Brexit vote. Last year 733,060 Irish passports were 
issued – a rise of 9% on 2015. Foreign minister Charlie Flanagan 
said: ‘Following the UK Referendum on EU membership in 
June passport applications from Northern Ireland saw an 
increase of 26.5% over 2015 to 67,972, while application levels 
from Great Britain increased by 40.6% to 64,996.’
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Reach magazine
Reach magazine marks the launch of the strategic alliance 
between ACCA and Chartered Accountants ANZ.

Articles on a range of current issues highlight the common 
challenges facing professional accountants across the 
world, whatever their role.

Get the Reach magazine app for:
* iPhone or iPad
* Android
* Kindle

Or read Reach online at accaglobal.com/alliance

scope for member states 
to provide preferential tax 
treatment for multinationals. 
It is likely to support the 
European Commission’s 
decision that Ireland’s tax 
agreement with Apple 
represents illegal state aid.

EC: Ireland ‘inconsistent’
Ireland has been accused by 
the European Commission of 
‘inconsistent’ application of tax 
rules. The charge was included 
in the commission’s report on 
Ireland’s tax agreement with 
Apple. Commission offi cials 
examined tax rulings applied 
to Apple and compared 
those given with regard to 14 
other companies operating in 
Ireland. The commission said 
it ‘was unable to identify any 
consistent set of rules that 
generally apply on the basis 
of objective criteria to all non-
resident companies operating 
through a branch in Ireland’.

Unfair fares
The European Court of 
Justice has ruled that the 
Irish government was guilty 
of providing illegal state aid 
to Ryanair and Aer Lingus. 
The two airlines will have to 
pay around €16m in back 
taxes. Ireland’s former air 
travel tax was structured to 
charge less for shorter air 
routes, which the European 
Commission challenged as 
providing unlawful assistance 
to carriers on shorter routes. 
The ECJ has backed the 
view after the European 
General Court overruled 
the commission.

Ireland rejects CCCTB 
Ireland has formally 
objected to the European 
Commission’s proposals 
to implement a Common 
Consolidated Corporate Tax 
Base (CCCTB) across the EU. 
Fine Gael MEP Brian Hayes 
has revealed that Ireland – 
along with the governments 
of Sweden, Denmark, Malta 
and Luxembourg – opposes 

role to undergo medical 
treatment for a serious but 
unspecifi ed, condition Les 
Wood, vice president, fi nance 
and commercial, takes over 
as interim CFO. Wood joined 
Tullow in 2014 as the group’s 
vice president for commercial. 
He has previously worked for 
BP, where he was regional 
CFO in Canada and the 
Middle East. Springett joined 
Tullow in 2008, also from BP.

PKF-FPM recruits 
PKF-FPM is creating 10 new 
jobs across its offi ces in the 
north and south. Managing 
director Feargal McCormack 
said: ‘This latest recruitment 
campaign will run for the 
fi rst quarter of 2017, but we 
are seeking experienced 
professionals to join our team 
immediately in our offi ces 
across Northern Ireland – 
Newry, Dungannon, Belfast 
and Mallusk – as well as in 
Dundalk in Co Louth and 
Balbriggan in Dublin North.’

the introduction of CCCTB. 
However, in order to block 
its introduction, a third of 
member countries must object. 

Farage predicts Irexit
Ireland is likely to follow the 
UK in leaving the European 
Union, predicts former UKIP 
leader and Brexit campaigner 
Nigel Farage. ‘If two or three 
years down the road and 
we are clearly better off... 
I think if we can do that, 
then the public opinion in 
Ireland is going to move in 
our direction,’ Farage told 
RTÉ. Irish foreign minister 
Charlie Flanagan responded 
that Farage’s comments 
represented ‘fanciful thinking’. 

Self-employed scrutinised
Self-employed individuals 
are to be more closely 
monitored by the Revenue 
Commissioners in an attempt 
to reduce tax avoidance and 
evasion. Software is to be 
used that compares the tax 
statements of people in similar 
occupations and locations 
to highlight those who are 
declaring less income than 
might be expected. A pilot will 
be run before the software is 
used more widely.

Irish investment up
Foreign direct investment 
employment in Ireland rose 
last year by 12,000 jobs, with 
200,000 people now employed 
by overseas companies, IDA 
Ireland has announced. New 
investments made during 
the year included those by 
Oracle, Credit Suisse, Amazon 
and Shire. IDA Ireland CEO 
Martin Shanahan said: ‘Foreign 
investment in Ireland has 
clearly had a very strong 
performance in 2016. However, 
ongoing global political and 
economic uncertainty will 
continue to affect investor 
confi dence in 2017.’

Tullow CFO steps aside
Tullow Oil’s CFO Ian Springett 
has stepped aside from his 

Belfast move for KPMG
KPMG is to move into the 
new Soloist development in 
Belfast in the summer. Around 
200 people will transfer from 
the fi rm’s existing offi ces 
in College Square. The 
Soloist building was part 
fi nished when it was taken 
over by the National Asset 
Management Agency and 
completed in 2014. Law fi rm 
Pinsent Masons occupies part 
of the premises, which are 
located adjacent to Belfast’s 
Waterfront Hall. KPMG also 
announced that it has taken on 
two new tax professionals in 
its new Galway offi ce, opened 
last June.

EY expands in west
EY is expanding its operations 
in both Limerick and Galway. 
The fi rm has opened a new 
Limerick offi ce in Harvey’s 
Quay, on the city’s riverside. 
The new offi ces will support 
EY’s objective of growing its 
headcount in the city to » 
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more than 100 people by 2020. 
The offi ces were opened by 
fi nance minister and local TD 
Michael Noonan. 

NI job loss warning
More than 30,000 public 
sector jobs in Northern 
Ireland could be lost through 
automation by 2030, warns 
research published by 
Deloitte. The next generation 
of software and apps could 
eradicate many administrative 
and operational posts, 
concludes its State of the 
State report. Deloitte’s 
senior partner in Belfast, 
Jackie Henry, said that many 
low-skilled jobs will go as 
technology develops. She 
added: ‘As this happens new 
types of jobs are likely to 
emerge and it is important 
that we act now to prepare 

ourselves for the change;  
this will include developing 
new skills among our 
young people.’

State transparency vital
Governments and public 
sector auditors must make 
fi nancial reports easier 
to understand, argues 
the International Budget 
Partnership (IBP). Its report 
How Does Civil Society Use 
Budget Information? found 
what it termed a ‘fi scal 
transparency effectiveness 
gap’ between the fi nancial 
information provided by 
governments and that 
needed by civil service 
organisations for analysis 
and advocacy. Governments 
and public body auditors 
need to make fi nancial 
reporting more detailed 

and easily understood to 
improve citizen engagement 
and oversight and to 
strengthen accountability, 
says the IBP.

Toshiba warning
Toshiba has warned that it may 
have to write down billions of 
dollars on the goodwill paid 
by its subsidiary Westinghouse 
on its acquisition of CB&I 
Stone & Webster in 2015. An 
accounting scandal two years 
ago led to Toshiba writing-
off more than US$1bn of 
profi ts and senior corporate 
executives resigning. Japan’s 
securities regulator is now 
engaged in a fresh review of 
Toshiba’s accounting practices.

Deloitte in telco dispute
Deloitte has been pulled 
into a dispute over the award 

in Mexico of the contract 
for the Red Compartida 
broadband network to 
sole bidder Altan. Brett 
Haan, a Deloitte Consulting 
principal who was advising 
Mexico’s department of 
telecoms, reportedly stated 
in a deposition obtained 
in December by Rivada 
Networks, a rival telco ruled 
out for failing to lodge a 
US$55m bond, that the 
contract award was ‘illegal’. 
Altan has strongly denied 
all allegations of wrongdoing 
and the department 
insists the processes were 
correct and lawful. Deloitte 
did not respond to a request 
for comment.

India pushes on
India’s Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi has claimed 
the country is making 
progress in its attack on 
untaxed income. In a 
New Year address, Modi 
thanked India’s population 
for co-operating with the 
withdrawal of the old 500 
and 1,000 rupee notes. He 
said that he recognised 
the shortage of high-value 
bank notes had caused 
diffi culties but claimed that 
untaxed wealth, corruption 
and counterfeit notes are 
‘even more troublesome’. 
One of Modi’s economic 
advisers warned that the 
disruption to normal cash 
trades will continue until at 
least March.

Honour for Lelliott
John Lelliott FCCA received 
an MBE in the UK’s New 
Year Honours list for 
services to the Crown Estate 
– which runs The Queen’s 
land and property – and 
for tax policy. Until last year 
Lelliott was CFO of the 
Crown Estate; among his 
current roles, he is chair of the 
Natural Capital Coalition. ■

Compiled by Paul Gosling, 
journalist

Brexit by numbers
In the wake of the UK 
government’s decision to 
leave the European Union, 
data from the Central 
Statistics Offi ce examines 
Ireland’s relationship with its 
neighbour. Brexit: Ireland 
and the UK in numbers 
looks at the movement of 
capital and people between 
the two countries.

Goods

People

Services

Foreign direct investment
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‘Galway’s 
selection as 

Capital of Culture 
sets the context 

for infrastructure 
investment. The 

motivation is now 
there to deliver’
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CV

Culture of innovation
With an incubator programme and free space for startups in branches, Bank of Ireland’s 
Galway City head Brian Carey FCCA has good reason to be confident about the future

offering to match that, but there is definitely pent-up demand. 
If we could meet that in the next few years, we could potentially 
see thousands of new jobs come here.’

Galway’s notorious traffic problems are also a high priority 
for the business community. ‘When you look at the investment 
that’s happened in Dublin, Cork and Limerick over the last few 
decades, I don’t think that has been matched in Galway, and it 
will hold back the city’s development until it is. The Capital of 
Culture will hopefully be a catalyst for change.’

Changing roles
Appointed head of Bank of Ireland in Galway City in 2016, Carey 
is determined to play his part in supporting growth and renewal 
in the city and the wider region. The new position came just a 
year after he took up the role of manager of the Eyre Square 
branch of Bank of Ireland in Galway City, which in turn built on his 
seven years’ experience as a senior business manager with the 
bank in Dublin.

Moving to Galway was a big step-change – and not just 
because it involved taking his family with him. He explains: 
‘There are similarities between business banking and being a 
regional bank manager, but there are differences too. Retail 
banking often comes down to managing a team, and to go from 
working alone or with one or two others to managing a team of 
30 to 35 people was something new for me. But a lot of the skills 
that you acquire through business banking are still relevant. You 
are still trying to paint a picture for a customer in terms of how 
they will repay a loan, and are helping them to understand their 
payment capacity.’ »

Galway City’s selection in mid-2016 as one of the two 
European Capitals of Culture for 2020 came as little 
surprise to seasoned observers. Although tiny by 

international standards (The Financial Times named it the 
Best Micro City in Europe in 2014, and best for economic 
potential in 2016-17), the City of Tribes has long boasted the 
kind of cultural self-confidence and vitality that many much 
bigger urban centres would envy. 

A bustling student town with a vibrant arts scene, Galway City 
has also quietly established itself as one of Europe’s medtech 
capitals, employing a third of the industry’s estimated 25,000 
staff in Ireland, and hosting such heavyweights as Medtronic 
and Boston Scientific. The stability of this multinational base 
proved a major asset during the recession years. While important 
infrastructure issues, notably the chronic traffic problem, remain 
unsolved, Galway is on a firmly upward trajectory as its Capital of 
Culture 2020 plans take shape. 

‘Galway came out of the downturn largely in good shape,’ 
says Brian Carey FCCA, head of Bank of Ireland in Galway City. 
‘Job losses were limited compared to other parts of the country. 
Its large-scale employers were focused internationally, so they 
weren’t reliant on a stymied Irish marketplace. And, of course, 
for every major international player that sets up here, a satellite 
system of smaller suppliers emerges, so the region was very lucky 
to have employers that weathered the storm very well.’

The Capital of Culture announcement came as Galway was 
in the midst of one of its best tourism years ever. Buoyed by the 
outstanding success of the scenic route of the Wild Atlantic Way, 
tourism now employs 15,000 people in the city and county and 
contributes €620m to the local economy. 

‘The strength of Galway has always been its culture, lifestyle 
and people,’ says Carey. It’s a fabulous place to live in as well 
as to visit. Being selected for the Capital of Culture is a great 
endorsement of that, and what’s really exciting, from a legacy 
perspective, is that it sets the context for some much needed 
infrastructure investment. The pressure and the motivation is now 
there to deliver.’

While Galway has thrived economically on the back of 
medtech, a lack of quality office space within the city has 
constrained what could be further promising developments. A 
member of Galway’s Chamber of Commerce, Carey sees a clear 
determination in the business community to address this. ‘There 
is an appetite here to change perceptions of the city so that it 
is seen not just as a place to visit, but to live and work in too. In 
Dublin, Silicon Docks has shown how you can draw global brands 
and thrive at the heart of the city. Galway doesn’t yet have an 

2016 
Appointed head of Bank of Ireland, 
Galway City, and elected a member of 
the Galway Chamber of Commerce

2015
Appointed commercial branch 
manager at Eyre Square, Galway City

2007
Appointed senior business manager, Bank of Ireland

2006
Becomes member of ACCA
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Basics Tips

mentors who can help shape their ideas and take them to the 
next level.’

Startlab, meanwhile, is an intensive six-month incubator 
programme focused on technology companies. The first cohort 
of startups arrived in early 2016. Among them was Bluedrop 
Medical, which later in the year secured €600,000 in investor 
funding to develop its connected health devices. These allow 
doctors to detect foot ulcers in diabetics, thereby averting 
potentially serious medical complications.

With students making up to 25% of the city’s population, 
Carey sees both initiatives as an ideal way for the bank to 
respond directly to their ambitions and build long-term 
relationships. ‘The days of people wanting safe jobs are largely 
gone, and young people in particular aren’t afraid to adapt and 
change. They are willing to invest time and effort in getting a 
business idea off the ground. For us, it makes sense to use our 
capacity and resources to support them along the way.’

For more established businesses looking to build their 
relationship with banks in 2017, Carey’s message is equally 
positive. ‘I would absolutely encourage people to recognise that 
we are open for business. Any perception to the contrary is simply 
not true. We want to lend and help grow the Irish economy.’

With Brexit and the Trump presidency set to dominate 
the headlines this year, Carey argues that, while there will be 
greater uncertainty, Irish businesses are entering the new reality 
in generally good shape. ‘Irish companies learned to be far 
more competitive during the recession years and have proved 
themselves capable of dealing with challenge. They have also 
learned to diversify in terms of markets. If this was 10 years ago 
and Brexit hit, I don’t think I would be as positive, but today we 
are certainly in a more competitive place.’ 

Born in Dublin, Carey moved to Ballinasloe, Co Galway, aged 
10 when his father took a job as a lecturer in the area. After 
secondary school, a professional accountancy course ultimately 
led him to ACCA. ‘Coming out of college with a business 

Over the last few years, the movement of banking to an 
online service has been rapid and relentless. For many it leaves 
open the question of the future of the traditional branch bank. 
At the same time, banks’ own requirements for physical space is 
also rapidly diminishing as a result of process automation. 

For Carey, this creates an exciting new opportunity: 
the chance to become multipurpose, with community and 
business spaces that actively contribute to social and economic 
development. ‘In Galway, as everywhere else, the manner in 
which customers want to interact with banks is changing. But 
you still need a physical footprint, a location where people can 
come and talk to us. Most of our branches are in prime locations 
and we are there for the long term. But what we are trying to do, 
and Galway is a perfect example of that, is convert our spaces 
to become available for startups and local community groups. 
Replicate that across the towns and cities of Ireland, as we plan 
to, and you have a really powerful national resource.’

Startup support
Emblematic of this new approach was the establishment of 
Workbench Galway at the bank’s Mainguard Street branch 
in Galway City in 2015 and Startlab in its second Eyre Square 
branch in 2016. 

Workbench Galway offers free co-working spaces for startup 
businesses, with flexible meeting, breakout and exhibition 
rooms. ‘Workbench is about getting people who are involved in 
startups out from working in their apartments or their parents’ 
houses and into a professional working environment where they 
can bounce ideas off like-minded people. As well as providing 
the facilities, we take the opportunity to introduce them to 

Galway

1400s
Galway prospers as a seaport under 
the control of 14 merchant families 
(and is known as the City of Tribes). 
Christopher Columbus is among its visitors 

1849
Queen’s College Galway, the forerunner of NUI Galway, 
opens

2014
Galway is designated a Unesco City of Film

2016 
The census records the population of Galway as 79,504, 
making it Ireland’s fourth largest city

2020
Galway will be European Capital of Culture

* ‘I would absolutely encourage 
people to recognise that we 
are open for business. Any 
perception to the contrary is 
simply not true.’

* ‘The days of people wanting safe 
jobs are largely gone, and young people in particular 
aren’t afraid to adapt and change. They are willing to 
invest time and effort in getting a business idea off 
the ground.’

* ‘Your network is the single most important attribute 
you have outside your own skills and capability. 
You’ve got to build it and cultivate it, making sure 
that when you engage with people you do so in a 
meaningful way.’
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members’ committee and served on the ACCA Ireland executive 
committee; he is currently on the Connaught members’ panel. 
‘I thought that getting involved with ACCA in a formal capacity 
would be really rewarding and it has certainly proved to be. 
One of the things I also enjoy is helping to build the profile of 
the organisation. I genuinely do believe that the qualification 
has no peer in business, so spreading that message as widely as 
possible is something I try to do.’ 

Involvement with ACCA has helped him build his network 
across the country and underpins his advice to new members: 
‘Your network is the single most important attribute you have 
outside your own skills and capability. You’ve got to build it and 
cultivate it, making sure that when you engage with people you 
do so in a meaningful way.’

Looking forward to what is likely to be an unpredictable 
year economically and politically, Carey says that, from his 
own perspective, ‘there will be the usual metrics for how I will 
measure success, but at the heart of it is developing our position 
here as a community bank, one that’s there to support the 
growth of business and help people to achieve their ambitions. 
That’s something I will be striving for in 2017.’ ■

Donal Nugent, journalist 

qualification, the question for me was how I differentiate myself 
from my peer group. ACCA was a great way to do that and 
the qualification has been brilliant to me over the years. The 
international aspect in particular appealed to me, and overall the 
recognition and credibility that it offers is off the charts.’

Career challenges
That said, he was also clear that the practice route wasn’t for 
him. ‘Since I started working as a teenager, I’ve always felt drawn 
to the whole customer service and relationship interface. The 
idea of an accountancy role where you plough a lone furrow was 
never going to work for me.’ 

Joining Bank of Ireland in 2007, as the organisation was about 
to go headlong into the biggest existential crisis of its history 
was, Carey says, a far more positive and rewarding experience 
than might have been expected. ‘There’s an enormous and 
inherent level of loyalty among the staff of Bank of Ireland to 
the organisation. People really knuckled down to ensure we got 
through the crisis to the best of our ability. From the start, I felt 
included and that my opinion mattered. I also felt my career 
progression was really important here.’

Involved in the organisational side of ACCA since he 
became a member, Carey has been chair of the Leinster 
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High-tech road ahead
Technology is transforming the way cars are driven and connect with the outside world, 
producing new business opportunities for companies operating in Ireland

The largest car manufacturers 
and their traditional suppliers are 
investing substantially in connected 
car technologies, but so are others. 
Companies like BMW, Mercedes-
Benz and Audi are increasingly under 
competitive pressure from both new 
entrants into the market and also 
from the makers of the connected 
technologies, which are expected to 
grab a significant share of the auto 
sector’s revenues.

Alex Koster, co-author of 
Strategy&’s Connected Car report, 
explains: ‘Major manufacturers have 
already bumped up their development 
budgets by 8% as compared to the 
previous year, and in some cases have 
realigned the focus. In spite of this, 

they are being overtaken by newcomers. Manufacturers will need 
to succeed in marketing connectivity features and packages at a 
high price via simple pricing before these come to be expected 
by the customer as standard equipment, or be cheap to obtain in 
the aftermarket as a plug-and-play solution.’

Global leader
Irish company Cubic Telecom is a global leader in the 
development of connected car technology. It recently announced 

an agreement with Audi for the provision of in-car high-
speed broadband and ‘infotainment’ capabilities that 

are bringing connected cars to Ireland for the first 
time and providing a technology solution 

that works across Europe. 
Cubic’s SIM card provides 
high-speed internet 
access, giving access 
to Google Street View, 

traffic and parking 
information, and social 
media.

The word ‘revolution’ is overused. 
But the changes affecting 
the automotive industry are 

genuinely revolutionary. Profound 
technological developments are taking 
place that are fundamentally reshaping 
the nature of car manufacture as well 
as the driving experience.

Management consultancy McKinsey 
calculates that today’s car has the 
computing power of 20 PCs, features 
around 100 million lines of programming 
code and processes up to 25 gigabytes 
of data an hour. Yet while automotive 
digital technology has traditionally 
focused on optimising the vehicle’s 
internal functions, attention is now 
turning to developing the car’s ability 
to connect with the outside world and 
enhance the in-car experience. This is the connected car – a 
vehicle able to optimise its own operation and maintenance 
as well as the convenience and comfort of passengers using 
onboard sensors and internet connectivity.

According to PwC’s consulting arm Strategy&, connected 
mobility will be one of the major industrial growth areas in the 
coming years – with the sector likely to expand threefold by 2022 
to achieve a global turnover of US$156bn. By then, it is predicted, 
two in every three cars worldwide will be connected online. Such 
developments will also affect many associated business activities, 
including assessing risk, residual values and financing options. 

Improved road safety is one of major benefits of the 
connected vehicle, providing warnings of bad weather, 
accidents ahead and road closures, as well as 
information about traffic jams and local services 
and access to social media. In addition, 
connected cars could offer reduced 
costs through ride-sharing software, 
as well as by connecting 
cars to traffic sensors 
that can reduce 
fuel consumption 
through more 
efficient 
management 
of speeds and 
routes.

‘Cubic Telecom 
is a brilliant 

example of an 
Irish company 

excelling on the 
world stage’

◄ Way ahead
Google’s Waymo is 
at the forefront of the 

development of self-
driving cars
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‘The Cubic global platform with over-the-air provisioning 
enables Audi to sell a standardised connectivity solution 
globally,’ says Cubic Telecom’s CEO, Barry Napier. ‘Real-time 
network and software updating are key to meeting Audi’s 
requirements for a truly premium and continuously improving 
in-car connectivity experience.’

Audi’s partnership with Cubic has led to the creation of 60 
additional jobs in Cubic’s Dublin offices, bringing its workforce 
up to 140. Announcing the expansion, Taoiseach Enda Kenny 
said: ‘Cubic Telecom is a brilliant example of an Irish company 
excelling on the world stage, and its partnership with a global 
brand like Audi is further testament to this. This announcement 
is yet more evidence that the Irish economy remains productive 
and innovative, and our indigenous tech sector is growing from 
strength to strength.’

IBM’s operations in Ireland are also at the cutting edge 
of the development of the connected car, with the company 
describing its project as ‘the ultimate internet of things’. This 
included looking at how parked cars could be utilised. ‘In a city, 
there are parked cars everywhere, and they’re maybe considered 
a nuisance. But we started to think of them as a resource that’s 
not really being used,’ explains Martin Mevissen, IBM’s research 
staff manager. ‘Cars are parked 95% of the time during the day, 
and they are more and more equipped with sensors, computing 
power, batteries and all that’s unused when they’re parked.’

As a result, IBM has examined how vehicles can communicate 
with each other to improve the driving experience. ‘So, for 
example, you could use parked cars to detect, via their onboard 
cameras and parking sensors, empty parking spaces in the 
vicinity,’ Mevissen says. ‘You can transmit that information to 
somebody driving downtown.’

Life-saving technology
Governments are now rapidly moving ahead with proposals for 
regulatory structures for connected cars that enable the vehicles 
to communicate with each other as well as with traffic lights 
and other street infrastructure. The US, UK and the European 
Commission all published consultation documents at the end 
of 2016 on how to create the right regulatory framework. The 
US Department of Transportation is consulting on proposals 
that would require all new vehicles to be fitted with vehicle-to-
vehicle technology, believing that this has the potential to save 
thousands of lives on US roads every year.

The UK, meanwhile, is considering a regulatory environment 
that would support the development of both connected cars 
and the trialling of ‘autonomous’ or self-driving ones. The 
European Commission has been criticised – including by its 
own member states – for acting too slowly in bringing forward 
its proposals on regulation, but its report, A European strategy 
on Cooperative Intelligent Transport Systems, complains 
that ‘for this [shared regulation] to happen, coordination is 
urgently needed at European level’. A spokesman for Ireland’s 
Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport said that ‘Ireland 
will monitor closely any EU requirements in the area of 
autonomous and connected driving.’

Despite the evident concerns within the automotive industry 
that Ireland and the rest of the EU are being left behind, there 
is much greater interest in the media in the potential for self-
driving cars. Google has been at the centre of much of this, with 
its self-driving car division – which recently changed its name to 
Waymo – reporting that tests conducted over the last six years 
and two million miles have not involved any accidents while in 
self-driving mode. »

▲ Electric dreams
A Mercedes C350e electric car, 
manufactured by Mercedes-Benz, 
at the 2016 Paris Motor Show. The 
manufacturer is also developing 
connected car technology
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the needs of industry. It highlights the relevance and value of 
NUI Galway’s research in contributing to the commercial and 
economic development in the Galway region and further afield.’

The adoption of connected and automated car technologies 
is leading towards a fundamental change in the concept of car 
ownership and auto manufacturers’ business model. Several 
factors are coming together to raise the prospect of cars being 
shared, rather than owned by the individual. Taxi drivers’ least 
favourite company, Uber, is at the forefront; its automation 
technology is being developed to completely do away with 
drivers and provide an even cheaper door-to-door journey service.

Existing auto manufacturers also believe that car-sharing 
services may represent the future. Firstly, manufacturers have 
invested so heavily in research and development that it may be 
impossible to recoup their costs from the traditional business 
models of sale or lease at a price the market will bear. Secondly, 
cars are typically idle for upwards of 90% of the time. Thirdly, 
roads are increasingly congested – and simply making and 
selling more cars may create unsustainable levels of traffic and 
car parking, especially in emerging markets.

Honda, BMW, VW, Ford, Volvo and Toyota are all considering 
the potential of car sharing as an option to develop the market 
– Mercedes Benz already offers customers the technology to car 
share – putting themselves in competition 
with technology companies such as Uber 
and Google for dominance of the future 
car-share market.

‘In the midst of the dramatic structural 
change of the mobility industry, the 
“sharing economy” that is rapidly 
expanding all around the world has 
great potential to broaden the concept 
of mobility itself,’ says Shinji Aoyama, 
Honda’s operating officer. ■

Paul Gosling, journalist 

A Waymo statement comments: ‘We continue to test and 
learn on real city streets across four locations in the US. We plan 
to bring fully self-driving cars to the world soon.’ The company 
is confident that it will be able to launch self-driving vehicles, 
though there is no clear timetable for this. Apple has also 
disclosed that it is developing a self-driving car.

Telematics: a halfway house
Meanwhile, telematics – using in-vehicle technology to capture 
and transmit data – is gaining ground among manufacturers. 
The insurance industry is particularly keen on the greater use 
of telemetry as a way of monitoring driver behaviour. Allstate, 
one of the biggest US-based insurers, has large operations 
in Northern Ireland, in Belfast, Strabane and Derry. It has just 
announced that it is spinning off its telematics division Arity, 
based in Belfast, in order to sell services across the insurance 
industry. Arity’s technology provides on-board diagnostics to 
record the quality of driving and so improve insurers’ capacity 
to price risk.

Telematic applications can also monitor driver awareness, 
detect tiredness and automatically brake a vehicle heading for a 
collision. The use of some automation to assist with the manual 
function of driving is now common in luxury cars. Many vehicles 
use sensors to assist with parking, while Volvo, for instance, 
provides technology to assist drivers to stay within lanes on 
motorways. Volvo predicts that what it calls ‘highly autonomous 
vehicles’, with much of the driver function under the control of 
automation, will be widely available from 2021 or so. Ireland may 
have less regulatory work to do to facilitate this reform than many 
other countries, as it is not a signatory to the Vienna Convention 
on Road Traffic of 1968, which specifies that every vehicle must 
have a driver who must be in control in all circumstances. 

NUI Galway is at the forefront of self-driving development, 
partnering with car components manufacturing and design 
company Valeo. The university’s researchers are working on the 
technology for fully automated vehicles, focusing in particular 
on how signal and image processing technology can be used to 
detect pedestrians and other vehicles. This is intended to provide 
drivers with additional time and opportunity to avoid accidents.

Aengus Parsons, director of research at NUI 
Galway, comments: ‘The long-standing 
collaboration between NUI Galway’s 
CAR Group and Valeo is a 
testament to the commitment of 
both parties in fostering a research 
programme that combines the 
university’s expertise in signal 
and image processing with 

► Pump it up
A prototype e-Porsche 911 
generation 3 car. Porsche 
has developed a range of 
intelligent services and apps to 
enable connectivity
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Drivers of change
An ACCA report on what is driving change in the public sector has resonance across all 
areas of business in our interconnected world, says ACCA president Brian McEnery 

As many of us gather for ACCA’s 
seventh global public sector conference 
in Johannesburg this month, I have 
been taking a look at some of the 
interesting findings of ACCA’s newly 
launched analysis into the emerging 
drivers of change for the public sector 
(see ‘Who’s driving?’, page 36).

It’s going to be a big year for the public 
sector. We are seeing movements and 
reactions at a governmental level in the 
US, the UK and across Europe that no one 
could have predicted several years ago or 
even several months ago. There are more 
than 64,000 ACCA members working in 
the public sector worldwide, and countless 
more are influenced by it. In fact, I think 
that the top three drivers identified in this 
report – economic growth, availability 
of global talent, and responsiveness to 
change – will affect the work and decisions 
of financial professionals in virtually every 
business sector over the coming year. 

Economic growth has certainly been a 
major driver for financial professionals in 
all sectors globally over the past decade 
and even longer. But it is looking like 
2017 will bring a new set of challenges for 
financial professionals, and in particular 
for those in the public sector. 

India and China continue to emerge 
as global economic powers, while the 
US faces a presidential edict that has 
been described by the Financial Times as 
‘nostalgic nationalism’. Financial markets 
around the world dip in and out of flux 

in response to unexpected political and 
economic changes and decisions.

Professional accountants around the 
world will need to understand these 
changes and the impact on their company 
or country. They will need to support and 
influence the financial decisions that are 
made during 2017 but will continue to 
exert influence for many years after.

The availability of global talent is one 
driver that ACCA professionals are uniquely 
and especially qualified to meet. We are a 
global community, and I hope to see ACCA 
members leading the charge in the coming 
years with their ability to move around the 
world and provide broad insight into the 
impact that financial decisions have on local, 
national and international communities. 

The third driver, responsiveness to 
change, encompasses the key theme for 

this column. The ability to respond quickly 
and appropriately to change and disruptive 
events is an obvious requirement for 
business leaders, and it seems to be 
one that is growing in importance as we 
face unprecedented levels of volatility. 
Fortunately, the ACCA community has 
been facing the future head on. Last 
year’s redesign of the ACCA Qualification 
kickstarted many conversations about the 
changes the future may bring. 

I hope that this ongoing dialogue will be 
helpful to you all throughout this year. There 
are likely to be challenges ahead, but I am 
sure that there will also be opportunities for 
us to shape the way forward. ■

Brian McEnery is a partner specialising in 
corporate restructuring and healthcare 
consulting at BDO Ireland
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Lessons for advisers
The financial advice market is under scrutiny, with a report on how to fix it due next 
month. So what could it learn from the accountancy profession, asks Jane Fuller

Next month a report is due on the state 
of the UK’s market for financial advice. 
It will follow up on recommendations 
made last March in the Financial 
Advice Market Review (FAMR), 
published by HM Treasury and the 
Financial Conduct Authority. 

The aim is to increase the amount 
of widely available, affordable, high-
quality financial advice. Triggers for 
regulatory angst on this issue include 
freedom of access to pension savings, 
which took effect in 2015 – just one 
example of individuals having to take 
more responsibility for their finances. The 
common belief is that there is an ‘advice 
gap’ between what people need and what 
they are prepared to pay for.

Are there lessons from accountancy in 
how to fix this apparently malfunctioning 
market? After all, accounting services are 
affordable, widely available and delivered 
by highly trained professionals. 

On quality, what matters is not 
just training on the technical side 
but in professional ethics. The ACCA 
Qualification covers the public interest and 
assessing the pros and cons of different 
courses of action. Good (in both senses of 
the word) accountants help clients to do 
the right thing. 

In the financial advice arena, standards 
of qualification were raised early this 
decade by the Retail Distribution Review 
(RDR). But the cost of advice, according to 
the FAMR, is put at an average of £150 an 
hour with about nine hours required just 
for pensions advice. Potential customers 
are assessed on the size of their pot of 
investible wealth – ideally £100,000-plus. 

Go online and you will find hourly rates 
for accountants much lower than this and 
fixed-fee deals that imply much greater 
time efficiency. So a sole trader earning 
a few tens of thousands of pounds can 
easily afford the service. And there are 
plenty of accountants to choose from.

Many of the reasons for this disparity 
in cost-effectiveness and availability arise 
from legacy issues in the personal finance 
market. Before the RDR, the business 
model was driven by sales commissions, 

creating conflicts of interest – undermining 
trust – and an illusion that advice was free. 

An impression remains that advice 
is about recommending products 
that will enhance investment returns. 
The uncertain outcome of this has 
caused providers to agonise over what 
constitutes ‘regulated advice’, with its 
potential liabilities. Meanwhile, the 
holistic guidance that most people need, 
including ‘reduce your debt first’ or ‘do 
nothing’, remains expensive. 

Other professional services markets, 
such as accountancy, enjoy a much better 
understanding among even the smallest 
clients of whether they are ‘worth it’. An 
accountant can offer both savings on a 
tax bill and peace of mind that HMRC will 
not pursue you for tax avoidance. Micro 
businesses continue to seek advice from 

accountants even though they no longer 
need a statutory audit. 

Accountants benefit from the 
availability of standardised information 
driven by regulation, as well as from some 
statutory requirements for their services. 
In the personal finance world, there is 
not even a pensions dashboard yet. This 
suggests that the FAMR follow-up should 
put more emphasis on economies of 
scale, standardised forms of information 
gathering and automation of routine tasks.

The accountancy market provides an 
example of how a world of ‘individual 
responsibility’ should work. Clients 
understand that they are seeking advice 
or guidance on how to improve their 
own decisions. And the adviser’s prime 
responsibility is to focus on the client’s 
needs, not on pushing products. ■

Jane Fuller is a fellow of CFA 
UK and serves on the Audit 

and Assurance Council of the 
Financial Reporting Council
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Much pain, little gain
With many deals apparently now put on hold, Ian Guider assesses the potential long-
term repercussions of changes to investment property taxes

If there has been one single policy that 
the state has maintained, through good 
times and bad, it has been the certainty 
of our tax regime. Various governments 
have seen off attempts by outsiders to 
force changes to the corporation tax 
rate over the years. Even during the 
recession, with state finances broke, the 
government was still able to hold off 
international forces baying for the rate 
to be raised.

The tax system has withstood criticism 
too – that it allowed large companies to 
shift money from one country to another 
without paying tax anywhere; and that 
the Revenue commissioners were open 
to doing sweetheart deals with some 
companies (notably Apple).

It is in that context that Michael 
Noonan, now a veteran of six years in 

the Department of Finance, decided to 
pull the rug out from under international 
property and investment funds last 
September by limiting the use of section 
110 special purpose vehicles (SPVs), which 
has allowed these firms to pay as little as 
€250 a year in corporation tax.

I’ll leave it to others to explain how the 
changes will affect individual investors. It 
is the reasons for the legislation that have 
perplexed many and the potential long-
term consequences it has for Ireland that 
are worth exploring.

A senior figure in the property industry 
who advises many of these funds told me 
many of his clients were shocked and, as a 
result, had put deals on hold.

Leaving aside the question of whether 
it was right that multibillion euro funds 
could pay so little tax, the individual told 

me it brings into question the certainty 
that the terms of a deal agreed one 
day won’t be changed retrospectively. 
Investors came to Ireland for certainty.

So why was Noonan prompted into 
action? It’s been known for some time that 
section 110 was being used when many 
funds were acquiring loan portfolios, not 
just from banks but also from the National 
Asset Management Agency. But the full 
scale of its use only truly emerged in 2016.

Unhelpfully adding to the sense that 
foreign buyers were not just reaping 
rewards from the bounce in property 
prices, but also paying little tax, was the 
€13bn Apple ruling by the European 
Commission, throwing Ireland’s reputation 
into the international spotlight once again.

But if somebody was to take a hit for 
Ireland’s international tax standing being 
called into question, it was not going to be 
Apple. The crackdown on property funds 
using section 110 SPVs was the logical 
step to take to be seen to be acting.

Which brings us back to tax certainty. 
The short-term publicity gains may end 
up being worthless. Recently I’ve spoken 
to several advisers to these funds who 
expect many to now sell up and move on. 
Nobody will cry tears for US and European 
so-called vulture funds leaving, but what 
signal does it send out to those investors 
we really need – the ones who bring jobs 
– that tax laws can be rewritten?

Politics may have dictated that 
someone had to pay a price to show that 
tax law cannot be abused, but it comes at 
a cost. This is a small country, dependent 
on foreign investment to sustain almost 
200,000 jobs. What was once our global 
calling card, a low tax rate and the 
comfort that the state was happy to fight 
for it, has taken a bit of a battering. 

The horse has long since bolted 
on generating windfall gains from 
international property funds. The time 
to do that was back in 2012 when 
they began to show an interest in Irish 
property. It would be a shame if decades 
of good policy, which have helped 
deliver jobs and plenty of corporation tax 
revenues, were sacrificed. ■

Ian Guider is markets 
editor at The Sunday 

Business Post
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The view from

Snapshot: 
audit regulation 
The modern auditor must be strong 
enough to balance the needs of 
the client and the demands of 
the regulator and capital markets. 
They have to walk a professional 
tightrope, getting close enough 
to the client to get under their 
skin and really understand what is 
going on, but also retaining the 
detachment to ensure they adhere 
to ever more complex standards.

This demands very high 
personal skills, showing that you 
have a client’s best interests at 
heart while being robust on the 
occasions when the client does not 
like the message. Technology skills 
are increasingly necessary, both 
to ensure that back-offi ce audit 
costs are minimised and also so 
that, in an increasingly risky cyber 
world, key audit risks are properly 
assessed and managed.

In addition, in a global economy 
an ability to navigate different 
cultures and business practices is a 
must. Asking the same question in 
four different countries and getting 
four identical answers can still mean 
four different fact patterns. Being 
able to understand what is really 
being said will differentiate the 
effective auditor from the box-ticker.

Auditor in Latin means ‘he or 
she who listens’. Ultimately, an 
ability to observe body language 
and detect what lies beneath the 
words will determine your success.

Steve Maslin, audit partner, Grant 
Thornton

Eilis Quinlan FCCA, principal, Quinlan & Co, Naas,
Co Kildare, and champion of ACCA students

Quinlan & Co employs eight people, 
having grown from just one 20 years 
ago. We are an ACCA Gold-approved 
training practice and we feel lucky to be 
able to offer support to students; this also 
helps the practice, as we have a steady 
fl ow of driven and educated students 
looking to join us.
 
We are very focused on professional 
development. One of the ways I like to 
support my staff is to provide a study 
package, where I pay their membership 
fees, exam fees and college fees, and 
provide paid study leave. By the time the 
students pass their fi nal exams, they have 
at least three years’ practice experience. 
 
In 2015 I joined the ACCA Practitioners’ 
Network, as I felt it was time to give 

something back to my profession. This 
has proven very interesting, and I do my 
best to represent other practitioners at 
the same time. I also regularly attend the 
ACCA Business Leaders breakfasts, which 
are a great way to network.

In 2016, we were fi nalists in the 
small practice category in the Irish 
Accountancy Awards. To me it was a 
refl ection of the strength of my practice, 
and the huge contribution that my team 
have made to our survival and success. 
I am very lucky indeed to have such a 
strong bunch behind me. 

My day typically begins with a visit 
to the gym. I attend local chamber of 
commerce network meetings on a regular 
basis, as I fi nd it is a great way to meet 
other business owners. In the afternoon 
I could be out and about with clients, at 
a CPD event or working on a report or 
proposal. We live on a farm and there is 
always something going on, so I try to be 
home by 6pm. Sometimes there might be 
a board meeting – I am a non-executive 
director for a couple of local charities – or 
a CPD event locally.

There is defi nitely more optimism 
among our clients now than this time 
last year. Brexit, Trump and the French 
presidential election are all worrying 
but my advice to clients – and to myself 
– has been to focus on the things we 
can control.

I feel the rest of Ireland outside of 
Dublin defi nitely felt the brunt of the 
recession. However, there are now good 
signs of recovery, and if the government 
would focus on issues such as the 
homeless crisis, healthcare and rural 
broadband, the country could get back to 
a fully functioning economy.

If I hadn’t been an accountant, I 
would have been either a professional 
cellist or a veterinarian. Nothing to 
do with fi gures, but potentially every bit 
as rewarding. ■

We are an ACCA 
Gold-approved 

training practice 
and we feel lucky 

to be able to 
offer support to 

students
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Credit where it’s due 
Credit Unions are a growing success story, but there are lessons for finance professionals 
to learn from some recent governance failures

Irish credit unions are generally in a 
strong financial position. According 
to the Irish League of Credit Unions’ 
annual report, published in December, 
member credit unions have €880m 
in capital above the 10% minimum 
required, while reserves across 
the sector rose by 8.4% in the last 
reporting year, to €2.3bn. 

However, there are occasional failures. 
Newbridge Credit Union had to be 
rescued in 2013, having been caught 
out by the property bubble. The recent 
liquidation of Rush Credit Union was a 
very different matter. Superficially the 
core issue was the lack of reserves – it 
was €4.73m short of the minimum capital 
requirement of 10% of assets. 

But the court papers supporting the 
appointment in November of Jim Luby 
and Tom Rogers of McStay Luby as joint 
provisional liquidators to Rush present 
a more detailed picture – one which 
should be a warning to auditors of any 
organisation operating without sufficient 
checks and balances, or internal and 
external challenges.

A review by Grant Thornton of the 
operations of Rush Credit Union indicated 
a number of issues underpinning a serious 
failure of corporate governance. The board 
did not operate as an effective team; 
there was a breakdown in the relationship 
between the board and management; 
compliance issues brought to the board 
were not addressed; related party loans 
went into arrears and were not treated 
appropriately; a small number of board 
members dominated several committees; 
and some committee meeting minutes 
were incomplete. Perhaps worst of all for 
a credit union, the lending policy was not 
adhered to and was insufficiently robust.

Driving distraction
In addition to this catalogue of 
governance failures, there was one very 
specific issue. A decision was taken 
by the credit union to hold a car draw, 
which all members could take part in. 
But Grant Thornton’s review found that 
deductions were made from members’ 

accounts even when, in some instances, 
they had not given permission for this. No 
reconciliation was conducted of income 
and expenditure. Even more surprisingly, 
there was no database showing who had 
won the prizes. As a result, compensation 
of €9,000 had to be repaid to members.

Nor was this all. There was a potential 
tax liability for two individuals engaged as 
contractors. Money laundering regulations 
had been breached, leading to the Central 
Bank suspecting actual money laundering 
activity. Other behaviour by people 
associated with the credit union is subject 
to investigations by the Garda. Details 
were redacted in the publicly available 
documents presented to court, but we 
do know that there were unauthorised 
transactions, some conducted on Rush 
Credit Union credit cards.

Irregularities initially came to light 
in 2011, as a result of the Central 
Bank appointing Grant Thornton 
to conduct a limited inspection as 
part of a routine programme. The 
inspectors found a shortfall in the 
provision for bad and doubtful debts 
of €540,000; non-compliance with 
regulatory lending restrictions; and 
weak loan recovery policies. 

These findings were followed by 
further reviews by Grant Thornton, by 
the credit union’s own auditors and by 
external consultants, exposing other 
apparent reporting errors and serious 
corporate governance failings.

The government’s Deposit 
Guarantee Scheme has made 
compensation payments to nearly 
10,000 members, up to a maximum of 
€100,000 per person. Former members 
are now able to join another local 
credit union – the Progressive.

Good governance
Paul Lonán of the Irish League of Credit 
Unions stresses that the movement is 
generally well governed. ‘The issues 
at Rush Credit Union were at the 
extreme end of the scale and were not 
representative of the movement as a 
whole,’ he says. ‘This has also been 

emphasised by the Central Bank. Overall, 
the movement is strong and very well 
capitalised.’ He points out that as well 
as the movement’s total capital reserves 
figure of €2.3bn, there are additional bad 
and doubtful loan provisions. 

‘Since the publication of the final report 
of the Commission on Credit Unions 
four years ago,’ continues Lonán, ‘huge 
changes have taken place in relation to 
the governance and operation of credit 
unions. Additional compulsory functions 
such as risk, compliance and internal 
audit have been added to the pre-
existing controls within credit unions. The 
governance requirements on credit unions 
in Ireland are now as comprehensive as 
those in place in the most advanced of 
credit union movements. 

‘Our boards of directors are subject to 
a detailed fitness and probity regime. The 
Irish League of Credit Unions has almost 
3,000 people registered on our Continuing 
Professional Development scheme, who 
we expect will carry out over 45,000 
hours of CPD training this year. All credit 
union personnel including our volunteers 
are fully committed to upskilling and 
development to be the best they can be.’

Despite this, it is clear that lessons 
can and should be learnt from the 
failures at Rush, not just for other 
credit unions, but also for other 
organisations – particularly for those that 
rely on voluntary membership of their 
management committees.

Aidan Clifford, ACCA Ireland’s 
technical director, explains: ‘Being a 
member of the board of directors of a 
credit union is quite close to being a full 
time job. It is also unloved, there are long 
hours, it can be arduous, difficult and 
confrontational. You must surrender up 
your personal bank account details to the 
Central Bank and attest to your fitness and 
probity, attend training and be challenged 
all along the way. A director’s loans and 
those of their children and other relatives 
must be subject to closer scrutiny and 
disclosed separately in the financial 
statements. Volunteering as a director of a 
credit union is just too much to ask.‘
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loan books in 2016. Lending has now been 
on the rise for four consecutive years, and 
has grown by 11% in total since late 2012. 
Total net loan arrears have fallen by 6% 
year on year, and are down by £1.2 million. 
Arrears have now been falling for the past 
three years.

Against this background, Clifford 
argues that credit unions need to change 
their governance model. ‘Perhaps it is 
time to allow an honorarium be paid to 
a professional financial services qualified 

‘Being a member 
of the board 

of directors of 
a credit union 

can be arduous, 
difficult and 

confrontational’

At the end of 2016 the Irish League of 
Credit Unions (ILCU) released year-end 
figures showing that demand for loans 
across credit unions in the Republic is 
increasing steadily. Loans are up by a 
significant €216 million (6.1%) with 192 
credit unions growing their loan books, 
compared with 141 for the same period 
last year, and 80 the previous year. In the 
quarter to September 2016, loans grew by 
€94 million. Lending has now been on the 
rise for five out of the last six quarters.

The situation is similar in Northern 
Ireland, where loans were up by over 3%, 
with 72% of credit unions growing their 

For more information:

Report from the Resolution division, the Central Bank of 
Ireland at bit.ly/2ivy6K8

director. Perhaps all 
credit union managers 

should be required 
to have a minimum 
qualification.  
‘I know of one 
situation where 
a member of 

ACCA with a deep 
knowledge of credit 

unions expressed an 
interest in volunteering to be a 

director of their local credit union 
and was told by the manager that they 
did not want somebody like them on 
the Board. The credit union in question 
had to be subsequently rescued. 
‘Most credit unions now have strong 

boards of directors 
and professional 
staff, but a few 
subsist on well-
meaning but not 
fully competent 
volunteer directors 
and less skilled 
management. It 
is important to 
support the former 
while encouraging 
the latter to merge 
or wind down in 
an orderly manner. 
In the most part 
the Central Bank 

is achieving this goal, but many ACCA 
members report that some Central Bank 
supervisors are sometimes a little less 
encouraging and supportive than they  
feel is appropriate for well-run credit 
unions and a bit slow to act for the poorly 
run ones.’ ■

 
Paul Gosling, journalist
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The view from
Julie Billes, fund accounting supervisor at HSBC Ireland, 
and a champion at hitting the deadline

My role at HSBC Ireland centres on 
supervising the completion of complex 
fund valuations within a set deadline. It 
focuses on controls and the oversight of all 
aspects of valuation to ensure timely and 
accurate delivery to the client. I also work 
closely with onshore and offshore teams 
to maintain and improve quality standards. 
My role has taken me to Kolkata in India 
for an operations migration project.

Working under pressure is a reality. 
Most time deadlines are non-negotiable 
and meeting them requires focus and 
attention to detail at all times. Any 
mistakes could result in a fi nancial loss 
and/or breach of regulations. 

I’m originally from Toulouse in France 
and moved to Ireland 10 years ago. 

Initially, it was to improve my language 
skills, but after my fi rst job I decided to 
stay a little longer. I ended up never going 
back home.

I graduated from high school with a 
Baccalaureate (French equivalent of 
the Leaving Certifi cate) with a major 
in economics. I began a two-year 
diploma in sales and marketing but 
had a change of heart and moved to a 
course at the Toulouse Business School. I 
graduated with a master’s in fi nance and 
management. I thought my educational 
journey was over until I commenced 
ACCA four years later.

The move to ACCA came as part of 
my career progression in Ireland. I’d 
started my career in marketing and 
communications in France, but when I 
moved to Ireland the language barrier 
forced a change of career, so I started 
working in fi nancial services. I found the 
industry more and more interesting over 
the years as I progressed. 

I decided to go with ACCA as the 
qualifi cation is widely recognised. It is 
also a very complete course. I was also 
lucky that most of the companies in my 
industry supported my studies. All I had to 
do was commit to them and add a string 
to my bow.

It’s important not to get overwhelmed 
by the course workload. As I progressed 
through ACCA, I found that taking a few 
hours every weekend to revise the last 
chapter covered really helped. The key 
was not to wait until the last minute. I 
also found online articles helped join the 
dots between theory and practice. I’ve 
now fi nished all the ACCA exams and am 
waiting on the result of the fi nal one.

Looking to the future, I would be 
interested in joining the fi nancial 
reporting department. I’m also 
interested in exploring the possibility of 
joining an audit team, without straying 
from the fi nancial services sector. ■

After my first 
job in Ireland I 
decided to stay 

a little longer. 
I ended up never 
going back home 

to France

Snapshot: 
hospitality/leisure
The hospitality and leisure industry 
embraces a broad spectrum, from 
hotels and restaurants to travel 
operators and gaming. Considerably 
dependent on consumer confi dence 
and business sentiment, it faces 
pressure to deliver innovation, 
quality and value.  

Millennials expect personalised 
communication via multiple 
platforms, seamless planning, 
fl awless execution and a customised 
travel experience. Digitally active 
consumers seek interaction 
with brands on a personalised, 
multichannel basis and are 
harnessing social media and mobile 
technology at an ever faster rate. 

Businesses need to respond 
with smart strategies for data use 
and integration, recruitment and 
retention, competitive dynamics 
and risk management. 

New business models are 
emerging. The world’s largest 
accommodation provider, Airbnb, 
does not own a single hotel room. 
The largest dining reservation 
service, OpenTable, does not own a 
single restaurant. 

Key vulnerabilities include cyber 
security, data theft, big data and 
modern slavery. Enterprises with 
multi-jurisdictional tax issues face 
escalating tax enforcement initiatives.  

The changing balance of 
global growth, low oil prices and 
geopolitical risks will determine 
how the sector fares in 2017–18.

Paul Samrah, partner, Kingston Smith
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Taxing temptation
Ireland is considering a controversial tax on sugary drinks 
to cut obesity levels and boost revenue,
but will it work?

In his Budget speech last October, 
fi nance minister Michael Noonan 
announced plans to introduce a tax on 
sugar-sweetened drinks in April 2018 as 
part of the government’s action plan to 
tackle obesity. 

The rationale for the new tax, set out 
in a Department of Health working paper 
in October 2016, is ‘to reduce rates of 
childhood and adult obesity in Ireland 
by reducing the consumption of sugar-
sweetened drinks (SSDs) as a contributor 
to health and dental deterioration, 
particularly among young people’. 

The paper cited evidence that one in 
four children in Ireland are overweight 
or obese by the age of three and that 
childhood obesity tracks into adulthood. 

Ballooning evidence
Worldwide, obesity rates more than 
doubled between 1980 and 2014 according 
to the World Health Organisation, which 
says that policies such as imposing sugar 
taxes contribute to helping individuals 
achieve healthier lifestyles.

Mexico, which has one of the highest 
child obesity rates in the OECD area, 
implemented a 10% sugar tax in January 
2014. During the fi rst year, the average 
volume of taxed beverages purchased 
monthly was 6% lower than would have 
been expected without the tax. Health 
campaigners in Mexico are now seeking 
to have the tax doubled. 

Chile has had an 18% ad valorem 
tax on sugary drinks since January 
2015. At the time of writing, health 
economists from the University of York 
were spearheading a three-year research 
project examining the impact of this 
on the health of Chile’s population with 
interim results expected later this year.

Portugal plans to introduce a sugar 
tax this year, while the UK will introduce a 
soft drinks industry levy (SDIL) on sugar- 
sweetened drinks in April 2018. 

Sweetening the pill
As well as tackling public health issues, a 
tax on sugary drinks offers new revenue 
opportunities at a time when other 

sources of taxation may be levelling off.
Ireland’s Tax Strategy Group (TSG) has 

acknowledged that the extent to which 
an SSD tax will raise revenue and achieve 
health objectives ‘will depend on the 
scope of the tax; what drinks products it is 
levied on and at what monetary rate it is 
levied. Its effectiveness may also depend 
on its level of sophistication in terms 
of encouraging soft-drink producers to 
reformulate their ingredients and reduce 
sugar in their products’. 

TSG research found that 685.5 million 
litres of soft drinks were sold off-trade in 
Ireland in 2014, of which an estimated 60% 
were sugar-sweetened. A further 81 million 
litres of soft drinks were sold on-trade.

Sugar tax advocates in Ireland include 
the Irish Heart Foundation, Social Justice 
Ireland, the Irish Medical Organisation, the 
Royal College of Physicians Ireland, the 
Irish Congress of Trade Unions and the 
HRB Centre for Health and Diet Research.

In a pre-Budget submission last year, 
the Irish Heart Foundation estimated that 
a 20% levy would reduce obesity levels 
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by 3%, ‘but the impact could be greatly 
increased if revenue from the levy is used 
to establish a Children’s Future Health 
Fund to fi nance measures such as fruit 
and vegetable subsidies, together with 
family food and school food programmes 
delivered in disadvantaged communities’.

Manufacturers and trade industry 
bodies, however, argue that the tax will 
not achieve its health objectives. The 
Irish Beverage Council, which represents 
companies that produce, distribute and 
market soft drinks, fruit juices, bottled 
water and sports and energy drinks 
throughout the island of Ireland, says that 
no sustained reduction in consumption 
of soft drinks has ever been caused by 
imposition of a punitive levy and ‘there 
is no reason to think Ireland will prove 
successful where others have failed’. 

IBEC, Food and Drink Industry Ireland, 
the Restaurant Association of Ireland 
and the National Federation of Retail 
Newsagents Ireland are also critical of the 
new tax. 

In the UK, the introduction of the SDIL 

follows a consultation period during which 
the government received more than 150 
responses. Over half of all respondents, 
including 95% of medical and health 
respondents, were in favour of the levy, 
with many wishing to extend the scope to 
other products. 

The UK levy will have two thresholds, 
at 5g and 8g of sugar per 100ml, designed 
so that, by taking reasonable steps to 
reduce sugar content,  producers and 
importers of soft drinks can pay less or 
escape the charge altogether. 

The SDIL is forecast to raise £520m in 
2018/19, falling back to £455m by 2020/21. 

In Ireland, projected yields from the 
SSD set out in the TSG paper last year 
range from €10m to over €200m.

A public consultation paper published 
in October indicated that the SSD tax will 
apply to water-based and juice-based 
drinks with an added sugar content of 
above 5 grams per 100ml. It will not apply 
to milk-based drinks. The consultation 
period closed on 3 January 2017.

Prevention better than cure
While opinion is divided about the 
effectiveness of tax as a tool to infl uence 
consumer behaviour, Ireland has had 
some previous successes, says Deloitte 
tax partner Pascal Brennan, citing the 
plastic bag levy, introduced in 2002, which 
led to an immediate decrease in the 

number of bags in circulation. 
Factors that could infl uence whether 

health benefi ts are achieved include the 
rate at which the tax is set, he suggests.

‘There is some evidence that higher 

taxes are more likely to infl uence 
consumption. For example, the imposition 
of draconian taxes on tobacco has 
contributed to a decline in overall 
smoking levels and an improvement in 
health over time.’

Carol Lynch, a partner in the BDO 
Customs and International Trade Services 
department, says the diffi culty with the 
application of the tax will be ensuring that 
it meets the government’s goals and that 
it will be important to design the tax in a 
way that ensures it achieves the intended 
‘nudge’ effect.

 ‘We also need to take account of the 
signifi cant impact of cross-border trade, 
which is something other EU countries 
who have looked at this tax would not 
have to factor in in the same way. Taking 
this together with Brexit, the government’s 
design challenge is to introduce a tax 
which focuses on the point of supply/sale 
to the customer or the impact could be 
lost,’ added Lynch.

Jarlath O’Keefe, tax partner at Grant 
Thornton, points out that the introduction 
of the SSD tax is only one part of a 
solution to the obesity challenge.

‘How any tax raised was used 
would be critical to the success of 
the implementation of the sugar tax,’ 
said O’Keefe.

The SSD tax will become operational 
in April 2018 coinciding with the 
introduction of the UK’s SDIL. The 
timing addresses concerns that revenue 
might be lost to the Exchequer through 
cross-border shopping if Ireland were 
to impose a tax before Northern 
Ireland. Anecdotally, commentators 
expect the tax to be set at similar levels 
to the SDIL for the same reason. 

International experience suggests 
that it will take several years to 
determine how effective it will be in 
reducing consumption of added sugars, 
encouraging reformulation of drinks 
products and contributing to lower 
rates of obesity and related diseases 
in Ireland. In the meantime, it will be 
interesting to continue to monitor the 
ongoing results in Mexico and other 
jurisdictions where similar taxes have 
been in place for some time. ■

Daisy Downes, journalist

‘No sustained 
reduction in the 
consumption of 
soft drinks has 

ever been caused 
by imposition of a 

punitive levy’

For more information:

 Read TSG’s paper Tobacco Products Tax, Alcohol Products Tax and Tax on Sugar-
Sweetened Drinks  at bit.ly/2j3SllO
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Brains for business
Data expert and Ulster University vice chancellor Paddy Nixon analyses the business 
challenges facing the higher education sector and how it can support local enterprise

Paddy Nixon became vice chancellor 
and president of Ulster University 
in 2015 after working in Tasmania, 
Dublin and Limerick and studying at 
Sheffield. That puts him in a strong 
position to compare higher education 
environments across several countries. 

‘What I learnt in Australia to bring back 
was a significantly more professionalised 
university context – much more business-
like, much more focused on the business 
of higher education,’ Nixon says. He 
believes that while the concept of higher 
education as a public good – ‘there to 
provide for the future of the place in which 
we are’ – is shared in all the countries he 
has worked in, Australian universities do 
some things better, and institutions on 
both sides of the Irish border can learn 
from them. For one thing, Australian 
universities tend to be more committed to 
supporting their locality.

Australian universities are also better 
at fundraising through philanthropy and 
income-generating businesses. ‘There 
are only a few revenue sources,’ explains 
Nixon. ‘One is local government, another 
is students, which is usually a mix of a 
government grant and a student fee, 
there is international student recruitment 
– which I think in the Australian context 
is some ridiculous number like 70% of 
their income comes from 20% of their 
students because they make such a 
business of recruiting international 
students – and there is the industry 
partnership component. I think all 
universities are having to up their game 
in that department and have a stronger 
engagement with industry.’

Business partners
Ulster University – which has two 
campuses in and near Belfast, another 
in Derry and a fourth in Coleraine – 
works closely with businesses to provide 
and support vocational education 
and training. ‘There’s the professional 
training for accountancy [including with 
ACCA]. We do that exceptionally well; 
that is our bread and butter – we have 
to do that well. I think what we do better 

than most is that we engage with the 
individual firms.’

ASM, BDO, Deloitte, EY, KPMG, 
PKF-FPM and PwC have all sponsored 
graduates on accountancy courses run by 
Ulster University, and some also support 
academies for their staff. ‘We have a lot of 
partnership courses, either at professional 

development level or at undergraduate 
level, where the university and industry 
work together closely.’ 

Nixon believes that by working 
with employers, the university can help 
equip staff not only with the appropriate 

skills and qualifications for their roles, 
but also the right aptitude. ‘I think it is 
those extramural skills that are really 
important [such as] communications,’ he 
says. ‘I was talking to someone in [one 
accounting firm] who said they like to see 

‘Only 6% of PhD 
students become 

academics, so 94% 
are going out into 

industry in its 
variety of forms’
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people that have done voluntary work 
as part of their degree, as they come in 
with more empathy, rather than those 
students who are just straight-down-the-
line undergraduates that have done an 
accounting course. That fits very much 
with the philosophy of the university, 
which is about developing the whole 
person, not just the discipline.’

Ulster has 2,000 undergraduate 
students a year placed with employers, 
in the North and the South. Working 
with businesses ‘has perhaps been the 
hallmark of my academic career, being at 
that interface between the university and 
industry’, Nixon says. ‘Only 6% of PhD 
students become academics, so 94% are 

going out into industry in its variety of 
forms – the third sector, and education, 
as well as finance and business, etc, 
etc. Across the board we have to make 
sure we are educating people for that 
engagement with the external world.’

In this, argues Nixon, Northern Ireland 
can learn from the Republic, which has 
developed specialist academic expertise 
that has bled into industrial skills, 
including in ICT and the biosciences. ‘As 
a nation they picked areas they wanted to 
demonstrate they would be excellent in, 
and they aligned their limited resources to 
preference them,’ he says.

Northern Ireland should now also pick 
the industrial areas where it might have 
opportunities, he suggests. ‘It might be 
financial services, it might be legal services, 
or it might be areas of ICT and analytics, it 
might be pharmaceuticals or it might be 
agri-science – you pick two or three, I think, 
and preference those. Not exclusively, but 

we have limited resources and we can only 
do certain things with them.’

One of Ulster University’s immediate 
challenges is how to deal with Brexit, not 
least because its Derry campus is just a 
five-minute drive from the Irish Republic. 

Nixon says: ‘To some extent you continue 
with the day job, because the level of 
uncertainty is such that you almost can’t 
do anything other than continue in the 
direction you are going in.

‘At another level there are some 
fundamental challenges. As a university 
on the border we have staff that live on 
either side, so there are open questions 
there. We have, I think, 1,200 students 
from the South who attend our university 
in the North, so there are questions about 
their mobility. I suspect those questions 
will be answered and we won’t be 
impacted on those particular issues.’

Bigger issues
Nixon says that his bigger Brexit concern 
is the reputation of UK higher education 
and its global standing as a research and 
teaching base. That is already being felt, 
he says, with an 8% drop in international 
students applying for and taking up 
places at UK universities. ‘We [Ulster 
University] are at such a low base [with 
international students] that this is not 
impacting us significantly,’ he admits. 

As a data scientist by training, Nixon 
maintains an overview of the likely 
impact of the increased use of data 
and data analytics. ‘One of the biggest 
developments in the computing industry 
is this idea that you collect data from 
everywhere,’ he explains. ‘Almost every 
business is looking at the data it collects 
and how it makes smarter decisions that 
allow them to tweak profit margins. How 
does play out in accounting? I find that 
a fascinating question – being able to 
predict from quarterly results and the 
context what the likely outcomes are in 
terms of P&L predictions, while looking at 
other data from the environment to have a 
better insight into a particular company.’

But he is sceptical about the idea 
that accountants and other professionals 
will suffer as artificial intelligence begins 
to make better judgments than they 
can. ‘A computer system can give 
more consistent answers, but there 
is always a judgment call requiring a 
human intervention,’ he says. ‘There 
is a balance between accuracy and 
judgment. Computers can do the 
evidence-based decisions perfectly in 
nine out of 10 cases, but it is in that 
10th case where human intelligence 
is needed.’ That should provide some 
reassurance to anxious accountants. ■

Paul Gosling, journalist 
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The tax task
The tax burden isn’t just about how much money a company has to hand over to the 
taxman, but also how much corporate time and effort tax compliance requires

Tax burden 
eases
According to PwC and the World 
Bank’s Paying taxes 2017 survey of 190 
economies, a typical medium-sized company that operates exclusively in 
its domestic economy took an average of 251 hours to comply with its 
tax obligations in 2015, made 25 payments, and had a total tax rate of 
40.6%. Compared with the previous year’s data, the average total tax 
rate in 2015 was 0.1% lower, time to comply fell by eight hours, and the 
number of payments dropped by 0.8.

VAT’s long labour

The processes required 
after fi ling a tax return can 
represent a company’s 
most complex 
interactions with a tax 
authority. The study’s 
post-fi ling index 
measures the time 
taken to comply with 
VAT, obtain a VAT 
refund, comply with 
any tax audit and 
complete that audit. 
The index reveals a 
company will get a 
VAT refund in 93 countries, 
and be audited in 65 (17 
of which will require a 
comprehensive audit).

Post-filing paragon

The EU and European free trade area 
performed best in the post-fi ling index, 
with an average seven hours to claim a 
VAT refund, 15 weeks to receive it and 
fi ve hours to correct the tax return and 
comply with any audit. 

For more information:

PwC’s Paying taxes 2017 report 
is at bit.ly/pwc-tax-2017

251hours to comply

7 hours
to claim a VAT refund

93 jurisdictions
9393939393 jurisdictions

 jurisdictions
 jurisdictions
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Who’s driving?Who’s driving?
The way public services are delivered is undergoing fundamental change. With its 
strategic and entrepreneurial skills, the fi nance profession has a crucial role to play

ACCA has recently undertaken a signifi cant and detailed global 
study to identify the major factors that are driving change in the 
public sector. Its resulting report, 50 drivers of change in the 
public sector, also discusses the likely timing of these drivers and 
how they may shape the future.

The ultimate aim of this work is to help professional 
accountants and leaders in the public sector prepare for the 
future by identifying the skills and experience that will be needed 
to support the delivery of excellent public services worldwide.

The study – which included 12 
detailed roundtable discussions 
held in 11 countries across the world 
– identifi ed the 50 most important 
drivers of change across eight areas 
of relevance: economy; politics 
and law; society; the business of 
government; science and technology; 
environment, energy and resources; 
the practice of accounting; and the 
accountancy profession. 

Special delivery
Unsurprisingly given the current 
environment, the level of economic 
growth was ranked as the top driver 
for the public sector. However, the 
survey was most enlightening in the 

We are all well accustomed now to hearing that 
we are living through one of the most disruptive 
and extended periods of change, but it is often 

diffi cult to quantify exactly what that means for each of us in 
our working lives. 

Accountants working in the public sector across the globe 
have been dealing with unprecedented levels of disruption 
as demographics, economic unpredictability and political 
upheaval combine to radically alter the way public services are 
delivered. Some of these – such as 
an ageing population – will affect the 
level and type of public services that 
will be needed while others – such 
as economic factors – will affect the 
availability of funds in the sector.

But there are other forces at work: 
digital technology, together with the 
blurring of the boundary between 
the public and private sector as 
governments explore outsourcing and 
partnerships with private companies, is 
also fundamentally changing the nature 
of the public sector and the demands 
placed on fi nance professionals 
working within it.

In light of the extent of this change 
and the many infl uences involved, 

‘This is an 
exciting time to 

be an accountant 
in the public 

sector. It is a huge 
opportunity to 

shape the services 
of the future’

◄ Project funding
Economic factors will affect the availability of 
funds for public projects like the expansion of the 
Caltrans Bridge in San Diego County, California
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Top 10 drivers of public-sector change

1. Economic growth
2. Availability of global talent 
3. Responsiveness to change 
4. Use of public-private programmes
5. Exploitation of big data
6. Use of non-financial information/integrated reporting
7. Stability of the global economic infrastructure
8. Cybersecurity 
9. Stability of national revenue databases
10. Diversity in society and workplace 

Global public sector conference

The study, 50 drivers of change in the public sector, 
will be launched at ACCA’s 7th Global Public Sector 
Conference in Johannesburg on 14–15 February. The 
free event will feature ACCA’s public-sector research and 
include discussion on the latest developments, allowing 
professional accountants to anticipate how finance is 
changing in the sector and how they can act to shape  
the future success of their organisation. Visit bit.ly/acca-
gps-conf for details of the event.

way it revealed the changing nature of the delivery of public 
services across the globe.

This is due in part to the political environment, the report 
explains, and the tendency for more public services and support 
services to be outsourced: ‘The public sector is evolving to 
deliver services in the most effective way within the constraints of 
available public finances.’ 

Significantly, three of the top five drivers of change relate 
to the way in which government organisations conduct their 
business. Meanwhile, the availability of talent was also an 
issue across the globe. ‘The public sector is often unable to 
compete with the private sector for talent, so fails to attract 
and retain the people it needs to help modernise public 
services,’ says the report. 

Emerging economies are actively encouraging their young 
people to return home after studying abroad and use their 
talents for the benefit of their own country, it adds, which could 
prove significant in the near future. Talent shortages was rated 
most highly as a driver for change by respondents in Asia Pacific 
(49%) and South Asia (44%), compared to 26% in Western Europe 
– probably due, says the report, to Europe’s ability to attract 
talent from other regions.

The report also highlights the rise in the number of public-
private partnerships across the globe, albeit it at varying pace. 
This raises the important role professional accountants can 
play in this changing landscape, in monitoring and assessing 
these increasingly complex arrangements. ‘Adequate 
governance arrangements in these commercial agreements 
will be paramount for maintaining control and accountability 
for the use of public funds,’ says the report. ‘The finance 
professional in central, federal, state and local government 
will need a blend of commercial acumen and entrepreneurial 
skills to be able to manage these relationships effectively 
and explore innovative ways of obtaining better value for 
money in public services.’

Bringing skills to bear
The report outlines in detail the critical role that finance 
professionals are playing in the public sector, and how 
the demands placed upon them will change. ‘There is an 
overwhelming case that the public sector will require more 
accountants, but they will be now be required to fulfil the 
growing need for accountability and transparency, as well as 
providing better insights to help public-sector organisations 
meet future needs,’ it says. ‘Public sector accountants are 
being asked to take on a broader strategic and entrepreneurial 
role – as they are now becoming the bridge between the 
public and private sectors.’

The report details the skills that professional accountants will 
need as the public sector becomes leaner and more citizen-
focused, and makes greater use of technology and big data. 
Strong technical skills will be a must, says the report, and so too 
will good professional judgment in the analysis of financial and 
non-financial data to create meaningful insights. ‘In a public-
sector context this is even more of a challenge than elsewhere,’ 

it continues, ‘as it is not easy to assess the impact of government 
spending in a linear or strictly numerical way.’

Professional accountants will also need to ‘find their voice’, 
says the report, and question processes when there is an 
opportunity to make improvements: ‘As the public sector 
increasingly operates in a commercial and business-like 
manner, the professional accountant will need to develop a 
strong understanding of how financial decisions interrelate with 
strategic and operational priorities.’ Governments will need and 
value accountants who have not only strong negotiating skills but 
also an ability to see the big picture and take a forward-looking 
approach.

Stephen Emasu, chair of ACCA’s global forum for the public 
sector, sums up the challenges facing the public sector in his 
foreword to the report, but also stresses the essential role that 
professional accountants will play: ‘This is an exciting time to 
be a professional accountant in the public sector. It is a huge 
opportunity to shape the public services of the future, achieving 
value for money and long-term sustainability.’ ■

Liz Fisher, journalist

For more information:

Download the ACCA report 50 drivers of change in the 
public sector at bit.ly/acca-50-driv-chg-pub
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It’s good to do good
Nobel Peace Prize winner, philanthropist and former UN secretary-general Kofi Annan 
explains why he believes business cannot prosper in societies that fail

enhance their green credentials by switching to renewables, and 
to respect core labour standards and human rights.

The key message to get across is that doing good is good for 
business, too. Business cannot prosper in societies that fail.

Q: In the West, there has been shock at what is perceived as 
voter distrust of the ruling elites in our democracies (Brexit, 
Trump, voter apathy). Are there lessons Western democracies 
could learn from the work you do to strengthen electoral 
systems in countries where the democratic tradition is not as 
entrenched as in the West?
A: Elections with integrity are a challenge everywhere, including 

Q: Professional accountants work across many 
industries in many countries. What can they do to 
influence business and political leaders to support 

the UN’s sustainable development goals?
A: It is well known that you can only manage what you measure, 
and as this is the job of professional accountants, it means they 
have huge influence on companies’ governance.

Professional accountants should use that influence to 
encourage the companies they serve to think long term and 
integrate sustainable development goals into their accounting, 
such as by including a natural capital account, which I have heard 
is gaining ground. You should be encouraging companies to 

Young people 
don’t realise that 

their votes are 
more important 

than their tweets 
or Facebook posts
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in the West. The report produced by my commission, the 
Global Commission on Elections, Democracy and Security, in 
2012 showed the corrosive impact of money in US politics, for 
example, which undermines the legitimacy of the democratic 
system in citizens’ eyes. Such perceptions partly explain the rise 
of a phenomenon like the success of Donald Trump.

I think that in the West, many citizens, especially younger 
citizens, take their freedoms and institutions for granted and 
focus on their frustrations with their governments’ inability to 
solve pressing problems.

In countries where democracy is either non-existent or in 
development, on the other hand, citizens crave those freedoms. 
Maybe that is one lesson Western citizens can learn from those 
countries: treasure what you have. Use your rights and freedoms 
to effect the change you want.

It is tragic that so few young people in Western democracies 
vote. They have forgotten that their ancestors fought for the right 
to choose and change their leaders. They don’t realise that their 
votes are more important than their tweets or Facebook posts. 

Q: What is your view on the status of refugees in the modern 
world? Does the modern system of nation states discriminate 
against people who find life untenable in their country of birth?
A: It is true that the principle of national citizenship, associated 
with rights, and the control of a country’s borders are two key 
aspects of modern ‘sovereign’ nation states as they emerged in 
the Westphalian order. But there has been much progress since 
1648. International law now grants rights to all human beings, not 
only to citizens.

The Refugee Convention of 1951 was a major breakthrough, 
outlining the rights of those displaced across borders as well as 
the legal obligations of states to protect them.

But the drafters of the convention had the Cold War in mind 
and mainly sought to protect a few thousand dissidents from the 
Communist bloc. They did not envision the mass displacements 
of people we are seeing today.

I think that these flows of people are the inevitable 
counterparts to the flow of capital and goods. In other words, 
they too are by-products of globalisation. They cannot be 
stopped, but they can and must be managed better, more 
humanely, protecting migrants’ human rights whilst accepting 
states’ rights to control their borders. That is what The Elders, 
which I chair, have been advocating for the past two years.

Q: How important was having worked in the UN bureaucracy 
to your success as UN secretary-general? Do you advocate 
leaders spend time on the ‘shop floor’ of their businesses 
before taking a leadership role?
A: Like any large organisation, public or private, the UN is a 
complex machine. In fact it is more of a galaxy of organisations 
and agencies than one machine. It is made even more complex 
by the constant interplay of politics and bureaucracy and can 
certainly be bewildering for a novice.

So having worked my way from the bottom of the ladder 
to the top certainly helped me navigate that complexity, both 

political and bureaucratic. My intimate knowledge of the system 
allowed me to get things done despite the many obstacles.

Even so, I did not always achieve what I set out to do. 
Nevertheless, my personal example certainly suggests that 
hands-on experience can be helpful to future leaders.

Be that as it may, one must also acknowledge that there are 
moments in an organisation’s development when fresh blood 
and new vision are required, which may imply that an outsider 
may be better suited to the leadership role.

Q: As a former winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, do you 
believe there is a mechanism the UN Security Council 
could introduce that might help superpowers avoid 
escalating – either deliberately or by accident – wars such as 
that in Syria?
A: The Security Council should be seen as the executive 
committee of the global security system set up after World War 
II. Its members, and especially the Permanent 5 (P5), have a 
special responsibility for international peace and security.

The P5 ought to be dissuaded from using their veto power, 
which can paralyse the United Nations. The country blocking 
action ought to have to explain its decision and propose an 
alternative solution. It has been suggested that a veto only 
becomes effective if the vetoing state has the support of two or 
three other permanent members. ■

Aaron Watson, editor of Acuity magazine

This article was first published in the December 2016 issue 
of Chartered Accountants ANZ’s Acuity magazine and can be 
found at acuitymag.com

ACCA/CA ANZ alliance boosts value

This article is one of a number we are sourcing from 
ACCA’s alliance partners at Chartered Accountants 
ANZ. Kofi Annan delivered the keynote address at CA 
ANZ’s Annual Leadership in Government Awards, held in 
November in Canberra.

The strategic alliance was agreed in June 2016 to deliver 
value for members of both bodies. Benefits so far include:

* Access to each other’s CPD resources, increasing the 
range of learning opportunities for members on a wide 
range of topics and in a variety of formats

* Reach magazine, a special joint publication with insight 
and articles sourced from both bodies, addressing 
challenges faced by professional accountants across 
the world (see page 9)

* Opportunities to attend face-to-face events held by 
the partner body

* The combined power of two strong brands

* Joint research activities.
More at accaglobal.com/alliance
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What lurks beneath
With the dark web offering a home to a multitude of nefarious activities including illegal 
fraudulent activity, finance professionals need to understand what they are up against

UK’s University of Oxford. ‘The only way of accessing those types 
of website is through the Tor browser. The “dark” part of the 
dark net is you can’t tell who’s using it or running it, which makes 
it a perfect setting for illegal activity.’

One problem for law enforcement in major economies 
and corporations is that dark net servers are usually located in 
developing world countries or those that are not necessarily 
sympathetic to Western law enforcement, such as Russia and 
China, notes Roman Sannikov, director of Eastern European 
research and analysis at Flashpoint, a US-based cybersecurity firm.

‘I don’t believe there’s any liability for a country that hosts 
dark net servers, other than the fact that outside countries can 
exert some pressure to have the servers shut down,’ he says. ‘The 
company that hosts the servers is also not necessarily responsible 
for what’s on it. Obviously if they get subpoenaed, they are 
supposed to comply with those and take them down, but that’s 
usually the extent of it.’

Companies and the financial professionals that 
work with them have many risks to worry about, but 
few can seem as menacing and as alien as the so-

called ‘dark web’.
The internet can be described as an iceberg: the websites 

most people use regularly are the tip, but there is an entire other, 
much larger world submerged below. Part of this is the dark 
web, which can only be accessed through anonymous network 
software and special technical skills. An example is Tor (The 
Onion Router), which was developed by the US Naval Research 
Laboratory, released to the public in 2003 and was designed to 
prevent browsing activity from being traced back to the user.

Such a protected corner of the cybersphere is especially 
useful for cybercriminals. ‘Tor allows you to browse anonymously 
and put up websites anonymously so that no one can tell where 
those websites are physically located in the world,’ explains Joss 
Wright, a research fellow at the Oxford Internet Institute, at the 
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Sannikov stresses that the dark net is not explicitly malicious. 
‘You’re not necessarily going to find bad people breaking the 
law there,’ he says. ‘There’s certainly a lot of people, such as 
researchers, on these forums that are interested in studying 
various issues of internet security. But that being said, it’s a good 
way of doing something that is illegal and hiding from the law.’

Expanding on this is Ken Deitz, chief security officer at 
SecureWorks, a US-based information security and cybercrime 
company. ‘It’s an area where people can go to get in touch with 
buyers and sellers of information and goods that have been 
stolen or are illegal,’ he explains. ‘It contains the marketplaces 
where people go to monetise the things they’ve stolen by 
committing fraud.’

Comprehensive threat assessment
As for the risks posed by the dark web to companies and public 
sector organisations, EY’s Darren Desmond, assistant director 
of fraud investigation and dispute services, says: ‘Organisations 
should consider the dark web as a 
specific, standalone risk. However, not 
every organisation will have the same 
risk profile and so a comprehensive 
threat assessment should be conducted.

‘Handling sensitive data, particularly 
as a data processor or data controller, 
can make those in finance or the 
accountancy profession an attractive 
target for criminals seeking to use the 
dark web to monetise a valuable data 
asset.’ He says. ‘With the move to 
“cloud computing”, the likelihood that 
criminals will seek to target this type 
of data also increases. Organisations 
should also continue to focus on 
getting the basics of security right, until 
they have identified a specific threat 
from a dark net site.’

But Desmond adds: ‘The perception that the threats from the 
dark net are greater than those posed by the so-called “clear 
net” is simply inaccurate. Whilst there are undoubtedly criminal 
elements operating within the dark net, the large majority of 
threats that organisations face are created and generated within 
the open internet.’

Bart Parys, threat intelligence researcher at PwC, says: 
‘Essentially, the dark web acts as a virtual black market and forum 
used by criminals and hackers. Stolen goods, compromised 
databases, valuable personal information and identity documents 
– like credit cards or passports – are offered for sale on the dark 
web, as well as malware and exploit kits. ‘It isn’t accessible to just 
anyone, though, and its contents aren’t easy to find, as they’re not 
indexed by search engines,’ Parys adds. ‘Often you have to be 
invited by someone in the inner circle to access sites.

‘Even with some of the more open forums, before being able 
to download or buy items you often need to first ‘prove your 
worth’ to the group by posting valuable information.’

Be cyber-aware
Parys stresses that it’s important that accountants implement 
a ‘cyber-aware’ policy. ‘Even if you have the best technology, 
people are still the weakest link,’ he says. ‘Ensuring everyone in a 
business knows that they play an essential part in the protection 
of their and their client’s information is key. They need to know 
about basic cyber hygiene principles, such as having strong 
passwords, keeping software up to date and using only known 
and protected wifi networks, as well as the firm implementing 
tools and policies around things like access and bring-your-own-
device (BYOD).’ 

BYOD policies allow employees to use their devices to 
access privileged company information and applications. Parys 
recommends that stringent security measures accompany such 
policies to prevent information falling into the wrong hands.

And this really is a good idea. People would be amazed at 
what cyber criminals can monetise, Deitz says. Drugs, weapons, 
human and wildlife trafficking, and child pornography are some 

of the more unpleasant things that can 
be found on dark net marketplaces. 
But information is also highly sought 
after: material such as social media 
usernames and passwords, as well 
as hotel and airline points, are 
readily sold in addition to the more 
conventional credit card information, 
bank account details, social security 
numbers and emails.

These forums and marketplaces 
are also places where criminals can 
find people to collaborate with, says a 
cyber security researcher who wishes 
to remain anonymous due to ongoing 
cyber investigations.

‘You can find people that have 
different abilities, like those who can 
orchestrate phishing attacks, SMS 

spamming and other various fraudulent or hacking skills, for hire. 
You can put together campaigns based on what’s out there,’ the 
researcher says.

When it comes to combating fraudulent schemes facilitated 
by the dark net, Deitz recommends that businesses and 
institutions implement key threat detection technologies and 
advanced malware protection in all their systems to uncover 
malevolent anomalies and act on them before they attack.

Sannikov adds that information is key to protection, and that 
law enforcement authorities and governments need to better 
develop their cyber investigative skills and/or work with expert 
companies. ‘Especially in the high-level forums, there’s a certain 
type of operational security where people won’t openly reveal 
what they have,’ he says. ‘It’s done through trust circles of people 
who have worked together, know each other or have previously 
communicated. This is where companies like ours come in.’ ■

Mandy Kovacs and Andrew Burnyeat, journalists

‘Handling 
sensitive data can 

make those in 
the accountancy 

profession an 
attractive target 

for criminals’
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A state of mind
The application of professional scepticism isn’t something that can be observed. The 
solution lies in a better understanding of psychology and, in particular, cognitive bias 

soon-to-be-released ACCA report looks closely at the issue of 
professional scepticism, and its conclusions are fascinating. 

The problem for the audit profession in trying to defend itself, 
the report points out, is that professional scepticism is a state 
of mind that cannot be directly observed. The sceptical state 
of mind feeds into the judgments that an auditor makes, which 
drive the auditor’s actions, which the auditor then documents. 
And audit oversight bodies tend to give a lot of weight to 
documented evidence – in which scepticism is invisible.

Cognitive bias
ACCA believes that the solution lies in a better understanding of 
psychology and, in particular, research into cognitive bias carried 
out by Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman. ‘The literature on 

By the nature of the work, auditors need to be sceptical. 
No independent auditor can or should accept at face 
value everything they are told. Professional scepticism 

– defined in International Auditing Standards as ‘an attitude 
that includes a questioning mind, being alert to conditions 
that may indicate a possible misstatement due to error or 
fraud, and a critical assessment of evidence’ – is at the very 
foundation of the audit profession.

Yet in recent years incidences of regulators questioning auditors’ 
professional scepticism have increased. Take this comment from 
the Australian Securities and Investment Commission in 2014:  ‘Our 
reviews of audit files showed, in our view, insufficient professional 
scepticism was applied, particularly in relation to fair value 
measurement, impairment testing, and going concern assessments. 
In particular, we found examples where 
auditors appeared to have: (a) been 
over-reliant on, or readily accepted, 
the explanations and representations 
of the management of audited entities 
without challenging matters such as key 
underlying assumptions; or (b) sought 
out evidence to corroborate estimates 
or treatments rather than appropriately 
challenging them.’

This is not the only example; 
regulators around the world are 
arguing that a lack of professional 
scepticism among auditors is a major 
issue in audit quality. If auditors were 
more sceptical, they reason, more 
misstatements would be uncovered. 

But is that really the case? A 

‘A regulatory 
process that does 
not take account 

of the psychology 
of decision-

making cannot 
be as effective as 

one that does’
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cognitive biases is particularly helpful in understanding how all 
stakeholders in the financial reporting process  use information 
to make decisions in practice,’ says the report. If all parties 
involved understand how cognitive bias can affect judgment, 
it adds, all stakeholders can work together to improve audit 
quality. ‘A system of standards and a regulatory process that 
does not take account of the psychology literature on human 
decision-making cannot be as effective as one that does.’

Tversky and Kahneman believed that human decision-making 
is affected by a number of cognitive biases (see first box), which 
have developed because they are evolutionarily beneficial; 
some serve as shortcuts to decision-making (a quick, less 
accurate decision is preferable to a slow, more accurate one), 
some allow us to make a decision when faced with uncertainty, 
and some smooth social interaction. In other words, we are all 
human, even auditors. And while some biases can be limited, it 
is simply not possible to eliminate cognitive bias entirely from 
the audit process. 

The report does discuss whether technology and computer 
algorithms could reduce cognitive bias in the audit process – 
for example, by testing all transactions rather than a selection 
chosen by the auditor. ‘The involvement of computers does 
not guarantee a lack of bias,’ it concludes. ‘Indeed, it may 
codify bias. For example, the algorithms used may themselves 
introduce bias inadvertently due to the way they were coded, 
or there may be cognitive biases in the ways data is acquired, 
cleaned and queried, or reports interpreted.’ 

Instead, the report argues that better awareness of cognitive 
biases among all stakeholders in the audit process could lead 
to systems and processes becoming more resilient to them. 
Auditors need to be aware of the extent to which they may be 
subject to biases when designing and performing audit tests; 
standard setters need to make sure that they do not create 
systems that are susceptible to bias; preparers should aim to 
prepare reports that are transparent; and audit committees 
should question auditors throughout the audit to identify where 
cognitive bias may exist.

There are lessons in cognitive bias for everyone in the 
reporting supply chain. The report makes recommendations 
for auditors and standard setters that could integrate a better 
understanding of cognitive bias into standard setting (see box). It 
also highlights the concern that if regulators continue to criticise 
auditors for insufficient professional scepticism when in fact their 
concerns stem from their own cognitive biases, this may result 
in auditors being required to undertake procedures that don’t 
necessarily improve audit quality. ■

Liz Fisher, journalist

For more information:

Find the report at accaglobal.com from next month. See 
also the session on professional scepticism from ACCA’s 

Accounting for the Future conference at accaglobal.com/
accountingforthefuture 

Cognitive biases in the audit process

* Hindsight bias – overestimating your ability to predict 
something that has now happened

* Outcome bias – judging the value of an action based 
on its outcome, rather than its value at the time

* Confirmation bias – prioritising evidence that confirms 
your own beliefs

* Anchoring bias – valuing the first piece of evidence 
over subsequent evidence

* Availability heuristic – overestimating the importance of 
information that is available to you

* Groupthink – when groups coalesce over an idea rather 
than challenge it

* Overconfidence – the belief your judgment is better 
than it is

* Recency – overemphasising the importance of recent 
information

* Conjunction bias – specific circumstances are seen as 
more important than general ones

* Selective perception – when expectations influence 
how you view the world

* Stereotyping

* Blind-spot bias – thinking everyone but you is biased.

ACCA’s recommendations 

* Articulate in application guidance how the audit 
engagement team can approach planning, and review 
in a way that minimises cognitive biases

* Put ISA 315 and ISA 330 at the heart of the application 
of professional scepticism in an audit, linking the 
exercise of professional scepticism to risk assessment

* Review the use of ‘bias’ in auditing standards to conform 
its use with how it is used in the psychology literature

* Examine the impact of availability and anchoring bias 
on the auditor’s collection of sufficient appropriate 
evidence in ISA 500 

* Establish within ISQC 1 and ISA 220 how firms can 
implement firm-level and engagement-level quality 
control processes that reduce the impact of cognitive 
biases on professional scepticism

* Provide guidance to engagement teams on how to 
use substantive analytical procedures in a way that 
avoids bias

* Consider whether the concept of ‘objectivity’ within 
the Code of Ethics should recognise or try to mitigate 
cognitive biases

* Support auditors in understanding bias and how biases 
can be mitigated through continuing professional 
development and targeted training. 
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Career boost
Personal power is associated with both positive and negative effects, and understanding 
this can transform your work relationships, explains our talent doctor Rob Yeung

Dr Rob Yeung is an 
organisational psychologist 

and coach at consultancy 
Talentspace 

Talent doctor: power

How powerful do you feel at work? 
Psychologists defi ne power as a 
person’s subjective feeling of being 
in control and having infl uence 
over others. As you might expect, 
people’s feelings of power tend 
to be related to their standing in 
an organisation’s hierarchy. Senior 
people tend to feel more powerful; 
junior managers and individual 
contributors, less so.

Yet there are signifi cant differences 
between individuals at an identical 
level, too. In the same organisation, I 
have often coached one director who 
felt formidably in charge and another 
who felt relatively marginalised.

Pamela Smith at the University of 
Amsterdam and Yaacov Trope from 

New York University have established that 
powerful people tend to engage in more 
abstract thinking. They excel at so-called 
big-picture thinking: identifying patterns 
and detecting relationships in data. Clearly, 
that can be invaluable when analysing 
industry trends and creating a vision and 
strategy for your team or organisation.

However, there are downsides, too. 
Researchers led by Kellogg School of 
Management’s Adam Galinsky found 
that powerful people typically empathise 
less. Further data also suggests that 
powerful people are often less infl uenced 
by information that does not conform to 
their own views and may be more likely to 
disregard contradictory information.

If you are a powerful individual, you 
may believe that you are equally as 

empathetic and able to take on board 
contradictory information as your more 
junior colleagues. Telling yourself this 
may protect your self-esteem but it 
won’t make you a better leader. So 
trust the research: in all likelihood, 
there are other people around you 
who are better at these skills. That 
does not mean that you lack the ability 
to empathise or that you will always fail 
to consider opposing points of view. 
However, you may need to make much 
more of a conscious effort to consider 
the thoughts and feelings of others.

For example, when you believe that 
an initiative or project is right for the 
organisation, be careful not to assume 
that all of your colleagues agree. 
Consider that silence is not always the 
same as agreement. Encourage others 
to speak up and point out fl aws in your 
thinking that you can then fi x.

Seek also feedback on your 
personal behaviour. People will rarely 
tell more senior individuals what they 
actually think unless you specifi cally 
invite them to. Tell your colleagues that 
you want to learn from your mistakes 
rather than have them kowtow and tell 
you that everything about you is fi ne.

Finally, be sure to thank people 
for their candid opinions and 
constructive criticism. The moment you 
show any anger or even mere irritation, 
you will almost certainly cut off any 
future such feedback. ■

For more information:

talentspace.co.uk

@robyeung

Leading skills

Watch Dr Rob Yeung 
expand on these themes at bit.
ly/ACCA-Yeung10
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The perfect: way to say no

Refusals seldom go down well in working life, particularly when the 
person on the receiving end is a boss. However, as career-limiting as 

it may appear, sometimes saying no is the right course.
The problem with saying yes repeatedly is that it effectively 

cheapens you. You may have fallen into the habit of saying yes 
regardless of workload or any reservations about the task you’re 
being asked to take on. However, saying yes simply because we 
always do so, even when we suspect it isn’t the right course of 

action, can lower others’ respect for us. 
By saying yes while holding back on concerns that a task 

is uncommercial, or worse, leaves us exposed professionally, 
we’re only setting ourselves and our employers up for real pain 
further down the track.

The trick is to hold back on the knee-jerk response in favour 
of a more reasoned, analytical one. So instead of ‘No, because 

that’s completely the wrong tack to take with that client’ or ‘But 
didn’t you say in your presentation that that’s not our value add?’, 

try ‘I can see why client X might want that from us, but I have some 
concerns that this might lead to over-servicing’ or ‘I wonder whether 
we need to involve our internal audit colleagues for their perspective on 
where this positions us.’ 

At all costs avoid putting yourself in the frame for any more 
shouldering of the burden. Putting a commercial and professional spin 
on things will keep you from appearing self-serving. And self-serving 

refuseniks are seldom good persuaders.

Questions, questions
Job interviews are daunting 
enough without having 
to field awkward and 
embarrassing questions from 
your interviewer. So spare a 
thought for the accountants 
whose grilling included having 
to answer whether they wear 
a vest in bed and what their 
favourite flower is. These are 
some of the more off-the-wall 
interview questions uncovered 
by job site careersinaudit.com 
in a survey of UK jobseekers. 

One accountant was asked 
how their mother would 
describe them, while another 
was expected to break into 
song. Some questions broke 
legal boundaries, with one 
jobseeker being asked why they 
hadn’t married and another 
expected to reveal when they 
were planning to have children. 

The research also 
uncovered some seemingly 
reasonable questions that 
candidates did not approve of. 
These included ‘What is your 
greatest weakness?’ and ‘Why 
do you want to join us?’

 
Singapore goes soft
Singaporean finance 
professionals are more likely 
to secure a good role in 2017 
if they have a flexible and 
nimble mindset, as well as the 
ability to work independently.

According to recruiter 
Hays, employers’ preference 
for personality and strong soft 
skills are the top talent trend in 
Singapore for 2017, followed 
by opportunities in tech start-
up firms and roles that support 
digital transformation. There 
is also likely to be a big focus 
on data analytics during the 
year, which will benefit finance 
professionals since they are 
typically the guardians of their 
organisations’ most important 
data. Risk control will be 
another priority. 

Hays’ list of top-10 talent 
trends highlights longer 
hiring processes and greater 
gender diversity as additional 
trends to watch this year. 

Recruitment will become more 
rigorous due to organisations 
becoming increasingly 
cautious about hiring-related 
costs. Meanwhile, companies 
are specifically requesting 
shortlists that include an even 
number of females and males.

‘Employers are fully 
prepared for the volatile 
nature of the market,’ says 
Lynne Roeder, managing 
director of Hays in Singapore. 
‘They will hire candidates who 
have strong personalities, as 
they can adapt easily to fast-
changing market conditions.’ 

IT expertise appeals in Oz
Australian finance 
professionals with specialised 
skillsets, strong IT skills and 
superior business acumen will 
find themselves ahead of the 
competition when it comes to 
applying for jobs in 2017.

According to recruiter 
Robert Half, the rise of 
automation and financial 
digitisation are leading to 
finance professionals with 

well-developed IT skills being 
increasingly sought after. 
Candidates who fit this profile 
are therefore well placed to 
negotiate good packages.

‘Finance professionals 
aspiring to a higher salary 
in 2017 will need to not only 
possess sufficient finance 
skills and qualifications, but 
also encompass IT skills into 
their CV, such as IT auditing, 
system infiltration projects 
and project planning of data 
migration,’ says David Jones, 
senior managing director at 
Robert Half Asia Pacific. ‘In 
Australia, particularly in New 
South Wales, these candidates 
are in short supply and will 
have the leverage to negotiate 
a generous package.’ 

Nevertheless, finance 
professionals will be expected 
to work hard for their money. 
‘Pay rises will be awarded to 
those who can better manage 
an increased workload while 
still delivering high results 
for their company, and to 
those who involve themselves 

more in the company projects, 
and who actively try to 
make improvements where 
necessary,’ Jones says. 

Chinese want influence
Influencing business strategy 
is the primary challenge for 
most finance departments in 
China, according to research 
released at the end of last 
year. Deloitte’s China CFO 
Survey 2016 Q3 found that 
the second-biggest challenge 
is providing the metrics, 
information and tools that 
organisations need to make 
sound business decisions, 
while securing and retaining 
finance talent came third.

More than 100 CFOs from 
a range of different businesses 
operating in China participated 
in the research, which also 
found that nearly two-fifths 
(38%) had become less 
optimistic about the country’s 
economic prospects over the 
preceding three months. ■

Sally Percy, journalist
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All change
When leading organisational change, don’t overlook the power of technology to help 
you increase employee engagement and deliver the right results, says Alison Young

journey is the organisational equivalent of putting a blindfold on 
people and asking them to ‘follow my leader’ across unsure and 
rugged terrain to an uncertain destination, it’s not going to be a 
good experience. 

The path of the leader is different. While it’s true that they 
may be as uncertain about parts of the journey as the people 
they lead, they are at least in relative control, so their emotional 
state will be different. This makes it challenging for them to 
appreciate just how powerless others can feel during change.

Two-way dialogue
The goal therefore is to help employees become part of the 
change and not just the passive recipients of it – finding genuine 
ways to make sure people feel connected to what’s going 
on, are clear about their role in the change process and able 
to contribute ideas. There is nothing more demotivating for 
employees than not being able to have input into a solution that 
they will have to implement, knowing that it won’t work. In short, 
having a two-way dialogue about the changes taking place will 
increase employee engagement and potentially speed up the 
implementation of the changes, improving their sustainability 
over time. Even when the context is confidential, any kind of 
involvement from employees will make a positive difference to 
the ‘return on investment’ of change.

Because of this, no matter what their technical expertise, 
leaders need to be great communicators, authentic and 
transparent in their messaging, and prepared to listen. It’s not 
enough simply to broadcast the change messages. Instead, 

they need to listen and respond to 
the fears and anxieties voiced by their 
people. And with the rise of technology 
generally in organisations, and social 
media specifically, leaders need to be 
active participants in online discussions 
in order to engage directly with people 
on the issues that matter.  

A head of finance cannot hide 
behind someone in the corporate 
communications team to respond 
on their behalf to the comments 
and questions on the intranet or the 
corporate social media platform. Staff 
will soon figure out that it’s not the 
finance head who’s actually posting, 
and as a result, trust in that leader will 
diminish – a trust that will be hard to 

The list of trends affecting the workplace today keeps 
getting longer: multiple generations in one workforce, 
digital disruption of business models, big data, the 

outsourcing of activities ever further up the value chain. The 
list goes on. And if more evidence were needed, the leaders 
of 77% of organisations say that, over the next five years, 
a major objective will be to further integrate processes and 
technologies on a global scale. As ACCA’s recent research 
Professional accountants – the future shows, professional 
accountants can’t ignore these trends. In fact, they need 
to be leading the change in many of these areas. But is 
traditional change actually working?

Reputable consultancies such as McKinsey and PwC, and 
credible academics like John Kotter, have for some years been 
pointing to a 60% to 70% failure rate of organisational change 
projects. Even if those figures are exaggerated, as some 
argue, that still adds up to a lot of lost investment and a lot of 
wasted management time – time and resources that could have 
dropped to the bottom line, or been devoted to sales or new 
product development.

So what is going wrong with change and why isn’t it delivering 
the results that we expect? To get some clues about what could 
help increase the success rate of organisational change and 
transformation, we need to look at the very trends that are 
causing change to happen in the first place. 

The increasing number of millennials in the workplace have 
different expectations from previous generations; they demand 
that leaders at every level in the organisation are accountable 
and transparent, and they expect 
two-way communication, particularly 
during periods of change. That can 
be hard on leaders who fear that bad 
news will be demoralising and will 
send loyal employees running for the 
door. After all, any change – even that 
based around ‘good news’, such as 
market expansion or new strategic 
opportunities – carries within it the 
seeds of disruption. This could mean a 
different job, a different location, a new 
boss, new work processes or a shifting 
organisational culture.

Any type of change means a step 
into the unknown. It’s part of the 
human condition to want to be in 
control of one’s destiny. If the change 

There is 
nothing more 

demotivating for 
employees than 

not being able to 
have input into 
a solution they 

know won’t work
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win back. It’s not a lot better if that leader delegates their posts 
in a transparent way, because people expect their senior leaders 
to be visible and authentic across a range of media.

Leaders need to keep in touch with what people are thinking 
and feeling to make their communications meaningful and 
useful. The annual – or even quarterly – engagement survey 
just doesn’t deliver information quickly enough to leaders on 
specific change issues. At best it’s a month out of date once all 

the data has been analysed and interpreted. Leaders 
need to react quickly (in, dare we say, as real time as 

possible) when there is employee resistance; and 
their response needs to be targeted precisely to 

where it’s needed. Most organisations’ legacy 
systems for collecting feedback on how 
people are coping with change feel slow, 
and are slow. That’s if they have them at all.  

Insights from big data
There is surely a place for a different 
approach to finding out the views of 
employees on change topics. Software 
can help us reach into all parts of the 
organisation to gather opinion and – 
just as importantly – get the insights to 
leaders as quickly as possible. This ‘big 
data’ can help leaders and their change 
teams respond directly to the issues 
that matter most to employees. Only in 

this way can leaders show that they are 
accountable and willing to respond.

How can we challenge the way we ‘do’ 
change? We have to review IT systems and 

work processes to make sure they are fit for 
purpose, while building in reviews of the way 

we work to give people their voice to build trust 
through change. 
Countless studies have shown that if people don’t get 

the opportunity to say what they feel and think, in ways that 
are intuitive and accessible, the risk of resistance is increased. 

High levels of engagement and two-way communication – 
along with senior-level involvement and sponsorship – is key 
to successful change. If we’re serious about increasing the 
return on change investment, we need to start thinking and 
acting differently. We don’t need to create another change 
management methodology; we just need to make sure that 
there is more consistency across the organisation, including 
the use of templates and language, and that managers are 
trained in how to use these. So rather than trying to reinvent 
change management itself, let’s invest in how we listen better to 
employees, using technology that matches their expectations 
and enables us to respond quickly to overcome resistance in 
authentic and powerful ways. ■

Alison Young is a consultant at change management specialist 
EchoChanges; echochanges.com
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Leadership in the bloodLeadership in the blood
In the fi rst in a series looking at the leadership characteristics you are born with as against 
those that can be learnt, David Parmenter looks at traits that are part of your DNA

Welch was all about making business fun, realising that it is not 
life or death but a game you want to win.

Crisis management
Martin Luther King summed leadership up perfectly: ‘The 
ultimate measure of a man [leader] is not where he stands in 
moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands in 
times of challenge and controversy.’

As Drucker said, great leaders anticipate the storm. They 
know that leadership is a ‘foul-weather job’ and thus are 
prepared for the crisis when it arrives. Welch handled each crisis 
on the following assumptions:

* The crisis will be worse than it first appears.

* The bad news will come out sometime so you may as well 
face the music now.

* The situation will be portrayed in the worst possible light 
by ‘the press’.

* There will be carnage.

* The organisation will survive.
Shackleton’s sense of humour was always to the fore in a crisis. 
As management writer Tom Peters says about bad times, ‘I can 
say with conviction and confi dence that this is when it gets fun 
for talented and imaginative leaders.’

Next steps
1. Find out more about hostmanship at hostmanship.com.
2. Email me at parmenter@waymark.co.nz for some 

suggestions to make work more fun.
3. Book a leadership course as soon as possible. I still have 

contacts from the course I attended over 30 years ago. ■

David Parmenter is a writer and presenter on measuring, 
monitoring and managing performance

A key trait found in the DNA of every good leader is 
integrity. This cannot be grown easily or quickly. Many 
a corporate collapse has unearthed a major shortfall 

in integrity and honesty. In organisations where ‘money is 
worshipped’, you will fi nd a lack of values, and behaviour 
among executives and staff fi t only for the jungle.  

Leadership guru and former GE CEO Jack Welch was one 
of the fi rst leaders to talk about ‘candour’ – being honest 
and upfront. He said it has many benefi ts, as it allows more 
people into the conversation, generates speed, cuts costs and 
encourages underperformers to refl ect and move forward. 

Then there is ‘loving thy neighbour as thyself’. We must 
have a greater driving force than simply looking after number 
one. Many great leaders exhibit a spiritual element. Author and 
speaker Jan Gunnarsson says that hostmanship is the way we 
make people feel welcome. He notes that the ability to be a host 
is infl uenced by our past, both in experiences at home and with 
role models. No wonder so many of us have issues here. 

Humility is also a factor. This doesn’t mean you don’t use public 
relations, nor that you cannot lay claim to your achievements. It 
simply means that you treat other people as equals.

Welch also says it is important for a leader to have ‘positive 
energy, the capacity to go-go-go with healthy vigour and an 
upbeat attitude through good times and bad’. This means that 
you also need the ability to energise others – to release the team 
members’ positive energy ‘to take any hill’.  

Welch, British explorer Ernest Shackleton, naval hero Horatio 
Nelson and former British prime minister Winston Churchill were 
passionate about what they wanted to achieve. Their passion 
ignited the energy in the people reporting to them and attracted 
like-minded individuals to their inner core.

Another leadership guru, Peter Drucker, pointed out that 
many leaders are unable to appreciate success. He believed 
most people brush the evidence of success aside because they 
are ‘problem focused’. However, says Welch, ‘Work is too much 
a part of life not to recognise moments of achievement. Grab 
as many celebrations as you can. Make a big deal out of them.’ 

For more information:

davidparmenter.com
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A funny old game
The IASB has entered the lion’s den with papers on goodwill and 
intangibles acquired in a business combination, says Adam Deller

The English football pundit 
Gary Lineker once said, 
‘Football is a simple game. 
Twenty-two men chase a ball 
for 90 minutes and in the 
end, the Germans win.’

Yet for a simple game, 
football generates more 
debate and ideas 
than many other 
topics in society. It 
can be simple and 
enjoyable, but it 
really is a game of 
opinions. Part of 
the fun is in the 
discussion.

Whilst 
accounting 
standards 
may not 
lead to the 
same level 
of heated 
debate as 
the relative 
merits of José 
Mourinho versus 
Pep Guardiola, 
there are certain 
topics that can get 
the juices flowing. They 
may not get the airtime of 
some of the more high-profile 
business controversies, but 
they cause great discussion 

amongst those of us who are 
unashamed to have favourite 
accounting standards. 

One such topic 
is the accounting 
treatment 
for goodwill. 
Ever since the 
introduction of 
IFRS 3, Business 
Combinations, it 
has been a source 
of constant debate 
and opinion. 
Following the post-
implementation 
review (PIR) of the 
converged IFRS 3, 
the International 

Accounting Standards 
Board (IASB) and Financial 
Accounting Standards 
Board (FASB) in the US both 
have projects focusing on 
goodwill and intangible 
assets recognised in a 
business combination.

This is one of the research 
projects that the IASB will look 
to develop in 2017. The IASB 
has issued two staff papers 
to demonstrate progress, 
focusing on two main areas.

Goodwill and other 
intangibles 
The PIR identified concerns 
that, for some intangible 
assets, the requirement to 
include them at fair value is 
costly (because of the need 
to use valuation specialists), 

complex and time consuming.
Some users commented 

that valuations can often 
involve such subjectivity 
that they do not provide 
any useful information, 
commonly citing customer 
relationship intangible assets 
and brands as problematic 
areas. Conversely (and as this 
is goodwill, there are always 
going to be strongly opposing 
views), some users support 
recognising these intangible 
assets separately because this 
provides an insight on why 
an acquisition was made and 
about the primary assets/value 
drivers of the acquiree »

Ever since the 
introduction of 

IFRS 3, accounting 
treatment of 
goodwill has 

been a source of 
constant debate 

and opinion
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Under the current treatment, the recoverable amount of the CGUs at acquisition would 
simply show that neither is impaired, but is used for no other purpose. Under the PH 
approach, it could be seen that CGU A has a PH of $100,000, while CGU B has a PH of 
$500,000. This headroom will be considered in future impairment calculations.

At the date of the impairment review, let’s assume that the recoverable amounts of 
the CGUs (including the allocated net assets and goodwill) decrease to $3.1m and $3.2m 
respectively. We’ll assume that the carrying amounts remain unchanged at the date of the 
impairment review. Under the current method, this would give the following result:

Carrying amount of net assets at acquisition
Recoverable amount of CGU at acquisition
Pre-acquisition headroom

Allocated net assets of subsidiary at acquisition
Allocated goodwill of subsidiary at acquisition

Carrying amount of net assets (including subsidiary)
Allocated goodwill
Total carrying amount

Recoverable amount of CGU

Carrying amount of net assets (including subsidiary)
Allocated goodwill
PH (not recognised as an asset)
Total carrying amount including PH

Recoverable amount of CGU

CGU A
 $000
1,500
1,600
  100

   800
   600   

CGU B
 $000
1,500
2,000
  500

   800
   600

CGU A
  $000
 2,300
    600
2,900

3,100

CGU B
  $000
 2,300
    600
2,900

3,200

CGU A
  $000
 2,300
    600
    100
3,000

 3,100

CGU B
  $000
 2,300
    600
    500
3,400

 3,200

Currently, the recoverable amount of both CGUs exceed the carrying amount of the net 
assets and goodwill, so no impairment would be recorded to either.

If we consider the same figures using the PH approach:

Under this treatment, CGU A would still not be impaired. CGU B would now have to record 
some impairment, as the recoverable amount of $3.2m is lower than the carrying amount 
plus PH of $3.4m. The PH approach shows that while the goodwill appears to be unimpaired 
using the recognised net assets, this is due to the shielding effect of the pre-acquisition 
headroom. Once this is included in the calculation, goodwill is impaired by $200,000. 

The current suggestion is that the PH is only calculated on acquisition, and not 
subsequently remeasured, unless a further subsidiary is acquired, at which point it will then 
be remeasured at this date.

them separately. This would 
be either where reliable 
measurement is difficult, or for 
internally generated intangible 
assets. However, it would 
create a paradoxical problem: 
whilst this would be consistent 
with IAS 38, Intangible Assets 
in the non-recognition of 
internally generated intangible 
assets, it would be inconsistent 
with IAS 38 in the accounting 
for acquired intangible assets 
that are identifiable.

Whilst there is merit in the 
subsuming approaches, there 
appears to be little demand to 
exclude other intangibles if it 
would have the effect of being 
rolled up into goodwill, given 
the challenges that are facing 
the IASB with impairment of 
goodwill.

In summary, IASB staff 
feel that there needs to be a 
strong argument in making 
changes to IFRS 3 in respect of 
other intangibles, particularly 
as the requirements for 
intangible assets in a 
business combination have 
already been amended twice 
since 2004. 

Despite this, there 
is an acknowledgement 
that the guidance about 
intangible assets acquired 
in a business combination 
could be improved, and this 
is where that IASB’s focus 
will be on the issue. With the 
continuing development of 
technology and customer 
data, the IASB suggests that 
some attention should be 
paid to providing guidance 
over customer-related 
intangible assets.

As companies now keep 
much more significant 
information about customers, 
one proposal is to refer to 
this information as customer 
data rather than customer 
lists. In addition, the IASB 
staff do not think that the 
basis for recognising these 
as assets should result from 
whether the customer has 
a contract with the entity or 
not. While data protection 

Illustration of the pre-acquisition headroom (PH) approach

A company has several cash-generating units (CGUs) and acquires a new subsidiary in the 
year. As the subsidiary is a supplier of components to two specific CGUs, CGU A and CGU B, 
it allocates the goodwill evenly across these two CGUs.

some key areas to look at.
Consideration has been 

given to subsume some of 
the intangible assets into 
goodwill rather than recognise 

information for the users. 
Knowing (and acknowledging) 
that this will almost certainly 
be a foray into the game of 
opinions, IASB has chosen 

So, the IASB stands in the 
unenviable position of taking 
this forward and coming up 
with progress that is cost-
effective and provides useful 
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laws may prohibit personal 
data from being sold, 
general information about 
buyer preferences and 
demographics may well 
be more freely transferred. 
If this customer data is 
considered separable 
rather than contractual, then 
this may become significant 
in recognising it separately 
from goodwill.

Subsequent accounting 
for goodwill
Many participants from the 
PIR suggested reintroducing 
amortisation of goodwill, 
believing it reflects the 
consumption of the resources 
acquired over time. Despite 
this, many respondents still 
favoured an impairment-
only approach, and it is this 
approach that the IASB is 

largely focusing 
on. Whilst mixed 
amortisation 
and impairment 
will be looked 
at, it appears 
much more likely 
that the current 
impairment-only 
model will hold, 
with improvements.

The major 
criticism that the 
IASB is considering 
is that impairment 
is often recognised 

too slowly and in too small 
amounts, being therefore 
‘too little, too late’. One 
way in which the IASB is 
responding to this is through 
the development of a new 
approach within the current 
impairment-only model, called 
the pre-acquisition headroom 
(PH) approach.

Pre-acquisition 
headroom approach
The PH approach relates 
to circumstances in which 
acquired goodwill is allocated 
to pre-existing cash-generating 
units (CGUs) of the acquirer. 
Here, the concern is that the 
CGU may have a recoverable 
amount higher than its 
carrying amount at the date 
of acquisition, meaning that 
when the goodwill is allocated 
to the CGU, this excess (the 
pre-acquisition headroom) 
will effectively shield the 
goodwill from impairment.

The PH approach aims 
to incorporate the PH, 
measured at the acquisition 
date, into the impairment 
test calculation, so that this 
‘sheltering effect’ is removed 
(see illustration in the box).

The future
There is clearly a long way to 
go on the goodwill project. 
The IASB has come up with 
some interesting thoughts 
on how to better clarify 
and improve accounting 
for goodwill. Clearly it will 
never be met with universal 
approval, but as we know, 
part of the enjoyment is in 
the debate. It may not quite 
be the talk of the town for 
ordinary members of the 
public, but for those of us with 
a keen interest, there is plenty 
to keep us going. ■

Adam Deller is a financial 
reporting specialist and lecturer

In accounting 
for goodwill, 

it is likely that 
the current 

impairment-
only model 

will hold, with 
improvements
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Technically speaking
Aidan Clifford provides a monthly roundup of the latest developments in audit, financial 
reporting, tax, access to finance and law

Aidan Clifford is advisory 
services manager, 

ACCA Ireland

Filing agent liability
Section 35 (6) of the 
Companies Act 2014 states 
that it is the joint responsibility 
of a company and its electronic 
filing agent to manage the 
control of all documents that 
are electronically signed and 
filed with the Companies 
Registration Office (CRO). 
Practices should accordingly 
consider whether they have 
the necessary management 
systems to control the process 
before agreeing to become an 
electronic filing agent. 

Public auditors
The concept of public auditor 
goes back to 1922, and one 
is still required to sign off 
the audits of industrial and 
provident societies and 
friendly societies. In practice 
ACCA automatically grants 
public auditor status at the 
same time as registered 
auditor (the old terminology) 

or statutory auditor (the newer 
terminology) status. 

Because a public auditor 
cannot be incorporated, 
many incorporated statutory 
auditors run a parallel sole-
trade public auditor practice 
to audit, for example, a 
cooperative society. ACCA 
members have a simple 
workaround here: a limited 
company main practice doing 
everything except the coops 
and a sole-trade practice 
doing the public auditor jobs 
(ACCA does not charge extra 
for the separate parallel sole-
trade public auditor practice). 

The Department of Jobs, 
Enterprise and Innovation 
(DJEI) has recently proposed 
the abolition of the public 
auditor concept and its 
replacement by company 
legislation referencing 
statutory auditor instead. 
ACCA fully supports the 
proposed change. 

Provident society reform
In a separate consultation, the 
DJEI has asked for comments 
about the possible reform of 
the industrial and provident 
society legislation. 

The primary legislation 
for these entities dates from 
1893 and there have been 
numerous amendments 
since. The most recent act 
– the Friendly Societies and 
Industrial and Provident 
Societies (Miscellaneous 
Provisions) Act 2014 – applies 
much of the Companies 
(Amendment) Act 1990 to 
industrial and provident 
societies. However, the 
Companies (Amendment) 
Act 1990 has itself been 
repealed, and replaced, with 
changes, by the Companies 
Act 2014. A director or auditor 
of an industrial and provident 
society would need to be 
very focused to track through 
the actual requirement in 
legislation for a specific matter. 

In its reply to the 
consultation, ACCA has 
recommended that the 
legislation be consolidated, 
reformed and aligned with 
the requirements applying 
to companies. We have also 
recommended extending 
the scope of the Office of 
the Director of Corporate 
Enforcement to cover industrial 
and provident societies. 

Defined benefit trustees
The Pensions Authority 
has recently published two 
guidance documents on 
investment issues for the 
trustees of defined benefit 
pension schemes. 

The Statement of 
Investment Policy Principles – 
Defined Benefit Schemes sets 

out good practice for trustees 
of defined benefit schemes 
in preparing and maintaining 
a statement of investment 
policy principles. 

The second document, 
Guidelines for setting 
investment strategy for 
defined benefit schemes, 
sets out good practice in 
the process of setting the 
investment strategy of a 
defined benefit scheme. 

The investment policy 
principles document is at 
bit.ly/DB-inv-policy. The 
investment strategy document 
is at bit.ly/DB-inv-strat. 

Accounting law 2016
The original estimated date 
for enacting the Companies 
(Accounting) Bill 2016 was 
the end of last year, but that 
deadline has passed with no 
act on the statute book as yet. 

The bill aims to ease the 
regulatory burden on micro 
and small companies, which 
will be a welcome move, but 
it will also close off some 
disclosure loopholes for 
unlimited companies. As 
drafted, the bill went too 
timidly with the former but not 
far enough with the latter. 

It is thought that a lot of 
lobbying was carried out on 
behalf of unlimited companies, 
with many feeling the bill goes 
beyond the minimum laid 
down by the underlying EU 
directive on which the section 
is based. 

ACCA lobbied for easing 
the regulatory burden on 
small and micro entities, 
and specifically against the 
imposition of an audit for two 
years as a penalty for being 
late with an annual return even 
by just one day. 
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At the time of writing the 
date for the Dáil debate on 
the legislation is unknown, 
but it is unlikely to be enacted 
before February. 

CSR and small business
Recent generations have 
become notably concerned 
with the concept of corporate 
social responsibility (CSR), 
and how businesses and 
individuals can change their 
behaviour to minimise the 
social and environmental 
damage they may do. 

CSR made headway with 
Generation X (those born in 
the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s), 
while Generation Y (also called 
the Millennials, born in the 
1980s and 1990s) took to social 
media to prove themselves the 
sharing and caring generation. 

It might be argued that 
it was because Generations 
X and Y both grew up in a 
period of general prosperity 
that they had the luxury to 
worry about society. However, 
so-called Generation Z (those 
born since 2000) is the cohort 
most likely to really embrace 
the CSR concept – even 
though they are still in their 
teens and mostly growing up 
in a period of financial shock 
and ‘post-truth’. 

Age stereotyping 
aside, though, what seems 

clear is that, like 
the percentage of 
carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere, each 
succeeding generation 
has a greater interest 
in CSR. 

To encourage a wider 
understanding and 
take-up of the key 
themes, the DJEI has 
launched an online CSR tool 
for small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs). 
You can find it at 
csrtool.csrhub.ie. 

Included is an 
initial questionnaire 
and evaluation, 
along with a toolkit 
with support and 
guidance. The 
toolkit covers the 
four pillars of CSR: 

* the community

* the environment

* the workplace

* suppliers and 
customers. 

The reporting 
aspect of CSR could be 
described as a fifth pillar, and 
is addressed by ACCA at 
bit.ly/ACCA-CSR. 

The DJEI’s tool helps 
confirm that the size of a 
company is not a factor in 
its ability to make a positive 
impact on the world. If you 
want to recruit or retain 

Generation X and Y, and sell to 
Generation Z, then your baby-
boomer management team 
may need to embrace CSR.

Credit union reporting
It has been a difficult credit 
union reporting season, and 
one that is still not over for 
a number of credit unions. 

Historically, credit unions hold 
their annual general meetings 
before Christmas so they can 
pay a dividend and interest 
rebate to members in advance 
of the holidays. 

All credit unions have a 
year-end of 30 September, 
and between 1 October and 
Christmas they will have their 
accounts prepared, audited 
and approved by the Central 
Bank, and will issue their 
AGM notices. 

This year, though, credit 
unions had to convert to 
FRS 102 for the first time. 
While conversion to FRS 102 
is relatively straightforward 
for most small commercial 
companies, it is a complicated 
process for credit unions, 
which have five adjustments 
to make. 

Holiday pay accrual was 
the simplest adjustment » 

If you want to 
recruit Generation 

X and Y, and sell 
to Generation Z, 

your baby-boomer 
management 

team may need to 
embrace CSR
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needed, but credit unions in 
the defined benefit group 
pension scheme run by the 
Irish League of Credit Unions 
had committed to make up a 
deficit requiring retrospective 
adjustment for seven years, 
some estimates and some 
hard sums. ACCA did receive 
queries about this area but no 
follow-up queries, so it seems 
to have been straightforward. 

Loan interest also had to 
be restated from the cash 
basis that had been used to 
the effective interest method 
required by FRS 102. That 
conversion may have led many 
credit unions to erroneously 
split the post year-end loan 
interest receipts between bad 
debts charge and credit and 
income. The Central Bank 
was quick to query the issue 
even though net surplus was 
not affected. 

Investments posed the 
most difficulty, with complex 
spreadsheets needed to 
convert from the old cost 
model to amortised cost, as 
required by FRS 102. The small 
number of credit unions that 
struggled with designing a 
spreadsheet to perform the 
calculation were supplied with 
an example spreadsheet. For 
some, 2017 might be a good 
year to upgrade Excel skills. 

A number of credit unions 
used the opt-out in FRS 102 to 
adopt held to maturity, which 
made the maths simpler. 

The calculation of fair 
value for complex investments 
was very problematic. In 
the end, as none of the 
capital guarantees on their 
investments (and all credit 
unions have, or should 
have, such guarantees) was 
compromised and interest 
rates were very low, many 
credit unions simply took 
the nominal value as an 
approximation to fair value. 
This appears to have been 
accepted by the Central Bank. 

Cantor Fitzgerald, the 
investment firm, also provided 
generic valuations for a basket 

of investment products, which 
credit unions used; mostly, 
the valuations confirmed that 
products were not impaired. 

Some credit unions 
decided that Resolution 49 
was an approximation to an 
FRS 102 IBNR (incurred but not 
reported) bad debt provision. 
Resolution 49 is a traditional 
formulaic loan delinquency 
method of calculating bad 
debts. IBNR is supposed to 
be evidence-based but most 
credit unions would not have 
the IT systems to obtain 
sufficient data and decided 
that R49 was the ‘evidence’ 
they needed for the IBNR. It 
seems to have been accepted 
by the Central Bank. General 
bad debt provisions were all 
written back retrospectively to 
opening reserves. The larger 
credit unions prepared proper 
IBNR calculations based on 
empirical evidence. 

One credit union with a 
number of US multinational 
businesses in its common 
bond area put in a ‘Donald 
Trump’ bad debt reserve. 
While IFRS 9 would applaud 
such forward-looking thinking, 
FRS 102 does not yet allow 
expected loss, although the 
Central Bank appeared to 
be happy with this prudent 
approach to provisioning. 

Finally, the Central Bank 
seems to have taken a keen 
interest in the disclosures 
made by credit unions. It often 
queried the bad debt analysis 
note, as well as the disclosure 

of risk and liquidity. Given the 
complexity of the changeover, 
the example set of credit 
union FRS 102 financial 
statements will probably turn 
out to have been the most 
popular download in the run-
up to Christmas. 

You can find the ACCA 
credit union resource at 
accaglobal.com/cu. 

IAASA findings 
The Irish Auditing and 
Accounting Supervisory 
Authority (IAASA) has recently 
published its decisions on the 
financial reporting of Aryzta, 
Cairn Homes, Permanent TSB 
Group Holdings,and AerCap 
Global Aviation Trust. 

A statutory trust formed 
in the US state of Delaware, 
AerCap has its principal 
office in Ireland, and leases 
and finances commercial 
jet aircraft and engines. 
AerCap uses FRS 102 rather 
than International Financial 
Reporting Standards (IFRS) 
and, following a review, 
undertook to provide IAASA 
with additional disclosures in 
future financial statements. 

Aryzta agreed to reclassify 
an associate to a joint venture, 
although it was a fairly 
technical argument as Aryzia 
could appoint only two of the 
five board members of the 
joint venture. The discussion 
with IAASA hinged on whether 
a veto/qualified consent 
represents a substantive right 
or a protective right. 

IAASA 
concluded that 
the disclosures 
provided in 
the financial 
statements for 
Cairn Homes 
did not fully 
comply with the 
requirements of 
IFRS 7 for property 
market risk for 
a loan portfolio 
amounting to 
€379m or 67% of 
Cairn’s assets. 

IAASA was critical of the 
recognition of a deferred 
tax asset amounting to 18% 
of total equity reported in 
Permanent TSB Group’s 2014 
accounts and which was 
expected to be recovered over 
26 years. IAASA’s conclusion 
was that additional disclosures 
were necessary to enable users 
to gain a better understanding 
of the judgments and key 
assumptions underpinning 
the recovery of deferred 
tax assets, including a 
quantification of selected key 
deferred tax asset assumptions 
in accordance with the 
requirements of IAS 1.17 and 
IAS 1.112(c). 

IAASA was also critical 
of a prior year adjustment 
in a maturity analysis 
note amounting to €3bn. 
Permanent TSB disagreed but 
undertook to comply in future. 

More detail about these 
IAASA decisions is available at 
bit.ly/IAASA-jan17. 

It should be noted that 
when material misstatements 
or errors are identified in 
financial statements in the 
UK, the Financial Reporting 
Council (FRC) or the 
professional body concerned 
usually communicates with 
the FD and auditor of the 
company to identify whether 
any professional misconduct 
or negligence is involved. In 
a number of recent UK cases, 
substantial fines were imposed 
on the individuals and the 
businesses concerned. 

Companies Act 2014 
This statutory instrument 
(SI 306/2011) effectively 
repeals part V of the 
Companies Act 1990, which 
deals with insider dealing. 
Until now, part V of the act 
operated in parallel with 
the Companies Act 2014, 
the European Communities 
(Mergers and Divisions of 
Companies) (Amendment) 
Regulations 2011 and 
the section relating to 
unregistered companies. ■

One credit union 
with a number of 
US multinational 
businesses in its 

common bond 
area put in a 

‘Donald Trump’ 
bad debt reserve
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Tax update
Cora O’Brien assesses the impact of a range of new measures in Finance Act 2016, 
enhancements to Revenue services and European Commission activity

Help to Buy in operation
Signed into law on Christmas 
Day, Finance Act 2016 brings 
into effect the measures 
outlined in the finance bill, 
including the new Help to Buy 
scheme for first-time buyers 
of new properties. Revenue’s 
online portal for refund 
applications under the new 
scheme became operational 
on 3 January, and 120 refund 
applications were submitted 
to Revenue on the first day.

There are two stages 
to the refund process: the 
application (which enables 
an applicant to find out 
the maximum tax refund 
available to them under 
the scheme) and the refund 
claim. Both these stages can 
be completed via Revenue’s 
online portal. 

Self-employed and PAYE 
taxpayers alike must be up 
to date with their tax affairs 
before a refund will be issued. 

Income tax returns for the 
four years prior to the year 
of the refund claim must be 
submitted to qualify for the 
maximum refund of income 
tax and deposit interest 
retention tax. 

Detailed information on 
the rules of this new scheme 
and how to obtain a refund is 
available at bit.ly/HTB-info. 

Offshore disclosure
Finance Act 2016 also brought 
in significant restrictions on 
making qualifying disclosures 
about offshore matters from 
1 May 2017. 

Where a taxpayer makes 
a qualifying disclosure in 
relation to a tax default, 
they can benefit from lower 
penalties, their details will not 
be published in the list of tax 
defaulters and they will not be 
prosecuted. However, these 
benefits will not be available 
from May if a taxpayer has 

for example, undeclared 
income in a non-Irish bank 
account, foreign property 
or other undeclared foreign 
assets or income etc, or has 
not declared these details 
accurately on their tax return. 

This new approach to 
disclosures coincides with 
the increase in Revenue’s 
access to information on 
foreign source income held 
by Irish taxpayers through 
information exchanges with 
other jurisdictions. More 
than 100 jurisdictions will be 
exchanging financial account 
information from September 
this year, so more compliance 
interventions are expected in 
this area during the second 
half of 2017.

Exchange of tax rulings 
In January an EU directive 
came into force requiring 
EU member states to 
automatically exchange 
information on advance 
cross-border tax rulings, 
as well as advance pricing 
arrangements. 

Member states must 
exchange information on the 
opinion/pricing arrangement 
within three months of the 
half calendar year in which it 
was issued. 

By 1 January 2018 member 
states will also have to provide 
the same information for all 
cross-border rulings issued 
since the start of 2012. 

iXBRL taxonomies
Readers filing financial 
statements in iXBRL data 
format should note that 
Revenue has confirmed 
that it will accept financial 
statements tagged with 
the draft Irish extended 
taxonomies FRS 101, FRS 102 
and EU IFRS for filing iXBRL 
financial statements. The 
new taxonomies were 
published as public working 
drafts on the XBRL Ireland 
website in December at 
bit.ly/xbrl-info. 

The time frame for the roll-
out of the next phase of iXBRL 
filing is not yet clear. 

VAT reform
Simplifying and modernising 
the VAT regime is a key area 
of focus for the European 
Commission for 2017. A 
detailed action plan on VAT 
was released in 2016 and three 
follow-up consultations have 
been released, as follows:

* reform of VAT rates

* a definitive VAT system for 
business-to-business (B2B) 
intra-EU transactions on 
goods

* a special scheme for small 
enterprises under the 
VAT directive.

The consultations run until 
20 March 2017 and the 
consultation questions are 
available on the commission’s 
website at bit.ly/EC-consult. 

Revenue online
Revenue has been investing 
in further developments to its 
online services. As highlighted 
in the last month’s Tax Update, 
there is now an app called 
RevApp. Revenue has also 
developed a receipts tracker 
which enables taxpayers to 

◄ Help to Buy hits 
the streets
The tax refund process under 
the Help to Buy scheme for 
first-time property buyers is 
now operational and can be 
completed via the Revenue’s 
online portal
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photograph their business 
receipts and upload them to 
the cloud, in place of keeping 
physical copies. 

PAYE taxpayers can now 
access PAYE Anytime, Form 
12 and the jobs and pensions 
service from the new PAYE 
services card in myAccount. 
Tax agents can access clients’ 
PAYE information through 

the Revenue online service 
via a new PAYE Services icon. 
Revenue will be replacing the 
PAYE Anytime service later this 
year and we will keep readers 
updated on developments.

Tax Appeals Commission
The tax appeals process was 
fundamentally reformed last 
year and a new Tax Appeals 

Commission was 
set up in March 
2016 to hear 
and determine 
appeals against 
tax assessments. 

It is now 
possible to submit 
a tax appeal to 
the commission 
online. The 
notice of appeal 
is available on 
the commission’s 
redesigned 
website at 

www.taxappeals.ie, which 
also includes a number 
of anonymised published 
determinations on appeals 
heard to date. 

In addition to handling 
new appeals, the commission 
will be dealing with appeals 
lodged with Revenue under 
the pre-21 March 2016 
appeals regime. A large 
number of these appeals were 
transferred to the commission 
over the summer and autumn, 
so we can expect many more 
published decisions over the 
coming year.

Apple decision
The European Commission 
published its final decision 
on the Apple state aid 
investigation in December. 
The document, which spans 
130 pages, sets out the 
basis for the commission’s 
findings in the case, which, 

as announced on 30 August 
2016, concluded that two 
tax rulings issued on behalf 
of Apple breached the EU’s 
state aid rules. 

Ireland has lodged an 
application with the General 
Court of the EU to annul the 
decision. The Department 
of Finance recently released 
a summary of the legal 
arguments advanced 
by Ireland in its appeal 
application. 

The department has 
rejected the commission’s 
analysis. It argues: ‘Ireland 
did not give favourable tax 
treatment to Apple – the full 
amount of tax was paid in 
this case and no state aid was 
provided. Ireland does not do 
deals with taxpayers.’ ■

Cora O’Brien is director of 
technical services at the Irish 
Tax Institute

‘Ireland did not 
give favourable 

tax treatment to 
Apple. Ireland 

does not do deals 
with taxpayers’

◄ Sour note
The European 
Commission’s final 
ruling that Apple, 
which runs its European 
operations from Cork, 
received illegal state aid 
is being challenged in 
the courts by Ireland
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Tax diary
Financial professionals working in Ireland will need to take note of these important dates 
and deadlines for February and March 2017, supplied by the Irish Tax Institute

Companies 

Dividend withholding tax
14 February
Return filing and payment 
date (for distributions made in 
January 2017).

Corporation tax
21 February
Due date for payment of 
preliminary tax for companies 
with a financial year ending 
31 March 2017 (ROS extension 
to 23 February).

Corporation tax
21 February
Last date for filing return and 
final payment for financial 
year ended 31 May 2016 (ROS 
extension to 23 February).

Corporation tax
21 February
Due date for payment of initial 
instalments of preliminary 
tax for ‘large’ companies 
with a financial year ending 
31 August 2017 (ROS 
extension to 23 February).

Form 46G
28 February
Last date for filing third-party 
payments return 46G for 
companies with a financial year 
ended on 31 May 2016.

Dividend withholding tax
14 March
Return filing and payment 
date (for distributions made in 
February 2017).

Corporation tax 
21 March
Due date for payment of 
preliminary tax for companies 
with a financial year ending 
30 April 2017 (ROS extension 
to 23 March).

Corporation tax 
21 March
Last date for filing return and 
final payment for financial year 
ended 30 June 2016 (ROS 
extension to 23 March).

Corporation tax
21 March
Due date for payment of initial 
instalments of preliminary 
tax for ‘large’ companies 
with a financial year ending 
30 September 2017 (ROS 
extension to 23 March).

Form 46G 
30 March 
Last date for filing return 46G 
for companies with a financial 
year ended on 30 June 2016.

Shares information return
31 March
Deadline for submission 
of information about share 
options or rights granted in the 
year ended 31 December 2016.

General

PAYE
15 February
P30 monthly return and 
payment for January 2017 
(ROS extension to 23 February).

Professional services 
withholding tax
14 February
F30 (PSWT) monthly return 
and payment for January 
2017 (ROS extension to 23 
February).

PAYE
15 February
Due date for submission of 
P35 form for the year ended 
on 31 December 2016.

Relevant contracts tax
23 February
Monthly return and payment 
date (if required) for January 
2017 (principal contractors file 
via ROS).

PAYE
14 March
P30 monthly return and 
payment for February 2017 
(ROS extension to 23 March).

Professional services 
withholding tax
14 March
F30 (PSWT) monthly return 
and payment for February 
2017 (ROS extension to 23 
March).

VAT
19 March
Bi-monthly VAT 3 return and 
payment for Jan/Feb 2017 
(ROS extension to 23 March).

Local property tax
21 March
Single-debit authority 
deduction from bank account 
(for single lump sum payments 
of LPT).

Relevant contracts tax
23 March
Monthly return and payment 
date for February 2017 (principal 
contractors file via ROS).

Income tax
31 March
Deadline to claim separate 
assessment for 2017. ■

Information supplied by the 
Irish Tax Institute

Disclaimer: This calendar of main 
tax compliance deadlines is not 
intended to be an exhaustive 
list. While every effort has been 
made to ensure the accuracy 
of this information, the Irish Tax 
Institute does not accept any 
responsibility for loss or damage 
occasioned by any person 
acting, or refraining from acting, 
as a result of this material.
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Making Tax Digital
The Treasury Committee 
has taken the unusual step 
of publishing its report on 
Making Tax Digital ahead of 
the expected draft legislation 
as well as comments it has 
already received as part of 
its consultation exercise. The 
concerns that the committee 
raise echo those that members 
shared with ACCA and that 
ACCA in turn shared with 
the committee.

The committee expects 
the government to consider 
its report before publishing 
its own response to the 
MTD consultation and the 
provisions to implement the 
changes, which are expected 
in January 2017. 

The committee also 
announced: ‘The report makes 
a number of suggestions 
to mitigate the widespread 
concerns over MTD. If these 
suggestions are unacceptable 
to government, it is likely that 
pressure will increase for the 
government to introduce MTD 
as a voluntary scheme.’ 

The findings and 
recommendations were 
broadly that the time frame 
for MTD implementation is 
too short, that the cost to 
business is too high, that 
there is significant uncertainty 
regarding all areas of software 
required, and that HMRC has 
not provided evidence of the 
benefits that business will gain 
through this change.

ACCA will be issuing a 
series of client guides on 
what businesses may need 
to consider. We would like 
your thoughts on the draft 
legislation and HMRC’s 
consultation response. Email 
advisory@accaglobal.com.

Overseas pensions
Guidance: Pensions tax for 
overseas pensions highlights 
the new conditions that 
apply for pension schemes 
(qualifying overseas pension 
schemes (QOPS) and qualifying 
recognised overseas pension 
schemes (QROPS)) from 6 April. 
With regard to responsibilities 
for pension scheme members, 
it states that: ‘If you wish to 
transfer to a non-UK pension 
scheme and that scheme 
is neither a QROPS nor a 
registered pension scheme you 
will be liable to a tax charge of 
at least 40% of the amount of 
the transfer. You’re responsible 
for ensuring that the non-UK 
pension scheme is either a 
QROPS or a registered pension 
scheme when the transfer 
is made.’

For advisers it states that: 
‘Those providing advice in 
respect of pension transfers 
should ensure that the scheme 
they are recommending a 
transfer to continues to meet 
the conditions to be a QROPS 
after 5 April 2017.’

The guidance is at bit.ly/
gov-pens.

Notices and guidance
Excise Notice 453: Gaming 
Duty has been updated and 
replaces the earlier version 
from January 2016. It has been 
updated for the October 
change in rates of Gaming 
Duty and includes information 
regarding online registration.

Notice 60: Intrastat general 
guide has been updated and 
replaces the earlier version 
from January 2016. The low-
value transaction threshold 
has been increased from £150 
to £175, thus allowing these 
transactions to be ‘aggregated 

and classified to a single 
commodity code (9950 0000)’. 
The other main change is that 
the goods of unknown value 
section has been amended to 
‘include a link to the relevant 
section of the UCC [Union 
Customs Code] for calculating 
unknown values’. 

Client notification 
The International Tax 
Compliance (Client Notification) 
Regulations 2016 (SI 2016/899), 
amending the previous 2015 
regulations, were highlighted 
in the last issue. They require 
certain financial institutions and 
professional advisers to contact 
their UK tax resident clients 
who have overseas income 
and assets. HMRC’s guidance 
now says that notification 
must be by 31 August 2017. 
‘There is a flat-rate penalty 
of £3,000 per SRP [specified 
relevant person] or SFI 
[specified financial institution] 
for not complying with the 
notification requirements.’
 
Consultations
A number of consultations 
have been issued that close 
during February and March:

Public financial guidance 
review: consultation on a 
single body is open until 13 

February. Its focus is on free-
to-client, impartial financial 
guidance that is currently 
provided by three publicly 
funded services: the Money 
Advice Service (MAS), The 
Pensions Advisory Service 
(TPAS) and the Department 
for Work and Pension’s 
Pension Wise. 

Hybrid and other 
mismatches – draft guidance 
is open for comment until 10 
March with the warning that 
the ‘draft guidance is provided 
to assist understanding of 
the application of the hybrids 
mismatch legislation, which 
take[s] effect from 1 January 
2017.’ It’s highlighted that 
‘mismatches can involve 
either double deductions 
for the same expense, or 
deductions for an expense 
without the corresponding 
receipt being fully taxed’, 
and that ‘Hybrid mismatch 
outcomes can arise from 
hybrid financial instruments 
and hybrid entities, and 
from arrangements involving 
permanent establishments. 
They can also arise from 
hybrid transfers and dual 
resident companies.’ 

You can see these and 
other consultations at bit.ly/
gov-cons. ■

NI tax update
Glenn Collins, ACCA UK’s head of technical advisory, provides a monthly roundup of the 
latest developments of relevance to practitioners in Northern Ireland
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Help inspiration flourish
Would you be able to mentor an emerging young leader in how to turn their community 
vision into reality as part of the work of youth charity Prince’s Trust International?

Building on the success of 
the Prince’s Trust in the UK, 
youth charity Prince’s Trust 
International is looking 
for mentors for its global 
programme to inspire 
young leaders. 

Prince’s Trust International 
works with governments, not-
for-profit organisations and 
businesses around the world 
to help disadvantaged young 
people gain vital skills so they 
can move into education, 
training or employment. 

Every year the trust runs 
an international leadership 
programme (ILP) for 80 
delegates. The mentors work 
with these delegates – 25 to 
35-year-olds from around the 
world who want to develop 
leadership skills, are interested 
in global issues, and aim 
to make a long-lasting and 
positive impact on their 
local communities.

Mentors support delegates 
in preparing and delivering 
their action plans so they can 
effectively tackle the particular 

issue most affecting their local 
community. Mentors lead 
by example, act as positive 
business role models and in 
turn challenge themselves 
to support young people 

from different backgrounds, 
developing their own personal 
and professional skills.

 The ILP delegates first 
meet up at a residential 
conference held in March 

in Windsor in the UK for a 
period of intensive training. 
The conference attracts well-
known leadership trainers 
and speakers, and features 
skills workshops and visits 
to inspirational projects in 
action. During this time the 
delegates develop an action 
plan outlining the work they 
will undertake in their local 
communities, and they are 
tasked with successfully 
delivering their project over 
the following year. Key to the 
success of these goals is the 
support of ILP mentors. 

If you are a young leader 
and would like to give 
something back, enhance 
your skills and expand your 
network through mentoring, 
or if you are interested in your 
organisation getting involved 
with the trust, email ruth.
ruderham@princestrust 
international.org. ■

Case study: meeting the climate change challenge

Sharlin Hossain understood the importance of the environment in her own country but 
lacked the confidence and global context to crystallise her vision.

Her attendance at the 2015 International Leadership Programme (ILP) gave her the 
platform she needed. She found the advice from other delegates and speakers invaluable, 
with project visits adding focus and equipping her with the tools to undertake her plan to 
raise climate change awareness among female seed producers in rural Bangladesh.

Hossain developed a live toolkit that lets seed farmers learn about climate change impact 
relevant to them and climate-resilient practices. Her pilot trained 50 female seed producers, 
and she has subsequently scaled up by partnering with the Bangladesh Agricultural Research 
Institute (for monitoring and evaluation) and the Multimode Group (training and logistics). 

Her toolkit is the first in Bangladesh to educate producers in drought, flood and heat-
resistant seed production techniques. It is targeted at female producers in rural areas and 
offers a way, amid the threat of climate change, to raise productivity, protect livelihoods and 
improve food security. It’s a significant innovation with a real impact.

‘My action plan is flourishing,’ Hossain says. ‘Participating in the ILP has given me a 
platform to achieve my dream and taught me the skills to lead it.’

▼ Striving for change
A group of ILP delegates in 
Madaba, Jordan
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The power of two
Leading business schools in different countries are partnering with each other to 
deliver MBA courses that offer students a uniquely global perspective

The phrase ‘two heads 
are better than one’ was 
coined by a chap called 
John Heywood back in 
1546, demonstrating 
that the notion that 
collaboration between 
great minds can produce 
better results has been 
around for a very long 
time. It is an idea that is 
now being embraced by 
many leading business 
schools, which have 
created alliances and 
partnerships with each 
other to offer the very 
best education to the 
highest calibre of student. 

Trium
For example, the Trium 
Global Executive MBA is 
one of the world’s leading 
degree programmes. It is 
jointly issued by the New 
York University Stern School 
of Business, the London 
School of Economics and 
Political Science (LSE), 
and HEC Paris School 
of Management.

‘The alliance of these 
three prestigious schools 

brings with it a world-
class faculty, an innovative 
curriculum and a unique 
perspective on the business 
landscape,’ explains 
Hrilina Lock, head of 
Trium recruitment and 
admissions at the LSE.

Six modules are taught 
in five global locations – 
London, California, Paris, 
New York and Shanghai 
– over 17 months, and 
the curriculum covers 
the core learning of a 
global MBA, such as 
finance, accounting, 
marketing, executive 
leadership and strategy. 
The far-reaching benefits 
for students include 
return on investment, 
access to worldwide 
networks, and gaining a truly 
global perspective.

‘Students have the 
benefit of leading faculty and 
speakers, who are experts 
in their field, and who bring 
both academic and practical 
experience to the classroom,’ 
says Lock. ‘In addition, 
students have access to 
the high-profile events and 

speakers that 
Trium and its 
partner schools 
have to offer, 
providing 
opportunity to 
tap into new 
resources and 
knowledge.’

IE-SMU
Meanwhile, 
Singapore 
Management 
University 
(SMU) has 

partnered with IE Business 
School in Spain. Their 
IE-SMU MBA programme 
is a 50:50 partnership 
incorporating the best 
elements from each institution, 
with tight integration 
in a jointly managed 
programme structure.

‘The exchange started 
as a general conversation 
between two business schools 
that share an innovative, 
entrepreneurial spirit,’ says 
Lieven Demeester, associate 
professor of operations 
management (practice) at 
SMU. ‘We discovered that we 
could combine the strengths 
that we have in our respective 
parts of the world. The main 
vehicle for our collaboration is 
the IE-SMU MBA programme, 

which is a joint degree 
part-time MBA programme 
delivered with a blended 
learning methodology.’

Wharton-Insead
Likewise, the Wharton School of 
the University of Pennsylvania 
in the US has hooked up with 
Insead in France.

‘The alliance joins the 
resources of two world leaders 
in management education 
and creates global access 
to unparalleled business 
knowledge for students, 
faculty and executives 
worldwide,’ says Natalya 
Levina, associate director of 
academic affairs at Wharton. 
Now celebrating its 15th year, 
the alliance started in 2001 as 
a collaboration between two 

‘Students get the 
opportunity to 

gain insights and 
solutions from an 

expanded network 
with a global 
perspective’
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schools beyond just regular 
MBA exchange. It includes 
faculty, executive education, 
PhD and executive MBA. 

Levina views it as not just 
a course but ‘an opportunity 
for both Wharton and 
Insead MBA students to 
experience different courses, 
teaching methods and 
classroom cultures’.

Win-win
It isn’t just the students who 
benefit. These types of tie-up 
provide fantastic opportunities 
for business schools to learn 
from each other. 

Lock says the values and 
strengths of each member 
of the Trium programme 
complement those of the 
others. She explains: ‘LSE is 

one of the foremost social 
science universities, with 
worldwide credibility for global 
socio-political economics. 
The LSE’s expertise in this 
area pushes students to look 
at things in a totally unique 
way, and LSE academics from 
across the globe produce 
cutting-edge research 
that directly influences 
international and national 
policy debates – a fascinating 
milieu for Trium students. 

‘HEC has a long-
established tradition of 
training future managers 
and leaders. It has earned 
international acclaim for 
superior programmes, which 
include Trium as part of its 
premium brand. Being part 
of so powerful an alliance 

provides the perfect showcase 
for HEC Paris’s unique 
expertise and experience 
in the art of management 
in today’s integrated 
European marketplace. 

‘NYU Stern is ranked 
among the leading business 
schools in the world for 
its strength in finance and 
international business. Stern 
lends its strength to this 
integrative programme, 
which sets a new standard for 
global education.’

There is also the important 
issue of diversity, which can 

work to the advantage 
of the students and the 

learning establishments 
alike. In their February 
2016 report, How 
racially diverse schools 
and classrooms can 
benefit all students, 
Amy Stuart Wells, 
Lauren Fox and 

Diana Cordova-Cobo 
of Teachers College 

Columbia found that those 
benefits range from better 

preparedness for employment 
to increased engagement 
in political issues. In other 
words, a mix of class enriches 
the academic experience 
for everyone.

Different perspectives
Business schools across 
the globe actively look for 
candidates from a variety of 
racial, ethnic, socio-economic, 
academic and professional 
backgrounds who may be 
at different points in their 
careers, and tie-ups between 
the schools are an excellent 
way of achieving this. 

Levina says: ‘Wharton 
welcomes up to 75 Insead 
students per year. It brings 
different perspectives to a 
classroom and diversifies the 
student population.’ 

Lock says: ‘Being exposed 
to new ideas and sharing 
insights with classmates and 
faculty from all over the world, 

students are able to bring 
real business problems 
into the classroom for 
discussion, providing the 
opportunity to gain insights 
and solutions from an 
expanded network with a 
global perspective.’ 

Demeester agrees that 
the intercontinental aspect 
of the union gives students 
a unique edge. He says: 
‘The IE-SMU MBA students 
benefit from having access 
to a successful European 
business school and a 
successful Asian business 
school at the same time. 
They benefit from having 
access to a larger and 
more diverse group of 
faculty, two career service 
organisations and two 
alumni networks.’ 

Improved networking
The advantage of 
belonging to a larger 
alumni network is also 
picked up by Lock. ‘The 
relationships that form 
among Trium classmates 
are one of the many 
powerful long-term benefits 
of the programme,’ she 
says. ‘After graduation, 
the global alumni network 
expands dramatically, as 
Trium graduates become 
alumni not only of Trium, 
but also of each of the 
partner schools. 

‘The network currently 
numbers over 650 alumni 
residing in over 70 
countries around the world. 
With senior executives and 
industry leaders in their 
professional fields, Trium 
is truly a global influential 
network. By attending 
Trium, you join a lifelong 
network that will continue 
to provide influential 
guidance and networking 
opportunities at every 
stage of your career.’ ■

Beth Holmes, journalist
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Upcoming events
ACCA Ireland runs an exciting programme of events across the country, featuring high-
profi le speakers and offering networking and CPD opportunities

Belfast
Brexit panel
23 February
Time and venue to be 
confi rmed
Guest speakers: Amanda Jayne 
Comyn of Grant Thornton and 
Paul Gosling, journalist
Ulster Members’ Network
Two CPD units

Cork
Regional tax update 2017 
and Revenue audits
9 February
18.00–20.00, Kingsley Hotel
Guest speaker: Paul Gosal of 
Buckley Kiely
Munster Members’ Network 
in partnership with Irish Tax 
Institute
Two CPD units

Dublin
Loan valuation and IFRS 9: 
loans and provisions
15 February
18.15–20.15, venue to be 
confi rmed
Guest speakers: Ciaran Kirrane 
of PwC and E Bosworth of 
Allied Irish Bank
Financial Services Network 
Two CPD units

Business Leaders’ Forum 
breakfast 
16 February
7.30–9.00am, The Westbury 
Hotel, Balfe Street
Guest speaker: Michael 
O’Leary, chief executive 
of Ryanair
Leinster Members’ Network 
1.5 hours of CPD

Dundalk
Regional tax update 2017 
and Revenue audits
28 February
18.00–20.00, Ballymascanlon 
House Hotel
Guest speaker: Rose Tierney 
of Tierney Tax Consultancy
Leinster Members’ Network in 
partnership with Irish Tax Institute
Two CPD units 

Galway
Cyber security
15 February
18.00–20.00, Menlo Park Hotel
Guest speaker: Martin Adams, 

▼ Business class
Come and hear Michael 
O’Leary, chief executive of 
Ryanair for 23 years, speak at 
a Business Leaders’ Forum 
breakfast meeting this month 
in Dublin

special risks director of 
Arachas, Cork
Connaught Members’ Network
Two CPD units

Sligo
Networking evening
w9 February
18.00–20.00, Institute of 
Technology Sligo, Ash Lane
Guest panellists: David 
Raethorne of Lough Gill 
Distillery and Paul Mullin of 
White Hag Brewing
Connaught Members’ Network 
in association with Sligo IT
Two CPD units ■

For more information:

For details of more ACCA Ireland events throughout 2017, 
plus booking information, go to bit.ly/ACCA-IE-events
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Call for SME research
AFA offers SG$20,000 grant for research project into how small businesses in South-East 
Asia are developing and how professional accountancy bodies can help them

The ASEAN Federation of 
Accountants (AFA) is calling 
for proposals for research 
into small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) in 
the South-East Asia region, 
and offering a grant of up to 
SG$20,000 (US$14,000). ACCA 
and strategic partner CA 
ANZ (Chartered Accountants 
Australia and New Zealand) 
are co-sponsoring the research 
as associate members of AFA.

The academic-style 
research will focus on 
establishing the definition and 
characteristics of SMEs in the 
region, and identifying the role 
of professional accountancy 
organisations in assisting them.

Andrew Smart, ACCA’s 
head of emerging markets 
Asia, said: ‘This is an important 
project, and we are pleased 
to be supporting it. We hope 
that key universities, thinktanks 

and policy institutes apply to 
take this project forward to 
offer insights about how SMEs 
are developing in the ASEAN 
geographic area.’

Proposals should be 
submitted no later than 5pm 
(Jakarta time), 23 February 

2017. The successful proposal 
will be announced by 22 May 
2017. The term of the award 
is eight months, effective 
from the agreed research 
start date, with the project 
expected to be completed by 
25 November 2017. ■

For more information:

For details on research proposals, email 
afasecretariat@iaiglobal.or.id

Global understanding
ACCA and recently formed international accountancy network Morison KSi add to global 
training and recruitment agreement with collaboration and partnering MoU

ACCA has entered 
into a memorandum of 
understanding (MoU) with 
global accountancy network 
Morison KSi. 

The agreement was 
formalised in January at an 
event at The Adelphi, ACCA’s 
headquarters in London.

Morison KSi was formed in 
April last year through a merger 
of Morison International and 
Kingston Smith International, 
to become one of the top 
10 largest accountancy 
associations in the world, with 
157 member firms and 375 
offices in 84 countries. 

ACCA and Morison KSi will 
work together in a number 
of areas, including providing 
access to initiatives and services 
to attract new finance and 
accounting talent, running 
joint events in markets of 
mutual interest, identifying 

seventh largest accountancy 
association in the world, 
Morison KSi is a fantastic 
partner for ACCA. 

‘We share a commitment 
to public value and to raising 
standards in mature and 
developing economies. 

‘Our MoU will achieve this 

opportunities to speak at events 
that are mutually beneficial, and 
sharing information.

‘We’re delighted to 
sign this memorandum of 
understanding,’ said ACCA 
chief executive Helen Brand. 
‘Morison KSi’s global footprint 
echoes ACCA’s, and as the 

through collaboration and 
partnering in a number of 
ways, including joint research, 
enabling cross-regional 
business development and 
introducing new firms to the 
Morison KSi association through 
our global network of public 
practices.’ ■

► Partners and 
collaborators
Liza Robbins, Morison 
KSi CEO, and Helen 
Brand, ACCA chief 
executive
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Squaring the circle
ACCA’s corporate culture tool will help to align staff behaviour 
with organisational objectives

Corporate culture 
encourages behaviour that 
can support or impede 
the achievement of 
organisational objectives. 
The challenge is finding 
how to nurture a culture 
that will promote behaviour 
consistent with the 
company’s objectives.

ACCA has launched a 
culture-governance tool 
to help organisations 
assess their culture and 
initiate change. It aligns 
processes and procedures 
that staff experience in their 
professional lives with the 
goals of the organisation.

The graphic on this page 
illustrates an organisation’s 
culture: the inner circle 
covers corporate leadership, 
the middle layer describes 
governance lenses, and 
the outer circle defines 
organisational processes.

The tool assists with action 
points and culture change. 

* It offers examples of the 
procedures that typically 
reflect corporate culture.

* It sets out the alignment 
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20 President
Change is the only 
certainty

between the organisation’s 
goals and culture.

* It helps the alignment 
between organisational 

objectives and procedures 
to be reviewed so a healthy 
organisational culture can 
be maintained. ■

ACCA member 
benefits
Employability
Membership improves 
earning power and job 
prospects on a global 
scale.

Influence and 
representation
Members play key 
roles in representing 
and developing the 
profession, backed by 
cutting-edge research.

Knowledge and 
connections
Keep up to date with 
our publications and 
social media feeds. Our 
events let you network 
with a large peer group.

Personal development
CPD, training and career 
progression support.

ACCA Careers
Our careers portal gives 
guidance and lists job 
vacancies worldwide.

Customer care
Fast and efficient 
support around the 
clock, by phone, email 
and webchat.

Go to accaglobal.com/
memberbenefits

For more information:

See bit.ly/ACCA-culture-tool

Closer ties in China
ACCA has formed a strategic partnership with the Shanghai 
National Accounting Institute

ACCA announced at the  
end of 2016 that it 
had signed a strategic 
partnership agreement 
with the Shanghai National 
Accounting Institute.

Helen Brand, chief 
executive of ACCA, and Li 
Kouqing, president of the 
Shanghai National Accounting 

Institute, formalised the 
partnership at ACCA’s 
London office during the 
2016 meeting of ACCA’s 
International Assembly. 

ACCA and the Shanghai 
National Accounting 
Institute have been working 
together for many years, 
after a memorandum of 

understanding was signed 
in 2012.

‘I am excited to formalise 
the relationship,’ said Brand. 
‘We will continue to work 
together on the development 
of China’s accountants and 
accounting industry, and 
cooperate on our various 
research initiatives.’ ■
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