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Welcome

Accounting 
and Business
The leading monthly magazine for 
fi nance professionals, available in 
six different versions: China, Ireland, 
International, Malaysia, Singapore 
and UK.

There are different ways to read AB. 
Find out more at
www.accaglobal.com/ab

Also from ACCA

AB Direct
Sign up for our weekly news and 
technical bulletin at 
www.accaglobal.com/ab

Accountancy Futures
View our twice-yearly research and 
insights journal at 
www.accaglobal.com/futuresjournal

Student Accountant
Access the magazine for 
ACCA Qualifi cation and 
Foundation-level students at 
www.accaglobal.com/
studentaccountant

Member benefits
To learn more about the 
benefits of ACCA membership, 
visit www.accaglobal.com/
memberbenefi ts 

ACCA Careers
Search thousands of vacancies and 
sign up for customised job alerts at 
our jobs site www.accacareers.com/
ireland

About ACCA

ACCA is the global body for 
professional accountants. We aim to 
offer business-relevant, fi rst-choice 
qualifi cations to people of application, 
ability and ambition around the 
world who seek a rewarding 
career in accountancy, fi nance and 
management. We support our 178,000 
members and 455,000 students 
throughout their careers, providing 
services through a network of 95 
offi ces and active centres.  
www.accaglobal.com 

Channels and media

Accounting and Business is more 
than just a magazine. You can read 
us, follow us and engage with us – 
and in more ways than one. 

AB hub
See our new AB hub at 
www.accaglobal.com/ab 

AB app
Download from iTunes App Store, 
Google Play or via the AB hub

AB digital archive
The latest issue and an 
archive of issues stretching back 
to 2009

Twitter
Accounting and Business tweets 
at @ACCA_ABmagazine 

Videos and podcasts
Look for links in the magazine or 
go to www.accaglobal.com/ab

Webinars
On a raft of topical issues

New year, new leaf

The start of the year is 
traditionally the time to take 
stock of the past and make 
plans for the future, and 
in this month’s Accounting 

and Business we take a look at what this means on both a 
personal and corporate level. 

According to regular columnist Ian Guider, Ireland’s resolution 
to embrace austerity politics fi ve years ago is paying off. But as 
they start to expand again, how will businesses avoid previous 
mistakes? On page 24 Guider explores how successfully 
organisations are adopting a new approach based on the harsh 
lessons of the fi nancial crash. 

Insolvency experts have a keen interest in turnarounds, 
and in our focus interview on page 12 Tom Murray FCCA 
refl ects on how the insolvency process can bring clarity 
and peace of mind, providing a structure for building a 
future. He argues that corporate failure can form a valuable 
element in business education, although new personal 
insolvency regimes may need fi ne tuning before they can truly 
offer a fresh start. 

The arrival of technology multinationals such as Facebook 
and Google has kick-started the Irish economy. Now a recent 
European Court of Justice ruling has sent a shiver down 
electronic spines, with the news that the so-called ‘safe harbour’ 
agreement between the European Union and the US has been 
withdrawn. On page 32 we examine the fallout and the changes 
that US data processing companies are making to conform to 
data privacy requirements.

It’s not just Dublin’s ‘Silicon Docks’ that are offering new job 
opportunities. As we outline in the feature on page 16, Belfast 
is fast becoming the destination of choice for professional 
services fi rms looking to expand their service offerings, 
attracted to the high-calibre talent, improved infrastructure and 
government support. 

Finally, we pay tribute to a resolution made by Hugh Cooney 
FCCA, former chairman of Enterprise Ireland, before his death 
from cancer last year. He sought to highlight the tendency for 
older men, in particular, to ignore health worries, and on page 20 
we pass on some timely advice for a happy and healthy new year.

Pat Sweet, Ireland editor, pat.sweet@accaglobal.com
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▲ Emerald Isle
Tourism Ireland hopes 
to attract 8.2 million 
visitors in 2016, including 
a Star Wars promotion 
celebrating Skellig 
Michael‘s appearance 
in the latest film

▲ This little 
piggy…
An export deal to supply 
Northern Irish pork to 
China, which is in the final 
stages of approval, could 
boost the NI economy 
by £10m a year

► It‘s good to give
Irish-American 
businessman and 
philanthropist  Chuck 
Feeney has donated 
€138m to Trinity College, 
Dublin, to fund a 
dementia research facility 

▲ A grand slam
British Open champion 
Darren Clarke at Royal 
Portrush Golf Club, which 
will host the 148th Open 
in 2019, the first time since 
1951 that Northern Ireland 
has held the event
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▼ Taxing decision
Pfizer acquired Dublin-
based Allergan in a deal 
worth $160bn, creating 
the world‘s biggest 
drugmaker, and plans to 
move its HQ to Ireland 
in a bid to cut its tax

▼ King of the castle
Lord of dance and fancy 
footwork Michael Flatley 
is selling his 18th-century 
mansion, Castlehyde 
House in County Cork, 
after spending €50m on 
its restoration

▼ United we stand
As world leaders 
prepared for the Paris 
climate change talks, 
signs of solidarity 
appeared in Dublin and 
elsewhere in the wake of 
the terror attacks
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This issue’s stories and infographics from Ireland and Northern Ireland, as well as a look 
at the latest developments affecting the fi nance profession around the world

News roundup

KPMG Four arrested
Four partners in KPMG’s 
Belfast offi ce have been 
arrested in connection with 
suspected tax evasion and 
placed on administrative 
leave by KPMG. The four 
are Jon D’Arcy, chairman of 
KPMG’s Belfast offi ce; senior 
tax partner Eamonn Donaghy; 
Arthur O’Brien, an audit and 
advisory partner; and Paul 
Hollway, head of corporate 
fi nance for KPMG Ireland. A 
spokesman for KPMG said: ‘It 
is important to emphasise that 
we do not have any indication 
that this investigation relates 
to the business of KPMG or 
the business of our clients.’ 
The four are believed to have 
been questioned about their 
personal tax affairs relating 
to their investment in Jeap, a 
property company.

Governance slammed
‘Budget oversight by the Irish 
parliamentary chambers, the 
Houses of the Oireachtas, 
is under-developed by 
international standards,’ 
concludes a review conducted 
by the OECD for the Dáil. The 
review proposes reforming 
fi scal oversight by the Dáil, 
with stronger and continual 
engagement in the budget-
setting process. Under the 
OECD’s proposals ‘the 
focus of attention would 
accordingly be re-balanced 
from the formal authorisation 
of fi nancial allocations... 
towards ongoing and ex ante 
interaction on policy priorities 
and performance, where there 
is a real scope to exercise 
infl uence and accountability,’ 
says the report, Review 
of budget oversight by 
parliament: Ireland.

Property bubble 
warning
Ireland is exposed to 
signifi cant new economic 
risk from a fresh property 
bubble, warns the latest 
OECD Economic Outlook. 
‘Strong property prices may 
boost construction activity 
further in the short run, but 
also risk sparking another 
spiral of higher property 
prices and credit,’ it says. 
‘Ireland’s still high debt leaves 
it particularly vulnerable 
to any re-emergence of 
the banking and sovereign 
debt crisis.’ 

CT in North to be cut
Northern Ireland’s corporation 
tax rate is to be cut to 
12.5%, the same as the 
Republic’s, from April 2018. 
Confi rmation came in the 
latest agreement – ‘A Fresh 

Start’ – that attempts to 
resolve the political crisis 
in the North. This puts back 
the date of the reduction 
from the previously agreed 
target date of April 2017. 
Northern Ireland’s enterprise 
minister Jonathan Bell said 
the lower rate ‘enables us 
to proactively promote and 
compete for new investment 
on a global scale’, which he 
said would create ‘thousands 
of additional jobs across a 
range of sectors’. 

Non-exec reprimanded
A former non-executive 
director of the Presbyterian 
Mutual Society has been 
reprimanded and will pay 
£50,000 towards the Financial 
Reporting Council’s (FRC) 
investigation costs. In settling 
the disciplinary case brought 
against him, Philip Black, 

an accountant, accepted 
that he had ‘erroneously 
and unreasonably’ assumed 
the society was complying 
with legislation and its own 
rules. He also ‘failed to 
take any adequate steps’ 
to address its dangerously 
low liquidity levels, or 
consider the going 
concern implications. An FRC 
investigation into Presbyterian 
Mutual’s auditors, Moore 
Stephens, is continuing.

Ireland lags on 
reporting
Ireland’s largest companies 
are not providing key non-
fi nancial information in 
their annual fi nancial and 
corporate responsibility 
reports, according to a 
report entitled KPMG 
Survey of Corporate 
Responsibility Reporting. 

Brexit ‘would harm 
Irish business’
Brexit – a British exit from 
the European Union – 
could cut bilateral trade 
between Ireland and the 
UK by 20%, a report from 
the Economic and Social 
Research Institute (ESRI) 
warns. Impacts would vary 
according to trade sector, 
with some industries 
suffering trade losses at 
much higher levels than 
this. The effects would be 
particularly severe on trade 
between the Republic and 
Northern Ireland and on 
businesses in the North, it 
adds. Irish imports would 
be damaged more than 
exports, suggests ESRI.

▲ Uncertain future
Germany’s chancellor Angela Merkel 
with UK PM David Cameron and Ireland’s 
taoiseach Enda Kenny. A ‘Brexit’ could 
affect UK-Irish bilateral trade
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Source: 2015 OECD Economic Surveys: Ireland

Mixed picture for Ireland’s prospects

According to the OECD’s 2015 economic survey 
of Ireland, determined policy efforts have boosted 
confi dence and underpinned the robust, broad-based 
recovery now under way.

Adam Clayton sues 
accountant
U2 bass guitarist Adam 
Clayton has lodged a claim for 
over €10m in compensation 
from his former accountant, 
Gaby Smyth. Clayton claimed 
that he suffered large losses 
from failed property 
investments despite, he says, 
specifying that he did not 
want to be exposed to high 
risk. Smyth was Clayton’s 
accountant from 2001 to 
2010. Smyth is defending 
other claims that are ongoing 
but has yet to respond to any 
of the above.

Derry accountant stole 
from clients
A Derry accountant has been 
jailed for a year for stealing 
money from a client. James 
Heaney will spend six months 
in prison, with another six 
months served on licence. He 
stole more than £55,000 in VAT 
from a client, using the funds to 
buy a property. An investigation 
by HMRC also found that he 
had fraudulently claimed over 
£14,000 in tax credits.

PwC partners with 
ViClarity
PwC has entered into 
partnership with Irish 
technology company ViClarity 
to develop a compliance risk 
management tool. The tool is 
designed to enable fi nancial 
services fi rms to meet client 
assets regulations, as recently 
imposed by the Central Bank 
of Ireland. It provides real 
time warnings if rules are 
breached. A related tool is 
being developed to enable 
organisations to comply with 
the Central Bank’s investor 
money regulations.

Unification ‘would 
raise GDP’
A modelling exercise by 
leading academics has 
concluded that GDP in 
Northern Ireland could 
rise by between 4% and 
7.5%, while that in the 

It recommends companies 
adopt global guidelines 
to improve consistency 
and enable investors to 
compare performance 
more effectively. A 
smaller percentage of 
Irish companies than the 
global average provide 
corporate responsibility 
reports, at 70% compared 
with 73%, and just 26% of 
the top 100 Irish companies 
have their non-fi nancial 
information assured by 
a third party, compared 
with 42% globally. Only 
9% of Irish reports refer to 
integrated reporting. 

FDI stats ‘skewed’
Statistics showing very high 
levels of Irish investment 
abroad are misleading 
because of the heavy scale 
of tax inversions involving 
Ireland, according to 
comments made by the 
OECD to the Irish Times. 
In the latest inversion, 
US drugs manufacturer 
Pfi zer is taking over Irish-
registered Botox maker 
Allergan and adopting Irish 
tax residency. Allergan itself 
became Irish registered 
after it acquired drugs 
company Actavis through 
a tax inversion. The latest 
OECD statistics reported 
$75bn of Irish corporate 
investment abroad in the fi rst 
half of 2015. 

PwC and Google open 
Belfast innovation hub 
Europe’s fi rst PwC and Google 
Innovation Lab has opened 
at PwC’s Belfast ‘Hive’. The 
unit will operate as part of 
PwC’s 11,000 sq ft technology 
hub in the city, which now 
contains more than 1,300 
people. Ashley Unwin, PwC’s 
consulting leader for EMEA, 
said the alliance with Google 
represents a step change 
in PwC’s commitment to 
accelerating business growth 
through technology. (See 
feature, page 16.) 

Republic could rise by 
between 0.7% and 1.2%, 
if Ireland were reunifi ed. 
Kurt Hubner, director of 
the Institute for European 
Studies at the University of 
British Columbia, said: ‘Our 
modelling exercise points to 
strong positive unifi cation 
effects driven by successful 
currency devaluation 
and a policy-dependent 
industrial turnaround.’

NIAO review of 
government finances
The accounts of the 
Northern Ireland Housing 

Executive (NIHE) have 
been qualifi ed as a result 
of ‘irregular housing 
benefi t overpayments’ 
of £22.3m in the 2014/15 
year, the annual report of 
the Northern Ireland Audit 
Offi ce (NIAO) reveals. 
NIHE underpaid other 
benefi t claimants by £4.4m. 
It also failed to exercise 
suffi cient control of work 
by contractors. The NIAO 
qualifi ed the accounts of 
18 public bodies; 12 were 
qualifi ed in 2013/14. This 
represented an improvement 
on the previous year. »
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However, although Ireland’s multinational sector thrived 
through the crisis, the domestic SME sector is still 
lagging behind despite the shift away from the low 
productivity construction sector, with much lower levels 
of competitiveness, productivity and R&D spending, the 
OECD says.
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► Too tough?
Ajai Chopra says 
that the European 
Central Bank imposed 
unnecessarily harsh 
measures on Ireland

NI hospitality sector 
campaigns for VAT cut
The tourism sector is calling 
for a cut in the VAT rate for 
hotels and restaurants in 
Northern Ireland, claiming 
this could create 2,600 jobs. 
In evidence to the House of 
Commons Northern Ireland 
Affairs Select Committee, the 
Campaign to Cut Tourism VAT 
reported that the UK is ranked 
140th out of 141 countries for 
tourism price competitiveness. 
VAT is applied at 20% on 
tourism activities in the 
Northern Ireland and the rest 
of the UK, compared with 9% 
in the Republic. 

PKF merger
PKF O’Connor, Leddy 
& Holmes has merged 
with Doody Crowley. The 
merged fi rm is now trading 
as PKF O’Connor, Leddy & 
Holmes. It has 70 staff and a 
combined turnover of €6m. 
The combined business will 
operate from Harold’s Cross 
in Dublin. Doody Crowley 
is a specialist provider of 
accountancy services to 
credit unions and hotels, as 
well as servicing a range of 
other clients.

Bankruptcy to last 
one year
A bill to reduce the term 
of bankruptcy from three 
years to one is proceeding 
through the Dáil. The 
Bill has been proposed 
by Labour TD Willie 
Penrose, with support 
from the government. One 
objective of the bill is to 
harmonise bankruptcy law 
between Ireland and the 
UK and eliminate so-called 
‘bankruptcy tourism’, with 
individuals seeking to declare 
bankruptcy in Northern 
Ireland to benefi t from more 
lenient treatment.

Tax offices to close 
A single regional tax centre 
in Belfast will serve the whole 
of Northern Ireland, leading 

to the closure of nine local 
offi ces, HMRC has announced. 
The move is part of a fi ve-year 
programme that will see local 
tax offi ces across the UK 
closed and replaced by large 
regional centres. ‘The new 
regional centres will bring our 
staff together in more modern 
and cost-effective buildings 
in areas with lower rents,’ 
said HMRC chief executive 
Lin Homer.

RSM McClure Watters 
did NAMA work
RSM McClure Watters has 
been paid around €60,000 
for work for NAMA since 
2013, after winning a place 
on its panel of enforcement 
and insolvency advisers. The 
information emerged from 
correspondence sent by 
NAMA to the Northern 
Ireland Assembly’s fi nance 

committee, which is 
investigating the sale of the 
Project Eagle portfolio of 
Northern Ireland property-
based loans to Cerberus. For 
background on the Project 
Eagle sale see AB Ireland, 
September 2015 edition.

Hugh Cooney FCCA
There have been many 
accolades for Hugh Cooney 
FCCA, chairman of Enterprise 
Ireland from 2008 until 2013, 
who died last October. 
Recognised as a leading 
‘turnaround specialist’, he 
held senior positions within 
a number of organisations, 
including KPMG, NCB 
Corporate Finance and BDO 
Simpson Xavier, where he was 
head of corporate fi nance. 
Following a diagnosis of 
terminal cancer, Cooney 
began a public campaign to 

encourage people, and older 
men in particular, to take 
responsibility for their health 
(see feature, page 20). 

Irish ‘steak’ in 
the Adelphi
ACCA’s new London home, 
the Adelphi building, has 
also been chosen as the site 
of the fi rst ever overseas 
branch of the famous 
New York steakhouse, 
Smith & Wollensky. Three 
Irish entrepreneurs, Leonard 
Ryan, Mark O’Meara and 
Mickey O’Rourke, who co-
founded Setanta Sports, have 
invested around €10m in the 
15,000 sq ft restaurant which 
has three private dining rooms 
and two bars, seating around 
300 customers. ■

Compiled by Paul Gosling, 
journalist

Austerity too harsh 

The European Central Bank (ECB) put its own interests fi rst and forced Ireland to adopt 
unnecessarily harsh austerity measures, a former adviser to the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) has claimed. Ajai Chopra was the IMF’s mission chief to Ireland during the post-crisis 
rescue. In a report produced for a European Parliament committee, Chopra cited a letter 
from past ECB president Jean-Claude Trichet, threatening to withdraw support for Irish banks 
if the government did not request a bail-out. ‘The letter also made demands in the areas of 
fi scal austerity and structural reform that were not only beyond the ECB’s remit but were also 
wrong for Ireland’s circumstances,’ he said. 
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‘The insolvency 
process can bring 

a huge amount 
of clarity and 

peace of mind. 
The participants 

see that life 
does go on’
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The only way is up
Bankruptcy isn’t all downside, according to Tom Murray, insolvency practitioner at 
Friel Stafford, whose own career reveals an unswerving trajectory to the top

At the time, Murray voiced some concerns that the €3m 
limit on secured debt set out in the act was too low. He also 
hinted that getting accountants, bankers or debtors all on 
board for the common purpose of debt relief wasn’t likely 
to be a straightforward process. In hindsight, his misgivings 
underestimated the scale of the challenges ahead.

‘Everyone had great hopes the act would be a panacea to 
many people’s problems,’ says Murray. ‘It certainly hasn’t been. 
From the beginning, it was beset with problems in terms of the 
attitudes of certain creditors and because of the high bar set by 
the “reasonable standards of living” clause, which excluded a lot 
of people. While it has brought comfort and solutions to some 
people, it’s a very small proportion of what was envisaged.’

The low uptake hasn’t been lost on the government, which 
brought in a number of amendments in 2015 to address the 
deficiencies of the original act. Among the most significant 
was to give courts the power to impose proposals on lenders if 
the courts find they have unreasonably rejected PIAs. ‘It will be 
fascinating to see, when a test case is ultimately taken, how this 
review process will pan out and what percentage of PIAs are 
challenged in this way. Further legislation before the Dáil in late 
2015 addressed reducing the discharge term for bankruptcy from 
three years to one year,’ Murray says.

Legal shortcomings notwithstanding, Murray says that work 
in this area continues to be very rewarding. ‘One of the most 
important things you can do in the area of insolvency is to help 
people get perspective, and to understand the exact scenario 
they are in, as opposed to the imagined one. A lot of relief 
comes to people when they are given the facts, and when they 
see a pathway through the situation, maybe for the first time.’ 

Corporate insolvency has been an equally strong suit for 
the business over the last eight years, with ‘peak insolvency’ » 

It was back in 2012 when AB Ireland last caught up with 
Tom Murray FCCA. One of the country’s leading insolvency 
practitioners, the Dublin man was just about to take on 

the role of president of ACCA Ireland, and it was not difficult 
to see how his day job made him an apposite choice at a 
time when the country’s prospects looked dim indeed. With 
business and consumer confidence, not to mention property 
prices, at low ebbs, many were convinced that Ireland’s 
journey back to economic recovery would be, at best, a 
protracted and painful affair.

In conversation with Murray nearly four years later, it is hard 
not to be reminded of the dictum that ‘in Ireland the inevitable 
never happens and the unexpected constantly occurs’.

To the surprise of many, the country has experienced the most 
robust of economic rebounds, with a burgeoning tax take and 
the highest growth levels in the EU. However, the more modest 
hope of a legal structure that would allow for a fresh beginning 
for those caught in Celtic Tiger debt traps – which seemed a 
far more achievable aspiration back in 2012 – has been far less 
successfully realised. 

Both are areas close to Murray’s heart. Friel Stafford, the 
advisory firm that he has been partner of since 2008, has built its 
reputation in the distinct but complementary fields of corporate 
finance and corporate and personal insolvency – ‘two sides of 
the same coin,’ Murray notes.

Intransigence
Personal insolvency has been a high-profile activity for the 
firm over the past few years as many individuals, as well as 
companies, sought its advice following the collapse of the Celtic 
Tiger. Murray recalls how, like others, he welcomed the arrival of 
the Personal Insolvency Act in 2012, which provided options for 
individuals with unsustainable personal or mortgage debt. Key 
among them were the debt settlement arrangement (DSA) and 
the personal insolvency arrangement (PIA), the latter allowing for 
an agreed settlement of secured and unsecured debt, typically 
over a six-year period. The act also updated the automatic 
discharge period for bankruptcy from 12 years to three, a figure 
designed to bring Ireland into line with European norms.

A speech given by the then minister for justice, equality and 
defence, Alan Shatter, at the ACCA Ireland president’s annual 
dinner in March 2013 underscored the optimism around the 
new act. The minister’s expectation back then was that, in the 
first full year of operation, the DSA and PIA would collectively 
see something like 15,000 applications, with a further 3,000 
bankruptcy applications as well.

2015
Appointed to the board of the 
National Institute for Bioprocessing 
Research and Training.

2012
Became president, ACCA Ireland, and 
elected to ACCA Council the following year.

2008
Made partner at Friel Stafford, having joined in 2003.

13

01/2016 Accounting and Business

Interview | Focus

IE_F_Murray.indd   13 09/12/2015   14:41



Basics Tips

access to working capital is a real and a live one. ‘To address 
that, we need more than just lip service from government. There 
is an onus on both government and the banking sector to look 
more closely at the issue. A significant amount of SMEs are not 
getting credit from their banks and they don’t understand why. 
They need to get clarity as to what the lending criteria are, what 
the parameters for lending are, and what the alternatives are. If 
that isn’t resolved, it is one of the things that could hamper the 
ongoing recovery of the economy.’

Council role
A native of Portmarnock, north County Dublin, Murray entered 
the accounting profession on leaving school, becoming a 
member of ACCA in 1997. His participation in the organisational 
side of ACCA has been relatively seamless since then: he 
joined the Leinster Society on the day he became an ACCA, 
subsequently served on the practitioners’ network, as ACCA 
Ireland president in 2012, and since 2013 has been a member of 
ACCA Council, ACCA’s primary governance body. 

‘Running for Council was a very easy decision for me to 
make,’ he says.’ It was a natural progression in the relationship 
I’ve had with ACCA since becoming a member.’ Gaining insight, 
as ACCA Ireland president, of ACCA’s international dimension 
also helped influence his decision to take the next step. ’Up until 
then, I probably hadn’t appreciated the size and global nature of 
the organisation,’ he says. 

Being a member of ACCA Council has allowed him to witness 
and participate in ACCA’s development and he is particularly 
excited about the progress of its ambitious growth strategy 
to 2020, and the impact this is having in diverse communities 
around the world. ‘One of the key things that distinguishes 
ACCA from other accountancy bodies is its open access 
policies: you don’t have to have gone to university, or have 
been apprenticed or articled to another accountant to be a 
member,’ he says. ‘When I hear and see the stories of people 
from relatively disadvantaged backgrounds around the world 
who, with the support of their communities, enter the profession, 
qualify and then support the community back, you begin to see 
what ACCA does and how it is different from other professional 
bodies in our field.’

now appearing to have passed. Murray recalls how in 2010 and 
2011 ‘there was such a consistent stream of work, which seemed 
beyond most people’s anticipation of how bad things could get. 
It was not sector-specific and it was spread across all geographic 
locations. No one was spared.’ 

However, from mid-2013 onwards, a steady levelling off has 
taken place, and, in 2015 the number of liquidations was two-
thirds of what it was in 2013. 

Not the end of the world
While the process has resulted in difficult experiences for many 
business people, Murray says that, as with personal insolvency, 
‘the process can bring a huge amount of clarity and peace of 
mind. The participants see that life does go on. There are a lot 
worse things that can happen to you than an insolvency.’ 

Murray also notes some interesting positives that may come 
into play as economic recovery gains traction. ‘There’s a sense 
that a generation of people have emerged from this much more 
experienced and better in business. It’s often a hackneyed point 
but if you look at the US, you see that their attitude is that being 
through a corporate failure is part of your business education. 
We are beginning to recognise that here too.’ 

With the appetite for growth back on the agenda of Irish 
businesses, Murray has also seen a tempo shift in terms of 
uptake of the firm’s corporate finance services. ‘Buyers and 
sellers are returning to the markets, and there are more and 
more opportunities to get finance for these transactions. So I 
am finding that significantly more of my time is dedicated to 
corporate finance work – raising funds, debt and equity for 
companies, advising on MBOs [management buyouts], from 
the point of view of the investment team and the vendors, and 
advising on the sales of business.’

In spite of that rekindling of the entrepreneurial spirit, one 
of the biggest issues that small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) have faced over the past few years, namely the funding 
crisis, hasn’t gone away. Part of the challenge, Murray says, is 
‘about educating our entrepreneurial class that banks are there 
to provide working capital, not risk capital. Once you understand 
that, it becomes about searching for alternative sources.’ 

That said, he also stresses that the issue of SMEs getting 

2013 
In response to increased demand, 
Friel Stafford strengthens its corporate 
finance team.

2008
Tom Murray FCCA becomes a partner, 
having joined the firm in 2003.

1994
The firm is set up by managing partner Jim Stafford to 
provide niche corporate recovery and insolvency services.

* ‘One of the most important 
things you can do in the area 
of insolvency is to help people 
get perspective.’

* ‘If you look at the US, you see that 
their attitude is that being through 
a corporate failure is part of your business education. 
We are beginning to recognise that here too.’

* ‘One of the key things that distinguishes ACCA from 
other accountancy bodies is its open access policies.’
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says Murray. ‘It will be very significant to the country’s inward 
investment strategy and plays into the idea that, while 
technology is going to be big part of Ireland Inc’s offering in the 
years ahead, what’s really going to differentiate us in the future is 
talent. Multinational companies are drawn to Ireland in no small 
part because of the talent we have here, and NIBRT shows that 
we are taking this seriously as a country.’

With such an intensive schedule of executive and non-
executive roles, all having to accommodate themselves around 
the dynamics of family life, Murray could be forgiven if he chose 
a benign use for any downtime. Recently, however, he’s made 
the decision to give time back to the local community in the role 
of football coach. ‘I was an enthusiastic but not very talented 
football player as a child and now as an adult I’ve started 
coaching our local youth soccer team. The pitch is a great place 
to release whatever small frustrations you’ve experienced during 
the week. It’s also very rewarding to train a team and, in fairness, 
the skills of being a football manager are not much different from 
being a manager in a business.’ ■

Donal Nugent, journalist

Murray is one of five Irish members who are currently serving 
on Council and he attributes that strong Irish presence to a 
number of factors, key among them being the country’s very 
engaged membership. ‘We have a high proportion of members 
in Ireland who are engaged with the association and involved 
in it,’ he says. ‘We have very good support from Leeson Park 
[ACCA Ireland headquarters], very active committees, healthy 
membership in those committees, and engaged members who 
see the benefit of commitment to ACCA in terms of professional 
and personal development.’

World-class
Earlier this year, Murray was appointed by the minister for jobs, 
enterprise and innovation, Richard Bruton, to the board of 
the National Institute for Bioprocessing Research and Training 
(NIBRT). Building on his experience of advising boards of 
directors across a wide range of industries, it also ties in with 
Murray’s long-term career goals of supporting businesses in their 
push to develop into competitive and innovative organisations.

‘NIBRT offers a quality training and research experience 
that hasn’t been possible up to now anywhere in the world,’ 
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Belfast attractions add up
Professional services firms are flocking to Northern Ireland, drawn by the high-calibre 
talent, improved infrastructure and continuing support of government agencies

Deloitte announced plans in September 2014 
to create 338 jobs within five years at Belfast, 
taking its total workforce in the city to 700. It has 
since expanded faster than anticipated, with 200 
people recruited in the first year and another 150 
to be recruited in year two. The firm now employs 

over 400 people in Belfast, of whom a hundred are focused on 
clients within Northern Ireland, with the rest engaged on projects 
relating to UK and global clients.

As with other professional firms establishing service 
centres in Belfast, some of Deloitte’s team are internationally 
mobile. ‘Activities,’ says Henry, ‘include tax compliance, tax 
administration for the UK – working with Deloitte India – and 
audit and audit pensions for the whole UK firm. Consulting is 
a significant area of growth, particularly actuarial consulting 
– digital, analytic, testing. And there are some specific 
technological applications. In addition, we are building out our 
human capital consulting. It is quite a mix.’

Positive experience
Initial experience has been very positive, with Deloitte partners 
flying into Belfast to consider other investment opportunities. 
At present, Deloitte has a Belfast Delivery Centre to support the 
international client base, plus a Belfast Technology Studio, which 
handles data analytics and other tech applications. Average 
salaries are more than £30,000 (€42,000), which is above the 
Northern Ireland average pay rate. The median average for a 
full-time worker in Northern Ireland is £25,220 (€36,000). Invest 
Northern Ireland (INI) offered Deloitte NI a financial package 
worth £2.6m (€3.6m) to support its job-creation plans. 

Belfast has become an international hub 
for professional services. More than 
2,000 new jobs in the accountancy and 

legal sectors have been announced in the last 
two years. Deloitte, EY and PwC all now have 
major bases in Northern Ireland’s first city, 
servicing clients across the world.

‘There are two reasons why I was able to persuade the UK 
firm to expand Belfast,’ explains Jackie Henry, senior partner 
of Deloitte Belfast. ‘We are a very attractive low-cost location 
that is part of the UK, so it is a near-shore location that is part 
of the jurisdiction. The second reason is talent: the quality of 
experienced hires, graduates and school leavers. That is the 
point that has really impressed UK and global Deloitte.’

That flow of talent for Deloitte is evident in several layers. 
In part it is about attracting qualified accountants. But it also 
involves recruiting graduates and school leavers, and training 
them up into high-level professional qualifications in partnership 
with Ulster University and others. And the experience of Belfast 
has influenced Deloitte’s national recruitment approach.

‘We are changing how we are hiring school leavers 
and the rest of the UK is following us,’ says Henry. ‘That is 
something I am very proud of. To be fair to government and 
the Department for Employment and Learning, they have been 
really helpful in supporting us to innovate, including recruiting 
young graduates who have been stuck in unfulfilling jobs. With 
our programme for school leavers, at the end of four years 
they end up with a degree, a job, no debt and four years’ work 
experience. It has been well received by the cohort and by 
their parents.’

▲ Pulling power
Belfast offers firms an 
attractive, near-shore 
location that is still part  
of the UK jurisdiction
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EY announced its big Belfast 
expansion plan in April 2014, creating 
nearly 500 extra jobs in addition to the 
145 people previously employed in the 
city. By the end of the decade, EY will be 
employing about 2,000 people across all 
its offices in the Republic and Northern 
Ireland. A promised total annual pay bill 
of £19m (€27m) for the new Belfast jobs 
means average pay of just under 
£40,000 (€56,000).

Mike McKerr, managing partner of EY 
Ireland, said back in 2014: ‘As a global 
company with a presence in more than 
150 countries, we continually evaluate the 
best locations for expansion to ensure 
maximum productivity and growth.’ He 
indicated that support from government 
agencies had been ‘instrumental’ in securing the decision. INI and 
the Department for Employment and Learning contributed £3.2m 
(€4.5m) in financial assistance, plus a training package.

PwC joined the Belfast party in October 2014, announcing the 
creation of 807 new jobs. This involved an investment of £40m 
(€56m), with £4.4m (€6.2m) coming from INI, including for training 
support. Average salaries will be £21,000 (€29,400) – much lower 
than the pay available for the Deloitte and EY jobs. 

Some 303 of the PwC jobs are for qualified accountants and 
graduates undertaking training programmes. These recruits 
will work on PwC’s My Financepartner project, analysing 
financial transactions to provide clients with high-quality 
management information. 

Another 500 recruits will be graduates engaged by the end of 
the decade to operate as part of the PwC Augment programme. 
Its staff will support assignments globally, ranging from major 
transformation to acquisition and consolidation projects. PwC 
says that staff working for Augment will be given ‘a competitive 
rewards package, including accommodation and subsistence’.

Paul Terrington, PwC regional chairman in Northern Ireland, 
explains: ‘The My Financepartner business model takes PwC 

into a new segment of the business 
advisory market with the potential 
to be replicated beyond the UK. 
PwC Augment is a direct response 
to international client demand for high-
level, multi-skilled in-house support.’

In July 2015 Grant Thornton 
expanded its existing Belfast service 
centre, agreeing to create a further 
71 jobs. The roles include some 
experienced professionals, plus some 
school leavers, with average pay of just 
under £17,000 (€24,000). 

Richard Gillan, partner in charge of 
Grant Thornton in Northern Ireland, 
says: ‘These new positions represent 
the first step of a growth programme 
for Grant Thornton in Northern Ireland 

over the coming years.’
KPMG is the only Big Four firm not to establish a major 

service support centre in Belfast. Eamonn Donaghy, its head of 
tax practice in Belfast, explains that its business model focuses 
on centres of excellence, rather than looking for cheap operating 
bases that provide services globally.

‘We did have a think about it, but it was not really what we 
are trying to do,’ reports Donaghy. ‘I suppose we look at things 
differently from the other three firms. In Dublin we have our 
global aircraft leasing facility, which is probably the best in 
the world. But that is not because they are low cost. They are 
really good. They are not selling themselves as cheaper. If 
you could provide that in Northern Ireland, I would be very 
supportive of that.’

KPMG’s focus in Northern Ireland is instead on its domestic 
client base. But Donaghy is careful not to be dismissive of 
what the other Big Four firms are doing. ‘Bringing work into 
Northern Ireland from overseas is a good thing and should be 
encouraged,’ he says.

Ronnie Patton, senior lecturer in professional accounting 
practice at Ulster University and a member of ACCA’s Public »  

‘The quality of 
experienced 

hires, graduates 
and school 

leavers – that has 
really impressed 

UK and global 
Deloitte’
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promoting Belfast to the accountancy firms. ‘To 
help develop the talent, in Northern Ireland the 
government, working closely with industry and 
academia, operates an extremely successful skills 
development programme called Assured Skills,’ 
she points out. ‘This programme ensures that 
new inward investors and existing businesses can 

be confident that the workforce is successfully equipped with the 
appropriate skills, both at launch and for future expansion.’

Positive experience
But it is not just talent and cost that has made Belfast attractive. 
Improvements in transport infrastructure in recent years have also 
been important. The road between Dublin and Belfast is now 
excellent and there has also been investment in the Enterprise 
rail service between the two cities. Belfast’s mobile workers can 
choose between Dublin and two local airports: Belfast City and 
Belfast International.

PwC’s annual Good Growth for Cities Index consistently rates 
Belfast as one of the best cities in the UK in which to live and 
work – and the best outside southern England and Scotland. 

However, Belfast recorded a large fall 
in index rating in the last five years 
because of falling incomes and a rise 
in unemployment – factors that might 
be a plus for employers. The main 
positive factors for Belfast are work-
life balance, commuting times and 
housing affordability.

Historically, political instability 
has put off many employers from 
committing to Northern Ireland. With 
stable government now apparently 
secured, and the rate of corporation 
tax to be cut to the Republic’s level 
of 12.5% from April 2018, it could be 
Belfast’s time to shine. ■

Paul Gosling, journalist

Sector Network Panel, is clear that cost 
advantages are a major factor in bringing 
professional firms to Belfast. ‘I think the firms 
have been attracted because the costs are 
lower, particularly the staff costs,’ he says. But, 
adds Patton, Belfast offers much more than a 
competitive cost location. ‘Northern Ireland, 
and Belfast in particular, is seen as a good place in which to do 
business,’ he argues. ‘Location decisions by professional firms 
reflect well on the quality of our graduates, our universities and, 
yes, on our cost base.’ However, as more jobs are created, so 
pressures on pay will rise, he suggests.

There has been a long-term strategy involving both INI and 
the two Northern Ireland universities – Ulster and Queen’s – to 
ensure there is a pool of talent in the North for professional firms 
to draw on, says Patton. ‘Employability is an important matrix 
with the university,’ he explains. ‘Talent in universities is very 
strong and I have been trying to make links with businesses.’ So, 
too have the university vice-chancellors, who in some instances 
have talked directly with firms considering locating in Belfast.

‘INI should be given some credit,’ adds Patton. ‘There have 
been conversations between INI and 
universities to make sure there are 
those graduates there. Firms have been 
attracted by this.’

Consequently, Northern Ireland’s 
universities have tailored courses to the 
needs of professional firms and would-be 
accountants. These include a new Ulster 
University accounting degree offering 
students a specialism in either forensic 
accounting or consulting. ‘This gives 
students the opportunity to go deeper 
into particular strands of employment, 
where there are opportunities for those 
types of jobs,’ explains Patton.

Karen Bradbury, financial services 
sector lead at INI, confirms the 
organisation has taken an active role in 

▲ Tranquil waters
Lagan Weir in Belfast. 
Northern Ireland’s deep 
pool of talent is making 
the country increasingly 
attractive to business

‘Northern Ireland, 
and Belfast in 

particular, is seen 
as a good place 
in which to do 

business’
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▲ Strong message
Men need to start seeing  
concern about health  
as a sign of strength,  
not weakness

Following the death of Hugh Cooney FCCA 
in October last year, aged 63, tributes 
flowed from across the business and 

political world to acknowledge a man who, 
as former chairman of Enterprise Ireland, had 
capped a successful and influential career that 
included roles such as the head of corporate finance in BDO 
and chairman of Siteserv.

Cooney was, to many who knew him, a warm and engaging 
figure, but it was his final act, just a few weeks before his death, 
that brought him widespread public acclaim. When he revealed 
in interviews with the Sunday Independent and the Late Late 
Show that he was in the final stages of a two-year battle with 
colon cancer, he made it clear his goal was not a personal last 
hurrah, but a desire to raise health awareness among adults, and 
middle-aged men in particular. Reflecting on his own behaviour 
as ‘a typical man, macho, infallible,’ Cooney said he had ignored 
the warming signs before his cancer diagnosis. His advice to 
others was to ‘listen to your body, learn from mistakes I made. 
Go for regular check-ups and be honest when you’re preparing 
questionnaires for doctors. No shortcuts.’

Many will point to shortcomings and underfunding within our 
health service as a major difficulty for people accessing screening 

services, but Cooney’s testimony also points to an 
important psychological dimension at play and 
one which appears to affect middle-aged men in 
particular, often with tragic results. 

It’s an observation that comes as no surprise 
to Colin Fowler, director of operations with the 

Men’s Health Forum in Ireland (MHFI), a voluntary all-Ireland 
body that focuses a great deal of its attention on addressing 
the issues Cooney raised. Fowler says the challenge of getting 
men to talk about their wellbeing is one that has deep roots in 
our culture and collective mentality. ‘Like it or not, many men 
still hold on to the residual idea that their chief role is to be 
the breadwinner and they find it hard to justify time to see the 
doctor when that time and money could be spent on something 
else. One of our challenges is to turn that perception around, 
so that, instead of concern about health being seen as a sign of 
weakness, it’s seen as a sign of strength.’

A new conversation
Waterford-based Lorcan Brennan, who works as a volunteer 
with MHFI, says that, for men in particular, it boils down to the 
need for a new conversation about health. ‘A man in his 50s 
will probably have grown up with a very traditional message 

The new year is traditionally the time to turn over a new leaf, and some busy finance 
professionals might want to make a resolution to take better care of their health

The wellness issue
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about what it means to be a man. Those 
messages aren’t all bad in themselves, but if 
they are the only way an individual sees life, 
they can be a deterrent to being self-caring 
and to accessing services.’

MHFI’s most high-profile activity is its 
annual men’s health week, which in 2015 
featured ex-international rugby star Tony 
Ward, whose personal story closely mirrors 
that of Cooney. He says that good fortune 
alone led to him being diagnosed in time. 
‘As a gender, we are individually and 
collectively still in need of that wake-up 
call when it comes to our health,’ Ward 
recently wrote.

In spite of such high-profile interventions, and the success 
in recent years of initiatives like Movember, which focuses 
specifically on men’s health, Fowler says the public still has only 
a vague idea of what the issues are: ‘If you ask people on the 
street what a woman’s health issue is, most people would be 
able to tell you something, but if you ask about men’s health, 
some people will have no idea.’

This lack of awareness may be all the more surprising given 
some progressive, albeit low-profile, policy commitments 
in the area. In 2009, the Department of Health and Children 
published the National Men’s Health Policy, a document which 
made Ireland the first country in the world to adopt a national 
men’s health policy. The report argued that the ‘case for an 
increased focus on men’s health is compelling. Men die, on 
average, almost five years younger than women do and have 
higher death rates at all ages, and for all leading causes of 
death.’ It also honed in on the critical issue of self care, noting 
that, ‘despite traditionally being to the forefront of health 
service policy and provision, men have tended to be more 
reticent in terms of advocating or speaking out about their 
own health.’

Playing a part
In a world where many find it all too easy to prioritise work over 
personal health, one of the most positive developments in recent 
years is the willingness of many workplaces to play their part 
in redressing the balance. Ann Hogan is HR director at BDO 
Ireland. She see health and wellness as an increasingly important 
part of the HR remit and points to a number of initiatives BDO is 
taking, from the offer of regular checks for senior management 
to actions that encourage and support healthier behaviours 
throughout the company. 

One of the most successful in recent years has been the firm’s 
involvement with Health Workforce, an Irish company that finds 
novel ways to engage employees in regular exercise. Within 
BDO, the self-explanatory ‘couch to 5km’ has proved a particular 
success. ‘It’s a six-week programme that’s open to everyone and 
first gets people walking, then building up to their first kilometre, 
then second and then fifth. It encourages people to achieve a lot 
through small changes,’ says Hogan.

She also agrees that it’s the younger staff 
members that tend to show more interest 
in such programmes; however, with the 
right approach, barriers and boundaries can 
be broken down. ‘We recently set up of a 
triathlon club, which proved a great success. 
It drew women and men of different age 
groups, with some of the partners in their 
fifties taking part.’

Hogan believes ‘the means by which firms 
show how seriously they take this area is by 
how willing they are to invest in it – and that’s 
matched by people’s interest in it. 

This year sees Ireland’s second National 
Workplace Wellbeing Day , which will take 

place on Friday, 8 April 2016. The Nutrition and Health Foundation 
(NHF), which is organising a range of activities, is calling on 
employers to arrange a ‘lunchtime mile’ – a one-mile cycle, jog, 
run, walk or swim for employees in the vicinity of their work.

According to research commissioned by the NHF, only one 
in three workers takes the recommended level of exercise for a 
healthy lifestyle each week.

Mind and body
The phrase ‘a healthy mind in a healthy body’ may seem like a 
truism, but the positive impact that physical exercise can have 
on mental health has been well documented. Work and business 
worries can often be a major cause of stress, which in extreme 
cases can make someone question whether they want to go on.

Aidan Clifford, ACCA’s director of technical services, says that 
some accountants may be aware of colleagues or clients who are 
‘close to the edge’, but are unsure how to help. ‘It is not always 
easy to spot them and many Irish people find it difficult to even 
say the word suicide. How do you broach the question and if the 
client or person tells you that they are thinking about self-harm, 
what do you do then?‘ Clifford asks. 

SafeTALK is a three-hour course on how to spot somebody 
who is contemplating suicide, how to ask them the question 
and where to refer them if they confirm your fears. The course is 
delivered all over Ireland and the world by trained presenters, is 
generally free to attend and counts as verifiable CPD. 

In addition, MHFI has set out seven questions it believes both 
men and women should be asking themselves about their health, 
advising that taking one small step can have a positive impact. ■

Donal Nugent, journalist

For more information:

Find out about the National Workplace Wellbeing Day at 
www.nutritionandhealth.ie/wellbeing

Find details of the SafeTALK course at tinyurl.com/pssdrgs

Visit Men’s Health Forum in Ireland at www.mhfi.org

Seven questions that 
everyone needs to ask
1 How are things?
2 What’s going well?
3 What’s not going well?
4 Is there anything you need 

to do?
5 Is there any support you need?
6 What’s one step you might 

take?
7 What difference might it make?
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As companies prepare their annual 
reports for 2015, they may feel caught 
between two conflicting demands. The 
first is for a long-term growth story, 
which entails risk-taking, and the second 
is for reassurance about long-term 
viability, including a focus on threats 
to their existence. While the chorus is 
growing louder for the former, it is the 
latter that has led to a new requirement. 

The UK Corporate Governance Code 
(see page 60) calls on directors to state 
the period over which they have assessed 
the company’s prospects, and whether 
they have a ‘reasonable expectation’ 
that it will continue to operate and 
meet its liabilities. The origins of this 
lie in the financial crisis and the 2012 
Sharman inquiry, which recommended a 
discussion of viability looking well beyond 

the 12 months prescribed for the going 
concern basis of accounting. The issues 
include combining business planning with 
risk management; assessing the resilience 
of a company in stressed conditions; and 
frank disclosure to investors of the ‘what 
ifs…’ that could destroy value.

A few companies have had an early 
go at producing these statements. 
Derwent London, the commercial 
property company, blazed a trail in its 
2014 annual report. It chose a five-year 
period, derived from both its strategic 
review and the typical length of time 
from planning permission to letting a 
property. It said that financial metrics 
with particular relevance to viability, such 
as cashflow and dividend cover, were 
subject to sensitivity analysis, but it gave 
no detail on the assumptions.

Fast-forward to the 2015 report of 
Grainger, another property company in the 
private rented sector, and we get a longer 
statement with some fascinating detail 
on its stress tests. One scenario modelled 
a house price crash of nearly 30% over 
two years, with a slow return to growth; 
another fed in a long-term price decline of 
2% a year. The directors determined these 
upsets could be weathered over their 
four-year assessment period. Mitigating 
action would include selling more 
properties and ceasing to buy them. ‘Only 
an unprecedented and long-term lack of 
liquidity in UK residential property markets 
would cause any threat to the group.’

The lessons are that boards should:

* relate the viability assessment period 
to business planning, not just as a 
practical matter but as a disciplinary 
check on any big ambitions

* consider where the company lies in 
its business cycle

* be specific about the key assumptions 
and how they have been flexed

* give some explanation of how financial 
stress would be dealt with, and

* describe any extraordinary 
circumstances that could see the 
company off at any time.

These statements cannot do all the work 
for investors, however. Can you imagine 
the following statements from the two 
UK banks whose failure prompted the 
Sharman report? 

HBOS: ‘We are focused on gaining 
market share and rapid asset growth, 
even though that means lowering lending 
standards. If those assets plummet in 
value, our balance sheet is not strong 
enough to take the losses.’ 

RBS: ‘If we buy ABN Amro and it 
turns out to have a pile of bad assets 
rather than just being poorly managed, 
the resulting losses will threaten our 
existence.’ 

Viability statements – what is not said 
as much as what is said – will provide 
useful evidence of boardroom rigour. But 
investors will have to exercise their own 
judgment on management character and 
the sustainability of the business model. ■

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

and Assurance Council of the 
Financial Reporting Council

Viability equals desirability 
A viability statement can provide evidence of boardroom rigour, but investors must 
judge for themselves whether the business model is sustainable, says Jane Fuller
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Have your say
Most members might be happy with the work ACCA is doing, but to be truly representative, 
we need to understand your needs and views, urges ACCA president Alexandra Chin

May I take this opportunity to wish 
you all a very happy, healthy and 
prosperous 2016.

At the end of last year, one of ACCA’s 
most important regular meetings took 
place in London. The event was ACCA’s 
International Assembly, and it brought 
senior member advocates from around 
the world together to discuss a range of 
topics on how to ensure that we in the 
organisation deliver support and services 
to you, our members, and that we are 
equipped to face the challenges that 
are presented by the global business 
environment.

International Assembly delegates 
represent specific countries or regions 
and provide ACCA with a direct line to 
what member networks are thinking, what 
they feel about the ACCA designation, 
and what they reckon to the direction that 
ACCA is taking. Their input provides a 
vital extra dimension to the extensive and 
ongoing research that ACCA undertakes 
directly with members, students and other 
stakeholders. What the International 
Assembly tells us plays an influential role 
in helping to develop ACCA’s strategic 
direction and delivery.

Among the issues the International 
Assembly considered in its meeting 
last November (see also page 58) was 
how we can encourage greater member 
engagement with ACCA. In this changing 
world, many professional bodies are 
facing challenges in building the number 

of members who are actively engaged in 
shaping the future of their professional 
organisation. For example, only around 
3% of members voted in ACCA’s last 
annual general meeting, which took place 
in September, even though a group of 
members had put forward a number of 
thought-provoking resolutions that would 
have changed the direction that ACCA 
was taking in a number of important areas 
if they had won enough votes.

While the number of those voting on 
what may appear to be internal ACCA 
issues might not reflect the true level of 
member engagement, it does give an 
indication that there is work to do.

It may be that the majority of members 
are happy with the work we’re doing. 
It may be that members simply want 
to qualify, complete their CPD, retain 

their membership and continue to be 
successful, and that is all they require of 
their professional body. But, to be truly 
representative, we do need to understand 
what your needs and views are.

The discussions we had at the 
International Assembly will help to inform 
work that has already been started by 
Council. ACCA vice president Leo Lee is 
leading a taskforce to look into how we 
can encourage greater engagement.

I look forward to reporting back and 
showing you how your Council is working 
to ensure that ACCA not only promotes 
and represents you, but also ensures that 
outstanding opportunities are open to you 
throughout your career. ■

Alexandra Chin runs her own practice in 
Sabah, Malaysia

To be truly 
representative, 
we do need to 

understand what 
your needs and 

views are
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Taming the Celtic Tiger
The Irish economy is booming once more, but is that down to sound political  
judgment or just good luck, and could there be another crash, asks Ian Guider

It’s hard to believe that five years have 
passed since the bailout was agreed, 
and the life of the Fine Gael and Labour 
coalition government is approaching 
its conclusion (for now at least). It’s as 
a good a time as any, then, to assess 
whether the economy has been fixed 
after the great crash.

According to the headlines, Ireland is 
roaring ahead once again. As it stands, 
the official target for economic growth 
in 2015 was about 6%, far in excess of 
any other member of the eurozone, but 
it’s likely to overshoot even that revised 
target, with some economists speculating 
privately that it could even reach Celtic 
Tiger-era rates this year.

So how did it happen and can the 
government take credit for it? What 
we witnessed in the early life of the 

coalition was an unprecedented focus 
on securing Ireland’s exit from the 
Troika in 2013 without the need for 
another bailout. It was no easy feat. This 
was a time when Portugal and Cyprus 
required bailouts. 

Ireland has also been lucky on many 
fronts. While there were job losses in 
multinational companies, they were 
outweighed by inflows from new 
companies, as Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn 
and many more established a presence 
in Ireland. The success of the IDA shored 
up employment even as the domestic 
economy continued to shed jobs. 

Of course, there was also the great sale 
of the century of assets, with hotels, office 
blocks, country estates and department 
stores all snapped up at bargain prices. 
For a foreign investor, Ireland was a great 

place if you wanted to come and do a 
deal. And that was the ultimate calling 
card for a government in need of a 
message to send out to the world that the 
country was open for business.

Eventually job numbers turned and 
unemployment ended the year at below 
9%, a six-year low, albeit still double the 
pre-recession level.

The bounce in job numbers and 
a rebound in activity have led to tax 
flowing into government coffers, 
allowing finance minister Michael Noonan 
to cut the budget deficit much quicker 
than expected. There’s also plenty of 
largesse to share about: extra spending 
on services and cuts to the top rate of 
income tax and the dreaded universal 
social charge. Is it sustainable to use the 
extra revenue for day-to-day spending? 
There have been several economic 
commentators who doubt it is, but those 
fears have been largely drowned out as 
the election looms. 

And what about the legacy of the 
crash: the huge amount of debt built 
up at a sovereign and personal level. 
The former will reduce as the economic 
recovery continues. But for those in 
mortgage arrears, long-term solutions 
are still difficult to find as banks drag their 
heels on debt relief.

There is still one great question to 
be answered. Was there any alternative? 
Would rejecting the austerity politics have 
led to a different outcome over the last 
five years? And did the adherence to the 
agreement lead to greater inequality?

There was tinkering with the bailout 
agreement, but it was marginal at best. 
Was the economy transformed from one 
that relied so heavily on the property 
market and short-term tax receipts being 
used to fund vast public expenditure? 

Probably not. There are no ways to 
end ‘boom and bust’ cycles, which is 
what the government has promised to 
do on many occasions. The coalition has 
its many detractors, but its legacy of the 
last five years was to bring credibility and 
authority back to the country after an 
unprecedented crash. ■

Ian Guider is markets 
editor at The Sunday 

Business Post
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The view from
Anton Martin FCCA, principal at O’Connor Martin in 
Dundalk, on communicating effectively with clients 

I commenced as a sole practitioner in 
May 1991 having worked in practice 
since 1983. We have a total of six people 
working in the practice, including one 
other qualifi ed accountant.

On any given day, we will deal with 
a wide variety of clients. The work we 
undertake can range from normal PAYE 
returns to dealing with large companies 
that require statutory audits. Our strong 
relationship with most of our clients 
means that contact is ongoing and not 
just something that happens once a year. 

One of the certainties of the profession 
is that you are constantly learning. As 
general practitioners, we have had to 
implement the changes introduced with 
the new Companies Act, the application 
of iXBRL for corporation tax returns and 

the changes in FRS 102. A key challenge 
every year is to keep up to date with all 
aspects of your role.

Many clients will request information 
by way of email and expect the answer 
immediately. I look at my emails twice a 
day and deal with them there and then. 
I would rather deal with general queries 
by way of a phone call, as I fi nd it more 
personal and quicker. I was once told only 
to lift a piece of paper once, and deal with 
it. I try to adhere to that advice.

Prior to the downturn in 2008, I found 
that clients were, in general, a lot 
more optimistic. Since then, expectation 
levels have been curtailed by experience. 
Clients are making better decisions 
now as all outcomes are carefully 
considered and they have the benefi t of 
their experiences. In the years after the 
downturn, there was severe cost cutting. 
The clients that survived were those that 
instigated cost cutting at an early stage. 
Most clients now have a sound base for 
expansion in the future.

Dundalk has historically suffered from 
the tag of being a border town. This has 
changed over the past 10 years with large 
multinational companies such as PayPal, 
eBay and National Pen locating here. It is 
an ideal location, halfway between Dublin 
and Belfast. The strength of sterling also 
had a positive effect in 2015. However, 
like many towns, the traditional shopping 
streets have suffered badly from newer 
developments such as Dundalk retail 
park and Marshes shopping centre. The 
success of Dundalk FC over the past two 
years has contributed economically to the 
area and to a great buzz socially in the 
town as well.

Growing up and attending secondary 
school I knew that I wanted to be an 
accountant and structured my studies 
towards that goal. However, if I wasn’t an 
accountant my dream job would be the 
one currently held by a person 
called Kevin Buell. He is the guitar 
technician for Bruce Springsteen. ■

I was once told 
only to lift a piece 

of paper once, 
and deal with it. 
I try to adhere to 

that advice
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Snapshot: internal audit

Increased scrutiny on boards, 
higher expectations around 
business conduct and integrity, 
and more onerous disclosure 
requirements have resulted in 
greater reliance on internal audit. 

While this is particularly true 
in fi nancial services, companies in 
other sectors face similar demands 
and increasingly value the skills 
and insights of the internal audit 
function. It has an important role to 
play around complex risks as well, 
in areas such as cybercrime, which 
are high up the board agenda.

Delivering the required 
assurance and support with an 
expanded remit and limited 
resources is leading many internal 
audit teams to turn to co-sourcing 
to fi ll resource gaps and assist with 
new risk and reporting areas.

 It also means internal auditors 
with the right skills and qualities 
are in high demand. In particular, 
companies need people who can 
operate at the most senior level, 
are visible and strategically minded. 
Soft skills around communication 
and the ability to see problems from 
different perspectives are key, but 
diffi cult to come by. All of this is 
putting upward pressure on salaries.

 In return, it is a discipline 
that offers exposure to senior 
management and the opportunity 
to gain a broad perspective across 
business areas and geographies, 
making it a rewarding career choice.

 
Gordon Craig, director of 
internal audit, 3i
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Forward thinking
ACCA’s president and practitioner Datuk Alexandra Chin FCCA reflects on her career 
so far and looks forward to the challenges she faces in the year ahead

Datuk Alexandra Chin is well aware 
that she has taken on the role of 
ACCA president at a time when 
the accounting profession is facing 
huge challenges – from the rise of 
technology and increased regulation 
to the ongoing issue of attracting and 
retaining talent. But like everything 
she’s taken on in the past, her approach 
is to shoulder the role and the 
related responsibilities with courage, 
enthusiasm and grace.

‘This is an exciting time to lead ACCA 
as we try to achieve our vision of being 
number one in developing the professional 
accountants that the world needs,’ says 
Chin, who assumed the helm in September 
2015. During her tenure, Chin, through 
her many engagements and meetings 
with members and stakeholders, will be 
emphasising ACCA’s core values. 

‘These core values of diversity, 
opportunity, innovation, integrity 
and accountability are the same values that 
ACCA has kept since its inception in 1904, 
and these are the core values that have 
given me opportunities,’ she says. ‘I will 
in particular focus on diversity, especially 
in relation to open access and giving 
opportunities to people around the world 
to study accountancy because this is how I 
got my start in the profession.

‘I achieved the ACCA Qualification 
via part-time via self-study and I passed 
all the way. With that, I have been able 
to have a fulfilling career. That’s how 
supportive ACCA is, and that’s what I want 
to emphasise,’ she says, adding that she is 
honoured to represent ACCA members as 
well as serve as its ambassador.

‘I am making sure that I am meeting 
as many members as possible. They are 
the centre of ACCA and to date I have 
met some of the best and brightest in our 
ACCA family. The really great thing about 
meeting our members is that each of 
them has a unique story to tell about how 
ACCA has changed their lives and given 
them opportunities, and I see parallels 
with my own story,’ she says. 

Chin adds that she has also been 
engaging with university students and is 

keen to share her story and inspire them 
the way ACCA has inspired her.

Encouraging the younger generation 
to take up accountancy is important, she 
says, given the many choices available to 
them today. ‘Nowadays one is spoilt for 
choice and if people don’t come forward 
to take up accountancy, then there 
will be a real shortage of talent. That’s 
why we are going into new markets to 
promote ACCA and we’re also helping 
in the capacity-building and training of 
accountants in emerging markets,’ she 
says, adding that in the last few years 
the organisation has made inroads 
into the likes of Turkey, Indonesia, Laos 
and Myanmar.

Advocate for women
As the fourth woman president of 
the ACCA, Chin is also mindful of her 
responsibility to advocate for women to 
take on leadership roles. Interestingly, she 
points out that when she joined ACCA 
as a student in 1981, the president at 
the time was the late Vera di Palma, the 
organisation’s first woman president.

So does she feel an added burden 
taking on the role of president? ‘Well, 
yes and no,’ she says. ‘No because we 
have many female students already doing 
accountancy. We have future finance 
leaders coming up the career ladder, but 
I think what’s challenging is for women 
to take on leadership roles because of 
family considerations.

‘I think that for many women, when 
faced with the choice between family 
and a career, family comes first. Having 
left work and then come back, it’s also 
challenging to work your way up again,’ 
she says. ‘Having said that, I recently met 
an ACCA member at a new member 
engagement and she shared with me that 
she is already a grandmother. That is how 
flexible ACCA is – there are no barriers.’

Chin adds that although there is no 
shortage of talented leaders, women are 
sometimes shy or prefer to maintain a low 
profile. ‘And that is why sometimes they are 
overlooked when it comes to promotion. 
So women need to be more visible or else 
they will be passed over for promotion,’ she 
says, adding that ACCA women members 
can play a bigger role in supporting and 
inspiring the younger generation. »

‘I see accountants 
as trusted 

advisers, so we 
as practitioners 

need to be at 
the forefront 

of changes and 
developments’

Datuk Alexandra Chin has 32 years’ experience in public 
practice. She qualified with ACCA in 1986 and has her own 
accountancy practice in Sabah, Malaysia. Chin has been an 
ACCA Council member since 2005 and, prior to this, served 
as an International Assembly member representing Malaysia 
(2003-05). She is also a member of the nominating committee 
and was president of ACCA Sabah (1999-05). 

Chin has been actively involved in various professional bodies and organisations 
in Sabah, including the Malaysian Institute of Accountants, the Chartered Tax 
Institute of Malaysia, the Board of Trustees of the Sabah Parks and Sabah Sports 
Board. She is currently a member of the Sabah Tourism Board. She was also 
appointed a justice of the peace in 2009 and is a member of the Commonwealth 
Magistrates’ and Judges’ Association. She was conferred Datukship in 2014.

26 Practice | Interview

Accounting and Business 01/2016

IE_UK_YPRAC_Chin.indd   26 08/12/2015   16:48



27

01/2016 Accounting and Business

Interview | Practice

IE_UK_YPRAC_Chin.indd   27 08/12/2015   16:48



the amount of business information, it’s 
important to make the right decisions. So 
I see that CEOs will increasingly rely more 
heavily on the CFO to navigate through 
all this complex data and offer insight for 
business decisions,’ she adds.

Here, she says, ACCA has a role to 
play through the research papers and 
insights the organisation produces, which 
serve as a guide for members. She also 
highlight’s the organisation’s Accountancy 
Futures Academy, which has been created 
specifically to look at future trends and 
their impact on the profession. ‘We’re 
always at the forefront and ensure that our 
members are kept up to date,’ she says.

Reassessment of goals
Chin, who has been a Council member 
since 2005, did not initially plan on 
throwing her hat into the ring for the role 
of president, but a personal experience in 
2013 prompted her to reassess her life’s 
goals and achievements.

‘I started thinking of what I’ve done, 
and asked myself if I was doing all the 
things that I should be doing,’ she says. 
‘I started to look at my career and I was 
happy with what I had been doing. It was 
my seventh year on the Council and I felt 
that I could do more. I didn’t want to be 
in my eighties or nineties and regret not 
taking on the challenges. So that’s when 
I decided to take the bold step and put 
myself forward.’ 

Such an attitude, she says, is very 
much in her nature. ‘It was the same 
when I decided to start my own practice 
in 2006. I don’t like to consider too 

‘I looked at my 
career and was 

happy with what I 
had achieved, but 
it was my seventh 

year on the 
Council and I felt I 

could do more’

The importance of role models

ACCA president Datuk Alexandra Chin hopes that more women members 
will step up as role models and encourage young accountants and finance 
professionals to move up the career ladder into leadership roles.

Chin, who is ACCA’s fourth female president since the association’s 
inception in 1904, says that although there are many female students taking up 
accountancy and ACCA is regarded as one of the more diverse professional 
accounting bodies in the world, women members need to share their respective 
journeys and inspire the younger generation. 

This has been one of her priorities since her tenure as deputy president began in 
2014 and which she plans to continue during her term as president. She says she is 
especially gratified when women tell her that they are inspired and moved by her story. 

‘I had a breakfast meeting recently in Prague and we had some sharing sessions, 
and one of the questions was how long I took off from work when I had my children,’ 
she recalls. ‘I said that I went straight back to work after my maternity leave.

‘Later, one of the participants came up to me and said that she too chose to go 
straight back to work after having a child. I hope our female members can be role 
models for other members.’

Another topic that is close to her heart 
is the important role that accountants 
and finance professionals have in aiding 
the growth of small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs). ‘I see accountants as 
the trusted advisers for SMEs. When they 
need to make decisions, they come to us. 
So we as practitioners need to be at the 
forefront of changes and developments. 
We need to be aware of what’s 
happening on the regulation front so that 
we are able to advise them and to help 
them be aware of certain issues,’ she says. 

When Chin first started her private 
practice in 2006, her clients were 
SMEs that have since grown and 
expanded their businesses. ‘Most are 
family businesses and, in many cases, 
the second generation that is running 
these companies is still with us, so it is 
encouraging to see that we are still their 
trusted advisers,’ she says. 

The key to playing this role, she adds, 
is to listen to clients’ needs. ‘They all have 
different needs,’ she says. ‘Some may want 
expansion and growth; some may want 
access to finance. You have to understand 
their needs in order to help them.’

In the same vein, Chin feels that it is 
important for accountants and finance 
professionals to play a bigger role in 
facilitating change within an organisation, 
and to that end apply the essential 
principles of entrepreneurship to the 
organisation that they are working in. 

‘This involves being innovative and 
generating new ideas to create value in an 
organisation. I think that in today’s world, 
given the presence of complex data and 
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much and give myself all the “what if” 
questions. This would make me afraid 
of embarking on anything, and putting 
more “what ifs” before myself would 
just demoralise me.’

This attitude has, recalls Chin, served 
her well right from the start of her career. ‘I 
was initially registered to study marketing, 
but a guidance counsellor suggested 
that, with my aptitude for maths, I could 
actually take up ACCA and become an 
accountant,’ she says. ‘So I thought: “Ok, 
I will be an accountant.” Once I decide on 
doing something, I don’t dwell too much 
on the decision.’

Chin believes that her experiences 
as an ACCA Council member, as well as 
her involvement in other professional 
bodies and organisations, are valuable 
in her current role as president. ‘I 
think the lessons I’ve learnt from 
my previous experiences are the 
importance of interpersonal skills and 
managing relationships,’ she says, 
adding that her experience as the 
Sabah chairperson of the Malaysian 
Institute of Accountants and Chartered 
Tax Institute of Malaysia has helped 
her to manage relationships with 
various stakeholders.

‘ACCA has partnerships with many 
professional bodies and is moving 
into new markets and building new 
relationships, so it’s important to maintain 
and enhance those relationships,’ she 
says. ‘In any partnership, understanding 
and communication will be crucial.’

Chin says that she is indebted to 
the support of ACCA’s executive team, 
headed by chief executive Helen Brand 
and Council colleagues. ‘We make a good 
team and it’s going to be a very fulfilling 
year ahead.’ ■

Sreerema Banoo, journalist
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Snapshot: mining

Mining’s story is dominated by the 
environment, and by commodity 
pricing. Miners need approval 
for exploration and development 
and gaining it can take years. 
Government responses are likely to 
refl ect local environmental issues 
and community concerns, and there 
can be very rigorous reporting 
requirements on what and how 
much is taken out of the ground.

As far as value goes, it’s no 
surprise that times are tough. 
Commodity prices are universally 
low for oil, iron ore, coal, platinum 
and copper. Mining operations gear 
up and expand when prices are 
high. The result can be over-supply, 
at which point prices start to fall, 
as is the case with iron ore, where 
the price has fallen by over half 
to around US$50 per tonne. More 
effi cient operations can still secure a 
good margin and have little reason 
to limit production. That leaves 
smaller and higher-cost operators, 
and their SME suppliers, squeezed.

Mining companies need fi nance 
professionals who understand the 
basics, but also specialist skills 
around impairments, which feature 
heavily in their accounts at present 
because of commodity pricing, 
foreign exchange risk and high 
operating costs. Coming to a sound 
conclusion on the numbers requires 
an overview of these issues as well 
as extraction costs, development 
and logistics. Treasury skills around 
FX hedging are highly prized.

Tim Biggs, UK mining leader, Deloitte

The view from
Lorraine Gunning FCCA, tax specialist, alternative 
investment services, BNY Mellon, Wexford

My current role centres on assisting 
clients with tax queries and information 
requirements. This involves liaising with 
clients, their auditors and advisers, and 
other BNY Mellon departments.

BNY Mellon provides investment 
management and services that help 
individuals and institutions to invest, 
conduct business and transact all over 
the world. Whether a client is looking to 
create, trade, hold, manage, distribute or 
restructure investments, we can help. 

What I fi nd particularly rewarding is the 
opportunity to deal with colleagues 
across the company and to get involved 
in initiatives within BNY Mellon. I am a 
committee member of the Irish chapter of 
Women’s Initiatives Network (WIN), which 

is one of BNY Mellon’s diversity networks. 
WIN provides learning and developing 
activities such as informal mentoring 
programmes and book clubs, and has 
even played a part in getting a corporate 
garden in the Wexford offi ce to enable 
staff grow their own vegetables as part of 
a work/life balance initiative.

One of the ways we try to connect 
better with the local community is 
by getting involved in fundraising 
for charities. BNY Mellon was named 
Corporate Philanthropist of the Year 2015 
in Ireland largely due to the input of our 
Wexford offi ce, which has worked with the 
charity Acquired Brain Injury Ireland since 
2009. Also, every year, BNY Mellon staff 
attend local schools to deliver training 
programmes in conjunction with Junior 
Achievement Ireland.

After qualifying with ACCA, I went 
to Australia for a year-long working 
holiday. I worked in the investment 
banking arm of Macquarie in Sydney 
for seven months and then travelled 
around Australia, New Zealand and the 
US. On returning to Ireland I worked in 
an accountancy practice. After qualifying 
as a chartered tax adviser, I joined the 
tax department of a large fi rm and have 
specialised in tax since then, moving 
into fi nancial services in 2007. Originally 
from Wexford, I left to study and work in 
Dublin, so I was delighted to secure a tax 
role in BNY Mellon’s Wexford offi ce.

The most important business lesson 
I have learned in my career is to be 
fl exible and ready to embrace change. 
Tax is dynamic, with constant updates in 
legislation, and this demands an ability to 
respond quickly to changes

My advice to any student or newly 
qualifi ed accountant would be to keep 
an open mind and be receptive to new 
opportunities that cross your path. 
While it is good to specialise, it is also 
worthwhile getting valuable experience 
in different roles or departments, as well 
as sampling working life in both industry 
and practice. ■

BNY Mellon was 
named Corporate 
Philanthropist of 
the Year 2015 in 

Ireland largely due 
to the input of our 

Wexford office

30 Corporate | The view from

Accounting and Business 01/2016

IE_YCORP_intro.indd   30 09/12/2015   11:13



AB UK ads_Nov15.indd   9 08/12/2015   11:18

www.pwc.com/uk/jobs/newly-qualified


Changes to the ‘safe harbour’ rules by the European Court of Justice are creating a legal 
storm over the transmission of personal data across borders and the right to privacy

Data lost in translation

‘Global companies 
will be looking 

towards regulators 
for a sensible 

solution in the 
near future’

Ireland has found itself at the centre of 
a legal wrangle over data privacy that 
has left many international companies 
in limbo following a ruling from the 
European Court of Justice (ECJ).

At stake is the so-called ‘safe harbour’ 
agreement, which allows companies 
to move digital information, such as 
people’s social media updates and 
internet searches, from Europe to the US 
without infringing upon an individual’s 
right to privacy.

Many organisations – approximately 
4,400 at the last count – have been taking 
advantage of the agreement, including 
Facebook, which was the subject of the 
initial legal moves in Ireland brought 
by 27-year-old Austrian student Max 
Schrems. The case related to Schrems’ 
complaint that data was misused when 
the social media giant was alleged to 
have co-operated with the US National 
Security Agency’s electronic surveillance 
programme, Prism, as revealed by 
infamous whistleblower Edward 
Snowden.

Schrems had made his initial 
complaint to Ireland’s data protection 
commissioner (DPC) because his 
Facebook data was being held by an 
Irish subsidiary that also used servers 
located in the US. The DPC rejected the 
claim, which was then passed to the High 
Court of Ireland, which in turn sought a 
judgment from the ECJ.

In October, the ECJ ruled the safe 
harbour agreement, which included 
a series of principles concerning the 
protection of personal data to which US 
organisations could voluntarily subscribe, 
was invalid.

The timing is important because for 
two years the EU and US have been 
negotiating over an updated version 
of the safe harbour agreement, which 
has been in existence for 15 years, long 
before the explosion in social media and 
international interest in ‘big data’.

And yet, the social media world 
did not grind to a halt. At the time of 
the ECJ ruling, European Commission 
vice president Frans Timmermans 

said: ‘Transatlantic data flows between 
companies can continue using other 
mechanisms for international transfers of 
personal data available under EU data 
protection law.’

These mechanisms include the 
use of appropriate contract clauses, 
binding corporate rules, public interest 
grounds or, if there are no other grounds, 
individual consent.

‘Safe harbour is not the only route that 
you can use to transfer data out of Europe, 
but some alternatives just won’t cut it for 
certain commercial arrangements,’ says 
Deirdre Kilroy, head of the intellectual 
property and technology team at Dublin-
based law firm LK Shields. ‘So many are 
looking to the US and the EU to agree a 
new version of safe harbour. But it is very 
difficult to reconcile the primary issues 
identified by the Schrems decision, so 
the only advice you can give your clients 
who are still using safe harbour is that the 
transfer of data overseas is not permitted.’

Non-compliance act
Kilroy observes that in any business 
there are ongoing requirements to give 
assurances that companies operate 
businesses, and perform contracts, in 
compliance with applicable laws. ‘Using 
safe harbour now would be an act of non-
compliance,’ she says. She recommends 
that companies should move to one of 
the alternative routes available, or keep 
data in the European Economic Area.

In the meantime, international 
companies are taking steps to ensure that 
data collected in Europe stays in Europe. 
For instance, on the day of the ECJ ruling 
NetSuite, the US provider of cloud-based 
financial software, announced that it 
would be opening two datacentres in 
Europe, including one in Dublin. Although 
this was largely in response to growing 
demand for its services in Europe, the 
company said the move would enable 
its clients to store their business data 
physically in Europe. ‘NetSuite has always 
had high standards for compliance and 
security and the European datacentres 
will adhere to those standards,’ said 
NetSuite’s CEO Zach Nelson.

Similarly, Salesforce.com, another 
cloud-based software provider, has said 
it will open a datacentre in Germany to 
provide ‘a German cloud for German 
customers, based in Germany and run 
by Germans’. Microsoft has gone a step 
further by announcing a joint venture with 
Deutsche Telekom, in a belt-and-braces 
move to reassure Europeans that their 
data is safe from intrusion and surveillance.

But other companies will be looking 
for a swift resolution to how and when 
they can move data out of Europe – many 
rely on access to this data as part of their 
business. Mark Thompson, privacy practice 
leader at KPMG, says: ‘Global companies 
will be looking towards regulators for a 
sensible solution in the near future. There 
is a risk that if rules around data transfers 
aren’t handled pragmatically, this will result 
in a restriction of the flow of personal 
information across global organisations 
that could have a detrimental impact on 
their business models.

‘This could potentially impact global 
trade as organisations would likely 
be required to restructure business 
functions, outsourcing arrangements and 
business partnerships, and relocate IT 
assets to ensure processing of personal 
information does not take place inside 
the US.’ But Thompson warns: ‘For global 
organisations, this would be a substantial 
undertaking and the associated coasts and 
practicalities involved could be significant.’
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◄ Lock up  
your data
A joint venture between 
Microsoft and Deutsche 
Telekom is seeking to 
reassure Europeans 
that their data is safe 
from intrusion and 
surveillance

2016 to find a replacement for the safe 
harbour regime. If they have not done so 
by then, EU data protection authorities 
under the umbrella of the Article 29 
Working Party – an independent body 
set up under Article 29 of the Data 
Protection Directive – have declared 
their commitment to taking coordinated 
enforcement action. In a statement, the 
working group said: ‘Transfers to third 
countries where the powers of state 
authorities to access information go 
beyond what is necessary in a democratic 
society will not be considered as safe 
destinations for transfers.’

Unfortunately, a key meeting of the 
Article 29 group was delayed following 
recent terrorist events that led to a 
lockdown in Brussels, which in itself will 
have added an additional and unwelcome 
dynamic to the data protection and 
privacy debate. ■

Phil Smith, freelance journalist

US lawyer Brian Hengesbaugh, a 
privacy partner at Baker & McKenzie, 
agrees that the cost to business will be 
material. Hengesbaugh, who was one of 
the original architects of the safe harbour 
negotiations 15 years ago, adds that in 
the short term, the Schrems ruling will be 
a ‘huge headache’ for cloud providers. 
‘But then they will construct premium 
solutions, with localised and regionalised 
operations,’ he says.

However, he raises the concern that 
US companies could be held up to higher 
standards in Europe under European law 
compared with European competitors, 
which will be held up against their own 
national standards of privacy protection, 
which can vary from country to country.

‘We have been negotiating over safe 
harbour 2.0 for two years now, and I’m 
hopeful we will reach an agreement by the 
first quarter of 2016,’ he adds.

In the meantime, the focus will fall on 
compliance obligations. As Stewart Room, 

a partner at PwC Legal, says: ‘In this 
new environment, the only safe harbour 
for business will be robust compliance 
mechanisms, mature assurance and 
sophisticated systems for fault detection 
and complaints handling. Weaknesses 
in these areas will be quickly identified 
during periods of intense scrutiny.’

Focus point
And Ireland will remain in the spotlight 
simply due to the sheer number of 
US technology companies with huge 
databases of personal data that have 
their headquarters within its shores. 
‘Ireland is always going to be a focus 
point, and a lot of these companies have 
invested in datacentres. But our data 
protection commissioner has taken a 
pragmatic approach to Schrems, pointing 
companies towards alternative routes,’ 
says Kilroy.

Now the clock is ticking. The US and 
Europe have until the end of January 
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The price of corruption
While standards of compliance have risen across all markets, corruption still imposes a 
heavy cost on ethical companies and acts as a deterrent to potential investors

For more information:

Read Control Risks’ International 
business attitudes to corruption 

2015/2016 survey (which includes fi ve key 
recommendations for strategic 

anti-corruption measures that enterprises 
can employ) at bit.ly/CR-2015

The price of corruption

News: Infographics

Copy to replace URL:

Headline for web:

Folio for app:

Web friendly URLs:

Read the International Business 
Attitudes to Corruption 2015/2016 
survey from Control Risks >

Lost business

In its latest annual survey of business 
attitudes to corruption, consultancy 
Control Risks concludes that corruption 
imposes a heavy cost on international 
business. Although the picture is 
improving, investors are still deterred 
and deals killed off by corruption risks.

Developing and emerging 
economies feel the pain
Companies based in non-Western countries 
are more likely to lose deals to unethical 
competitors. Those based in Nigeria 
suffer most heavily, with 48% of deals lost 
to corrupt rivals, followed by Indonesia 
with 46% and Colombia with 43%. Only 
businesses based in the Middle East 
(principally, the UAE) matched those in 
mature economies in losing fewer deals to 
corruption than the global average. The 
dotted line in the graphic represents that 
global average (30%).

Staff whistleblowers are your best allies

It is better to be alerted by concerned employees about compliance 
infringements and to take action than to wait for a call from law enforcement. 
However, the survey points to potential weaknesses in compliance.

Anti-corruption agreement

There is broad agreement globally – even 
in countries with relatively high levels of 
corruption – with the proposition that 
international anti-corruption laws are 
improving the business environment.

18% Strongly agree 
46% Agree

22% Disagree
8% Strongly disagree

6% Don’t know

Companies that have failed to win contracts where there is strong 
circumstantial evidence of bribery by the successful competitor

Percentage of organisations that have 
conducted an internal investigation into 
suspected corruption
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30%

Lost out on deals to 

corrupt competitors

41%Pulled out of a deal because of risk of corruption

30%Didn’t do business in a country because of corruption risk

38%

20%

43% 41%

24%

37%

23%
18%

48%

35%

14%

31%
39%

46%

27%
35%

8%
9%

11%

51%35%32%19%

51% No investigation | 35% Internal whistleblower | 32% Internal fraud discovered | 
19% External whistleblower | 11% Requirement by regulator | 

9% Press report | 8% Finding of benchmark exercise
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Fixing the broken model
There’s a growing agreement that corporate reporting isn’t giving investors the information 
they need. But how can this be rectified and who should be in charge of making it happen?

ordinate the evolution. Part of the problem is that no single 
body has responsibility for corporate reporting as a whole. The 
IASB can explore ways of simplifying the reporting of financial 
information but, as Ian Mackintosh, deputy chairman of the 
IASB, told the recent International Integrated Reporting Council 
(IIRC) conference, ‘we are constrained by our existing mission’. 
There are also clearly limits to what the IASB can do through 
International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) alone. IASB 
member Steve Cooper pointed out at the Meet the Experts 
conference that ’simplification [of accounting standards] would 
be welcome, but I’d challenge anyone to achieve that, given the 
complexity of business’.

One option is for the IASB to widen its remit beyond financial 
reporting. The trustees of the IFRS Foundation are considering 
the responses to its consultation on proposals to enhance the 
structure and effectiveness of the organisation, which asked 
whether the IASB should play a more active role in developments 
in wider corporate reporting. The trustees themselves, though, 
said that they ‘continue to view the organisation’s existing forms 
of co-operation as a more appropriate approach than the IASB 
broadening its scope of work into areas outside the traditional 
boundaries of financial reporting. Mackintosh said it was ‘an 
open question whether we should be more involved or not’.

Coordination and integration
There are initiatives intended to bring more cohesiveness and 
logic to corporate reporting, the most high-profile of which 
is integrated reporting (described by the IIRC as ‘a concise 

communication about how an 
organisation’s strategy, governance, 
performance and prospects, in the 
context of its external environment, 
lead to the creation of value in the 
short, medium and long term’). The 
Corporate Reporting Dialogue, 
launched in 2014 and in which the 
IASB, Financial Accounting Standards 
Board (FASB), IIRC and Global 
Reporting Initiative all participate, is 
attempting to create a coordinated 
discussion about the various 
reporting frameworks, standards and 
requirements around the world, but 
progress has been slow.

So now the Fédération des Experts 
Comptables Européens (FEE) has » 

At the recent PwC ‘Meet the Experts’ conference on 
financial reporting, the audience was asked whether 
they thought that financial statements would retain 

their relevance for users in the coming decade; 76% of 
(preparer-heavy) attendees thought that they would. The 
answer surprised many of the speakers at the conference, for 
good reason.

The clamour for reform of corporate reporting has steadily 
grown in recent months and years – there is a general view that 
corporate reports have become too long, that financial information 
is too complex, that disclosures in particular have reached an 
unmanageable volume, and that the amount of non-financial 
information provided by companies is making comparison 
between companies and across sectors increasingly difficult.

The audience’s answer, though, reflected the fact that users 
will always need financial information and corporate reports 
will always be the vehicle that delivers it. However, the more 
fundamental, underlying question is what will corporate reports 
actually look like in 10 years’ time?

It is clear that the momentum for a complete overhaul of 
corporate reporting is steadily growing. A number of international 
bodies are working on projects that are designed either to tackle 
complexity and information overload, such as the International 
Accounting Standards Board’s (IASB) Disclosure Initiative, or to 
attempt to standardise the increasing volume of non-financial 
information provided by companies (such as the European 
Securities and Markets Authority’s guidance on alternative 
performance measures). At the same time, the requirement for 
additional information from regulators 
is growing, from country-by-country 
reporting to the disclosure of risk 
policy. The result is a mass of often 
overlapping and confusing information, 
with little apparent logic behind it. 
Add into the mix rapidly evolving 
technology that is changing the way 
financial information is used and read, 
and it seems that corporate reporting 
is falling very quickly into a box marked 
‘unfit for purpose’.

Who’s in charge?
What the situation lacks is a common 
viewpoint on where corporate 
reporting should go – or at least 
someone who is prepared to co-

‘Accountants 
are uniquely 

positioned to 
begin the debate.

We are natural 
intermediaries 
between users 

and companies’
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describes integrated reporting (IR) and 
the IIRC’s IR framework as ‘promising’, but 

adds that IR is still developing and in an 
experimental phase: ‘It needs to evolve 

further to fulfil its mission to establish 
integrated reporting and thinking within 

taken on the task of ramping up the debate with a new 
discussion paper, The Future of Corporate Reporting 
– creating the dynamics for change. The paper 
argues that the audience for corporate reporting 
is growing and diversifying, new business models 
are developing, and technology is transforming 
our environment at an unprecedented pace – but 
corporate reporting is failing to keep up with 
developments. The paper intends to 
kick-start the debate that needs 
to happen and hopefully 

encourage some sort 
of consensus (or at 

least coordination) 
internationally among users, 

preparers, regulators, standard setters 
and governments. It is a step outside 
FEE’s usual remit, having previously 
concentrated on financial rather than 
corporate reporting.

‘This has had a long incubation,’ says 
Mark Vaessen, chair of FEE’s Corporate 
Reporting Policy Group. ‘It’s clear that 
there is a need for debate, so we need 
to stimulate the initiative. This is a 
substantial thought-leadership piece 
for us.’

Hilde Blomme, FEE’s deputy 
CEO, stresses that the paper is not 
a FEE view on the future, but brings 
together different views from a wide 
variety of stakeholders. Vaessen adds 
that accountants are uniquely positioned 
to begin the debate: ‘We are natural 
intermediaries in the accounting 
profession between users and companies. 
We have to arbitrate between the two. It’s a 
natural role for us.’

The FEE report discusses the various 
developments in financial and corporate 
reporting, as well as initiatives to simplify 
accounts and improve communication. It 

reporting practice as the norm.’
In its report, FEE puts forward its own 

suggestion. It says that the ultimate aim should 
be ‘a single, easy-to-understand report’ that aims to 
address the needs of a wider stakeholder audience. As 
a way of achieving this, it puts forward a ‘core and more’ 
approach. The ‘core’ is an overarching report or executive 
summary, which would include ‘key information that is 
important for understanding the company’s affairs, key 
financial results and additional information that’s considered 
relevant and material for the company’s stakeholders’, based 
on relevance and materiality. The core report would include 
information on ‘expectations for the future’. This would be 
supplemented by (and hyperlinked to) a series of ‘more’ 
reports, containing additional information such as disclosures 
for financial statements, to support the information in the 
‘core’ report. Users could then pick and choose which detailed 
information they needed.

The report raises a number of difficult questions that will 
need to be addressed as part of the debate. Some of them 
go to the basics of accounting, such as the primary qualitative 

characteristics on which reporting is based.

Timing is key
The IASB’s Conceptual Framework names relevance 
and faithful representation as the primary qualitative 
characteristics, with other characteristics such as timeliness 

and comparability supporting them. The FEE report, though, 
concentrates on the relevance and timeliness of information, 
even if that comes at the cost of comparability. ‘For users,’ it 
says, ‘the timeliness of financial information is key. Users seem 
to be prepared to take risks and rely on incomplete and even 
unreliable financial information, if it is produced on a timely 
basis. It is a critical choice whether all of the corporate report 
should be prepared and issued at the same time, or whether 
some information may be issued later or earlier or when 
relevant events occur.’ It adds that relevant information ‘is 
buried in the ever-increasing volume of financial information’ 
and that financial statements need to evolve to retain their 
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develops in the market,’ says Vaessen. 
The UK has done it with the FRC’s 
Reporting Lab – maybe we could 
replicate that.’

The FEE paper is open for 
consultation until the middle 
of 2016, after which FEE will 
come up with a list of policy 
recommendations. One of 
the first and most important 
questions to answer, though, 
is who will be in charge of 
taking things forward 
from that point. 
‘We don’t have 
the answer 
to that; 

relevance and not be seen merely as a 
compliance exercise. 

‘Relevance is more important to 
me than comparability,’ says Vaessen. 
‘There will always be a certain 
level of comparability because of 
market forces, but relevance trumps 
comparability.’ Blomme adds that 
‘anyone expecting comparability to be 
the priority in this will be disappointed’. 
Crucially, the ‘core and more’ reports 

would not necessarily have to be 
available at the same time – the 
core report would need to be 

timely, while ‘more detailed 
information such 

as specific 

For more information:

To hear IIRC chairman Paul Druckman on the profession 
as the innovator of the accounting ecosystem, and IASB 

chairman Hans Hoogervorst on the board’s role in this 
evolution, visit ACCA’s Accounting for the Future event at 

www.accaglobal.com/accountingforthefuture

FEE’s report can be found at tinyurl.com/nkzd7fp 
Comments are requested by 30 June 2016.

See the Corporate Reporting Dialogue at 
tinyurl.com/pueyv7d 

Read more about integrated reporting at 
www.integratedreporting.org

The audience 
for corporate 

reporting is 
diversifying, 

but corporate 
reporting is 

failing to keep up

disclosures 
could become 
available at a later 
stage’. ‘Maybe we need to 
step away from a purely periodic 
approach to reporting,’ adds Vaessen. Instead, reporting 
could be a combination of the dynamic, periodic and ad hoc, 
with information updated depending on the relevance and 
urgency of the information and when it becomes available.

One of the biggest areas of corporate reporting in need of 
attention is non-financial measures and information. The paper 
argues that its increased use means an international framework  
is becoming essential. It cites an article by Robert Elliott,  
former chairman of the American Institute of Certified Public 
Accountants, published in 1998, which illustrated the diminishing 
influence of financial statements on markets and said there is  
need for ‘decisive leadership’ in developing a common 
international framework for non-financial information. ‘Financial 
reporting is well-developed,’ says Vaessen. ‘It’s other areas that 
need attention.’

‘The crux of what our report is trying to achieve is how to put 
some structure around the unstructured information,’ he adds. 
‘It’s open to all kinds of manipulation – boards talk about what’s 
important to them, but without the key performance indicators 
to measure them. It can often be a story that’s not based on fact.’

The FEE report stresses the need for the accountancy 
profession to innovate if a solution is to be found. ‘Innovation 

there are a lot of players 
in the debate,’ says Vaessen. 

‘But it will certainly need government 
support. I see a lot of parallels to the 1970s when the 

International Accounting Standards Committee was created. 
The need for global accounting standards was seen and the 
initiative was taken up by the profession. It took a long time, but 
without a dot on the horizon, things won’t move.’ ■

Liz Fisher, journalist
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There is a growing sense in society that companies should 
behave responsibly, whether by contributing their fair 
share of taxes, paying a decent wage or looking after 

the environment. Those that don’t risk critical media headlines, 
consumer boycotts and challenging AGMs. As the vulnerability 
of organisations to reputational risks has become clear, so 
the need for them to report on how they are assessing and 
mitigating those risks has grown in importance. 

Actions by companies that 
adversely affect the rights of children 
are particularly high risk. This should, 
therefore, be a priority area for 
companies to address. 

‘There is no issue that is more 
central to corporate sustainability than 
children’s rights,’ says Leah Kreitzman, 
director of public affairs at Unicef 
UK. ‘Children are key stakeholders 
of business – as consumers, family 
members of employees, young 
workers, and future employees and 
business leaders. Their survival and 
development needs differ from those 
of adults, and they are particularly 
vulnerable to violence, exploitation and 
abuse. Businesses therefore need to 

give children specific attention to ensure that they are managing 
their potential impacts upon them. Many companies are starting 
to do this, and the huge potential of the private sector to 
positively impact children is starting to be realised.’

Room for improvement
A recent report by ACCA, Reporting on children’s rights, shows 
that corporate reporting on this area is vitally important – and 

that there is substantial room for 
improvement. Adrian Henriques, vice 
chair of ACCA’s Global Sustainability 
Forum, and a sustainability, governance 
and CSR adviser and researcher, says: 
‘Although there is some company 
reporting on issues related to children’s 
rights, the extent of that reporting is 
extremely limited. Many companies’ 
activities will directly or indirectly affect 
children and their rights, so many more 
businesses should be investigating this 
area than currently do.’ 

Henriques says that obvious 
candidates include manufacturers of 
children’s toys and companies with 
long supply chains that could be linked 
to child labour through suppliers along 

Good behaviour
Reporting how a company’s activities affect children is important, as corporate activities 
can affect their rights in a great many ways

‘Many companies’ 
activities will 

directly or 
indirectly affect 

children and 
their rights, and 

they should be 
investigating this’
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that chain. But the financial services sector also has an impact on 
children’s rights. For example, online paedophile activity could 
be purchased using payment mechanisms. In fact, no sector 
is exempt because children’s rights are affected by corporate 
behaviour in so many ways. 

‘Children tend to be more vulnerable to health impacts, so 
a company’s environmental impact is an issue,’ Henriques says. 
‘Children also have a right to family life, so if a parent is being 
pulled away to work every hour of the day on a zero-hours 
contract, what does that mean for a child’s family life?’ 

Henriques, who was involved in compiling ACCA’s report, 
sees corporate reporting as a part of the process of protecting 
children’s rights, and says the process must start with sound 
due diligence. ‘The first thing companies must do is identify 
their risks, and how what the company does has an impact in 
this area,’ he says. ‘This can be challenging. Companies have to 
acknowledge where they might be implicated, which takes some 
intellectual work and effort. Reporting is then vital to make sure 
that action is being taken to protect children.’

Reporting to children
Henriques also stresses the importance of involving children 
in the process of considering and protecting their rights – for 
example, by consulting children as appropriate when trying 
to assess company impacts on them. ‘When it comes to the 
reporting stage, companies should consider writing their reports 
for the children,’ he says. ‘This rarely happens. Companies 
shouldn’t always see these reports as written for the usual 
audience – the opinion formers – but for the stakeholders they 
are talking about – the children.’

A number of companies are taking steps to address and 
report on the impact they have on children’s rights. Travel 
company Kuoni, for example, has identified human rights, 
including child protection, as a sustainability topic relevant to its 
business and where it can exert relatively significant influence. 
It has involved children in its impact assessments in India and 
agreed a number of actions, including continued engagement to 
prevent the sexual exploitation of children in tourism. 

Global home furnishings business Ikea has implemented 
policies for preventing child labour in high-risk locations, 
including working with suppliers to help implement corrective 
action if child labour is discovered. And Marshalls, supplier of 
hard landscaping products in the UK and a global operator, 
has integrated children’s rights into its core business practices, 
publicising its children’s rights policy statement, conducting 
regular impact assessments and reporting on its progress. 

Faye Chua, ACCA’s head of future research, believes that 
public reporting by companies is an important part of the 
process of protecting children’s rights. ‘Corporate reporting 
is widely used to increase transparency in other areas, such 
as environmental impacts,’ she says. ‘Such reporting helps 
stakeholders, including shareholders, to understand the risks 
individual companies face. It is equally important to apply that 
transparency to the risk of business impacts on children’s rights. 

‘Companies can affect children in multiple ways. Some are 

beginning to assess risks, forming policies and procedures  
to mitigate those risks, and then reporting on these areas.  
But these are early days and there is huge scope to increase  
both the numbers of entities reporting and the quality of  
their reports.’ ■ 

Sarah Perrin, journalist

Getting it right

ACCA’s Reporting on children’s rights identifies five key 
areas for reporting company impacts on children’s rights. 

Context and risk
Some sectors and geographies are particularly at risk of 
affecting children’s rights, as are businesses with long 
supply chains. Companies should undertake a high-level 
review before conducting a more detailed children’s 
rights impact assessment. Results should be reported to 
stakeholders, including children.

Policies and governance
After assessing the context and risk, companies should 
develop policies and an action plan to address potential 
impacts. Policies should reference internationally agreed 
declarations and principles on human and children’s 
rights. Governance mechanisms and responsibilities 
for implementing policies should be set out and 
communicated internally and externally.

Integration and action
Policies must be integrated into corporate strategies and 
activities, with targets set and key performance indicators 
developed to track progress against targets. 

Monitoring and review
Monitoring of children’s rights protection could be 
incorporated into existing audit activities and should be 
reviewed regularly. Monitoring and review should generate 
much of the information required for reporting disclosures 
on the company’s children’s rights initiatives. 

Remediation
Companies must be transparent about any abuses of 
children’s rights they uncover. They need to develop 
and implement remediation plans, and report publicly 
on those plans to stakeholders. Systems and processes 
should also be updated to mitigate future risks.

For more information:

Read ACCA’s Reporting on children’s rights report at  
http://bit.ly/1UONWk2
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Go forth and diversify
Versatility is the secret to success for small and medium-sized practices, which are facing 
mounting challenges from a fast-changing market. Rosana Mirkovic explains

next two years, such as helping clients 
monitor internal controls. 

Deregulation has been a big incentive 
for SMPs to innovate. In countries where the 

impact of deregulation has been greatest, SMPs 
have expanded service offerings to SME clients 

rapidly and are exploring partnerships with 
other organisations. Deregulation is more 

advanced in Europe but the rest of 
the world is following suit. This 

suggests that diversification 
of services will continue 
globally – but SMPs 
will need to be 
strategic about their 

Any business must adapt as 
the world changes around it, 
and accountancy practices 

are no exception. The environment 
in which firms operate has 
been transformed in 
the past few years by 
deregulation, rising 
audit thresholds and 
IT innovation. 

The larger firms have 

For more information:

Read The global SMP business model survey: 
understanding a changing profession at bit.ly/SMPs-survey

adapted by widening their range of services. Until 
now, though, there has been little solid evidence of 
how smaller and medium-sized practices (SMPs) are 
adapting their business model.

According to the ACCA report The global SMP 
business model survey: understanding a changing profession, 
which looks at the services offered by smaller practices around 
the world, SMPs globally remain highly focused around core 
services. Tax and compliance account for 42% of SMP income, 
while assurance (including internal audit) accounts for 40%. 

However, the report, produced in partnership with the 
Institute of Singapore Chartered Accountants, CECCAR in 
Romania, the Malaysian Institute of Accountants, the Chinese 
Institute of Certified Public Accountants and the Vietnam 
Association of Chartered Public Accountants, also found that 
the loss of audit income as a result of deregulation has been 
substantial in Western countries. In the UK and Ireland, audit 
now contributes just 12% to SMPs’ income, while in Asia Pacific it 
accounts for 50%. Affected firms are making up the shortfall with 
other offerings, such as tax-related services.

Non-core services accounted for 16% of practice income 
across the firms sampled. The highest-earning non-core 
services are risk management and the design of management 
controls (4% of income), growth-related services (3%) and 
financial management (2%). Even so, the report points out that 
practitioners are ‘aware of the contribution of non-core services 
to demand for their core offering in the long run; the proportion 
of SMPs providing such services is far greater than what one 
would infer from their share of practice income’. For example, 
46% of firms sampled offer payroll services even though on 
average this makes up less than 6% of a practice’s income.

The benefit of transferability of technical skills and the need 
to explore other services and other revenue streams are clear 
messages in the report. This is already happening: over 70% of 
respondents were planning to introduce a new service over the 

if diversification is to be sustainable; there must be an emphasis 
on generating client growth, referrals and repeat business. 

Value-added services
So what does the research mean for SMPs around the world? The 
report concludes that SMPs in the most rapidly evolving markets 
have survived and thrived by transferring technical skills to higher 
value-added services, and forming partnerships with other 
organisations to give their own practice and their clients access 
to a wider set of skills. Among the recommendations from firms, 
professional bodies and regulators, one of the most important 
for SMPs is to ‘close the loop that makes value-added services 
sustainable’. They rarely make money in themselves but are an 
investment for greater, more regular income in the future.

The threat from unregulated advisers remains very real, but 
greater automation provided by cloud services means that large 
practices are beginning to find the SME market more attractive. 
SMPs have several weapons up their sleeve – their ability to offer 
a personal service, consistency of staff and a lower cost base to 
name but three – but with the world changing so rapidly, this is 
no time for complacency. ■

Rosana Mirkovic, ACCA head of SME policy

This article first appeared on the IFAC Global Knowledge Gateway

investment in new services 
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Whatever your size
Good corporate governance should not be seen as a concern for 
large companies only, says Rosana Mirkovic

key risks, and 
a framework 
that promotes 
understanding 
of roles and 
responsibilities and the 
limits of authority.

The report argues that many SMEs would benefi t from having 
a board. The outside perspective and extra skills, experience and 
networks that external non-executive directors (NEDs) can bring 
could be hugely benefi cial. One speaker at the ESRC seminar 
cited UK research that suggested that family-owned fi rms that 
had boards with greater gender diversity and more experience 
with multiple directorships were less likely to fail. 

The report points out that businesses are not static but 
constantly evolving. This is especially true of SMEs and is the key 
to understanding what they need from a corporate governance 
framework. SMEs are heterogeneous, so any framework has to 
be adaptable and fl exible in its application. 

Triggers for change
There are numerous triggers for corporate governance change 
in SMEs. One of the biggest is the emergence of a younger 
generation in the business. As this generation gets involved, 
the business as a whole has to think about how the role of the 
founder or existing owner will change. The need for external 
fi nance is another common trigger.

Yet it is not unusual for SMEs to resist adopting corporate 
governance measures. Part of the problem is a lack of 
understanding about how boards and NEDs work, as well as 
the diffi culty in fi nding high-quality NEDs. More often than not, 
though, the biggest barrier of all to improving the corporate 
governance framework of SMEs is simply that they have other, 
seemingly more pressing priorities.

This is where accountancy professionals come in as SME 
advisers. We need to explain clearly how SMEs can benefi t 
from strong corporate governance, and why the benefi ts will 
outweigh the costs. And we need to show we all take corporate 
governance as seriously for small businesses as for the largest. ■

Rosana Mirkovic, ACCA head of SME policy

No one would deny that corporate governance is 
important to businesses. Done well, it protects both 
the future of the business and the interests of its 

owners and investors by setting the framework for monitoring 
management’s actions and performance.

Most of us associate corporate governance with large, listed 
companies. But good corporate governance is not just for big 
business; it is important for organisations of all sizes. Some of the 
biggest gains from good corporate governance could well be 
captured by small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which 
are often seen as less rigorous in implementing it. 

The benefi ts for SMEs of stronger corporate governance include:

* reduced risk of conflict between family members, or between 
owners who are active in the business and those who are not

* improved access to credit – because investors have more 
confidence in the business

* faster business growth

* greater protection from fraud, theft or financial mistakes – 
because internal controls are stronger.

The problem for the SME sector, though, is that even SMEs that 
want to improve their governance are hampered by the existing 
frameworks and guidelines having been developed with large, 
listed companies in mind. 

The world’s governance frameworks rarely refl ect situations 
where a company’s owner is also its manager, or ownership by 
family members. Instead, they follow an agent-principal model, 
where a company’s managers are agents for the shareholders, 
and systems and controls are conceived as encouraging 
management to act in the best interests of shareholders. 

In SMEs the agent-principal relationship is less likely to be 
signifi cant. For SMEs, corporate governance is mainly about 
improving business performance and less about monitoring 
management’s actions. And while there are many sources of 
guidance on corporate governance for SMEs, that advice is 
largely ad hoc across jurisdictions.

Governance for all
A new ACCA report, Governance for all: the implementation 
challenge for SMEs, aims to open up the debate to SMEs. It 
draws on material from a seminar organised by the Economic 
and Social Research Council (ESRC), as well as the views of the 
ACCA Global Forum for SMEs.

The report asks what good governance for SMEs should look 
like and suggests a number of essential ingredients, including 
clear reporting lines and clarity about how decisions are made 
and risks controlled, appropriate internal controls related to 

For more information:

The ACCA report Governance for all: the implementation 
challenge for SMEs is at www.accaglobal.com/ab/226
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Career boost
Great leaders know the difference between insight and implementation, says 
Rob Yeung, plus preparing for that fi rst client meeting will boost your confi dence

Dr Rob Yeung is an 
organisational psychologist 

and coach at consultancy 
Talentspace

Talent doctor: leadership

I recently started working with a 
group of high-fl iers in their 20s and 
30s on a leadership programme. All 
had been nominated by colleagues 
for their determination and the 
results they had already achieved, so 
it was a group of motivated, hungry-
to-learn individuals.

We discussed leadership and the 
need to rely on subtle tactics such as 
empowerment and engagement rather 
than heavy-handed methods such as 
incentives or punishments. We worked 
on self-awareness. We also touched on 
the art of giving constructive criticism 
assertively but not aggressively.

But perhaps the most important 
lesson of all was the difference 
between insight and implementation. 

Written down, much of leadership can 
seem facile. Who doesn’t know that 
empowerment, self-awareness and 
feedback are important? 

Yet surveys consistently show that most 
employees think their leaders do a poor 
job. Around three-quarters of employees 
report feeling disengaged rather than 
excited by their jobs.

I would argue that most leaders 
understand the importance of 
empowering employees, of being 
self-aware and of giving and receiving 
high-quality feedback. But the difference 
between understanding and doing is what 
differentiates mediocre individuals from 
truly high achievers. Knowledge of what 
good leadership looks like is not the same 
as being able to act upon it.

The gap between insight and 
implementation at work is just 
like the gap between insight and 
implementation when people try to 
lose weight. Most people know the 
principles – eat less food, do more 
exercise. So why do most studies 
show that 60% to 70% of adults in the 
developed world are either overweight 
or obese? Clearly, understanding 
the principles of weight loss is very 
different from implementing them.

The same is true in the workplace. 
Insight into leadership alone is not 
enough. If you’re the kind of person 
who is keen to improve, I’d suggest 
reading fewer books about leadership 
and self-improvement. Strong leaders 
do not simply cram their heads with 
more ideas. They set aside time for 
changing their behaviour. They make 
an effort to build small, benefi cial 
habits into their routines.

If you want to improve, think about 
how you will translate good ideas into 
concrete habits to incorporate into 
your working life. Seek feedback from 
key colleagues, perhaps at a certain 
time every Friday. Spend 15 minutes 
every Monday morning setting up a 
networking meeting or two for the 
following week. If you talk too much, 
spend a few minutes at the start of 
meetings asking more questions and 
listening. If you talk too little, prepare 
bullet points ahead of meetings.

The point is to change your 
behaviour, routines and habits. Don’t 
just assume that understanding 
something is enough. You must, must, 
must implement it too. ■

For more information:

To hear more from Rob Yeung 
on how to be employable, 

see ACCA’s Accounting 
for the Future conference 
at www.accaglobal.com/

accountingforthefuture
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The perfect: first client meeting

The first meeting with a client is pivotal – it’s the right moment to build understanding and 
common ground. It’s definitely the wrong moment to take over.

Business development specialist Michelle Daniels of Connected Thinking warns that 
clients will be listening closely to what you say and also how you say it. ‘Preparation will 
boost your confidence and ensure you make a good first impression,’ she says. ‘Send a draft 
agenda ahead of the discussion. Encourage the client to adapt it, as this will highlight points 
and issues that are front of mind for them, and don’t dwell on areas that aren’t of interest.’

In fact, don’t dominate the conversation. ‘The best client meetings are those where 
the client spends most of the time talking. This enables the adviser to deepen their 
understanding of the client’s issues and explore viable ways in which to offer help. It also 

In demand in China
Accountants with additional 
business experience are the 
most in-demand professionals 
in China, according to ACCA. 
Speaking to China Daily, 
Stephen Heathcote, ACCA 
executive director of markets, 
said qualified accountants 
who also had wider market 
experience were highly 
attractive to government and 
regulatory organisations as 
well as private enterprises. 
As a result, they are currently 
the ‘most sought-after 
group of professionals in 
the Chinese executive jobs 
market’, Heathcote explained. 
He added that increasingly 
complex state-owned 
enterprises were urgently 
in need of accountants 
who could understand 
management accounting 
or how cost drives value. 
They also require the skills 
of individuals who know 
how to make investments 
in response to market 
developments around the 
world and know how to create 
dramatic efficiencies.

UK finance salaries rise
Starting salaries for individuals 
entering the accounting 
and finance professions 
in the UK will grow by an 
average of 3% over the next 
12 months, according to 
global recruitment specialist 
Robert Half. Its salary guide 
states that accounting and 
finance salaries will continue 
to rise due to a shortage 
of accountancy skills in the 
labour market. It found that 
the vast majority (92%) of 
CFOs cite challenges in 
finding skilled professionals 
to join their teams. Roles 
in business and financial 
analysis, general accounting, 
and financial management 
and control, are the most 
difficult to fill. Concerns 
about losing staff to other job 
opportunities were also high 
on the agenda for finance 
executives. Some 87% worried 

about losing top performers. 
Starting salary increases for 
finance and accounting roles 
within the financial services 
sector are 2.7%, which is 
higher than the 2.3% on offer 
within commerce and industry. 
According to the recruiter, the 
most in-demand accountants 
were those with between 
five and 10 years’ post-
qualification experience.

Mental health at work
Representatives from leading 
financial businesses, including 
American Express, Barclays, 
Credit Suisse, EY, Goldman 
Sachs and Prudential, have 
met in New York to discuss 
how support can be given 
to employees who suffer 
mental health issues over 
the course of their careers. 

During the first-ever CEO 
Summit on Mental Health in 
the Workplace, held at the 
New York Stock Exchange, 
healthcare professionals 
and business leaders 
debated how companies 
could foster a culture that 
promotes, supports and 
improves the mental health 
of their employees and 
their families. According to 
the Huffington Post, which 
reported on the event, they 
also talked about how mental 
health can be used as an 
employee engagement tool 
and as a means of creating 
broader social change. 
Discussions ranged from CEOs 
sharing their own personal 
experiences and perspectives 
to explorations around the 
substantial economic impact 

of ignoring employee health. 
Besides financial institutions, 
companies from a range of 
other sectors were represented 
at the summit, including 
media and real estate. 
Speaking at the summit, 
Stephen R Howe Jr, EY’s 
US chairman and Americas 
managing partner, said: 
‘Companies must raise 
awareness about mental health 
and provide the necessary 
support and resources in 
order to build a more inclusive 
culture that enables all 
professionals to thrive.’ ■ 

Compiled by Sally Percy, 
journalist
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helps to build trust. Use open questions and 
actively listen to the client’s responses. 

They will note you are paying 
attention and will be encouraged 

to reveal more as a result.’
Always seek to clarify 

any points you don’t fully 
understand and avoid the 
temptation of coming up 
with immediate solutions. 
The dangers are that you 
may not yet know all the 
relevant facts, and the client 
may find you pushy.

Towards the end of 
your meeting, summarise 
your understanding of 

what they’ve told you and 
suggest some next steps that involve you 

doing something and them doing 
something.

And don’t forget your thank-you note.
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To boldly go
In the first in a new series covering the strategic role of the finance function,  
Tony Grundy examines how to create a vision and target value-creating activities

only to catch up with past change but also manage what is about 
to come, it needs to have three things: vision, value-creating 
activities and a strategy for finance.

Seeing things
‘Vision’ can be defined as a picture of the future role and focus of 
the finance function and how it fulfils that. Vision can be captured 
in words, visuals or both. It needs to balance being aspirational 
versus inspirational, and being tangible versus practical.

Finance should consider doing some ‘from-to’ analysis of the 
key shifts that might be needed to attain the vision. It might be 
helpful to imagine where you are as a function compared with 

So much has changed since I qualified as an accountant 
in 1980. Yes, we had computers but they were 
unrecognisably different from the PCs and laptops of 

today. The internet was only something software companies 
did, mobile phones were inventions of science fiction, and 
social media would have been fantasy.

The role of the accountant was all about recording 
transactions, balancing books, management accounts and 
external reporting, with a budget thrown in once a year. 
‘Strategic plans’ were something that only oil companies did.

But faced with all these changes, it seems that we humans are 
the ones who have failed to adapt. If the finance function is not 

‘How to’ video 

Tony Grundy 
talks about how 
Lego has built up its 
success brick by brick. 
See the video at  
bit.ly/ACCAplaylist.
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where you wish to end up, and break this down into a number of 
‘from-to’ scenarios (see box).

With the latest IT systems, the modern finance function 
should be able to step back from more routine transaction 
reporting and become far more involved in challenging the 
business fundamentals, and especially in challenging resource 
allocation. Reporting, although a core role, has limited value, 
as the past can’t be changed but the future can be. Equally, 
‘controlling’ is a limited role, while ‘guiding’ (for example, 
through education and coaching) and ‘facilitation’ can actually 
create new economic value – and prevent value destruction.

The finance function is perhaps the most routine of all 
departments, and a lot of time that might be spent on higher-
value activities gets pushed back because of this. But routines 
ought to be questioned: are they really needed and, if so, how can 
they be done in the least possible time and with fewest resources?

Lastly, elements of a vision might be that finance moves from 
a tactical role, where 85-90% of activity is spent on number-
crunching and reporting, to a strategic role, where that activity is 
reduced to 20-25% (you should get worried if it is over 50%). This 
may also help give the finance function a sense of being properly 
involved in the decision-making.

Keeping score
One useful way of deploying this is to characterise some of the 
more extreme ‘froms’ and ‘tos’ and to score these – from, say, 
1 to 5 or 1 to 10. You score where you are now and then target 
where you wish to be in the future (for example, to move from a 
4 to an 8). The difference becomes the ‘strategic gap’ that you 
then need to address with change strategies.

As for value-creating activities, I recommend using the model 
of the ‘business value system’. This is essentially drawing up a 
map of all the value activities that the finance function does and 
how they operate together.

Working recently with the FD of a global company, we came 
up with the following value-creating activities (with those at the 
top being those where most attention and time had been spent):
1 Firefighting
2 Reporting
3 Meetings
4 Commercial and legal
5 Systems improvement
6 Cost management
7 People management within finance
8 Helping solve bigger business problems
9 Coaching
10 Acquisitions
11 Training
12 Coaching
13 Input to large bids
14 Strategic advice at board level
15 Coming up with own strategic ideas.
The FD was challenged to move the top item quite a bit lower 
down and to elevate items 8, 13, 14 and 15. It was necessary to 
scrutinise the value of all those meetings (item 3) and to spend 

less time on reporting (item 2) in order to make time for activities 
that produced more positive, ‘turn-on’ value. This required major 
adjustments to the FD’s time allocation, attention and mindset. 
The FD also had to make major redeployments of senior staff.

This analysis took less than an hour, using the ‘business value 
system’ visual tool, which is typically a series of circles connected 
to highlight interdependencies.

Mind the gap
Finally, to develop a strategy for the finance function, you need 
to evaluate your current position and consider where you might 
take it (which your tentative ‘vision’ above has done for you). The 
gap between the two – between the present position and the 
future – is the ‘strategic gap’. You then assess the possibilities 
for configuring finance as a mini business and generate the 
strategic options. To do this I suggest using the following ‘lines 
of enquiry’, where appropriate: 

* seek new value-creating activities

* assess shifts in existing value-creating activities 

* consider what value-diluting activities you could stop doing

* simplify activities

* look at ‘insourcing’ versus outsourcing

* review structure, skills and systems choices.
Once you have a list of options to consider, the next steps might 
be the following: look at how interdependent these are; draw up 
a matrix of the strategic options you have shortlisted against the 
criteria on the strategic option grid, using, for example, strategic 
attractiveness, financial attractiveness, implementation difficulty, 
uncertainty and risk, and stakeholder acceptability; then rate 
each of these between 1 and 3 (1 is worst, 3 is best) and thus out 
of 15. You can then see what you need do to make each option 
better and stress-test them (for example, by asking what the one 
big thing is that you might have forgotten). ■

Tony Grundy is an independent consultant and trainer, and 
lectures at Henley Business School

 

From To
Transaction focus          Resource allocation
Reporting                     Planning
Controlling                     Guiding and facilitation
Routines                         Project work
Tactical role                  Strategic role
Detached                       Actively involved and proactive

From here to there

For more information:

www.tonygrundy.com 

For previous Tony Grundy articles on strategy and 
management theories, visit www.accaglobal.com/abcpd
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Welch workshop
In the second article in a two-part series, David Parmenter 

looks at what finance teams can learn from the wisdom 
and motivation techniques of leadership expert Jack Welch, 

who set sparks flying at General Electric

given a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ by the manager at the close of the workshop, 
and the remaining recommendations had a maximum 30-day 
gestation period before a decision had to be made. This technique 
forced the decision-makers to give innovation a go, allowing for 
some failure, but getting much success at the same time.

Welch noted that the annual planning process led to a 
‘splitting-the-difference negotiation’ – a target that would 
minimise risk and maximise bonus, and one that looked 
merely at some small incremental improvement on last year’s 
performance. Instead of setting a fixed target in the future, 
Welch introduced relative measures. In other words, bonuses 
would be assessed after the year end, when results could be 
assessed against market conditions and market share, etc.

He liked to see goals that were a mix of the possible and the 
impossible. He went on to say: ‘Effective leaders are not afraid 
to envision big results.’ By raising the bar so high, staff and 
management were forced to totally rethink the route plan.

Finally, Welch was an avid reader of the financial and 
management press and journals. He makes it very clear that 
it is a leader’s role to be up to date. While truly great leaders 
are probably born, not made, many good qualities can be 
embedded in one’s makeup. Welch has gained an insight into 
leadership that very few alive today can match. ■

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

Jack Welch has a natural affinity with psychology. 
Throughout his leadership roles he has been able to 
motivate teams to achieve extraordinary results. He 

recognised that besides financial rewards, factors that 
leaders can use to enhance motivation are:

* Enjoyable co-workers (great care in recruiting can ensure a 
good team mix).

* Interesting work that challenges and helps them grow.

* Plenty of recognition (it is free).

* Celebrations, and plenty of them. As Welch says: ‘Work 
is too much a part of life not to recognise moments 
of achievement’.

* A shared goal (this requires great communication and selling).
Welch focused incessantly on the future and was therefore at 
the forefront of many of the moves General Electric (GE) made 
under his leadership. He saw change as an opportunity. He led 
the e-commerce and the Six Sigma revolutions that were to have 
such a profound impact on GE. He is quoted as saying: ‘Control 
your destiny or someone else will.’

He was also clear in ‘defining the mission’. Leaders need 
to define, establish and communicate to all layers of staff the 
organisation’s mission, values, vision and strategy. As Welch says: 
‘Everybody then has the same set of facts.’

Perhaps Welch’s greatest gift is his drive for simplicity. He 
believes that strategy can be documented on five slides:
1 What does the playing pitch look like?
2 What have our competitors been doing?
3 What have we done?
4 What future events keep us awake at night?
5 What is our winning move?
He calls the winning move the big ‘Aha’ for the business: a smart, 
realistic and relatively fast way to gain sustainable competitive 
advantage. He sees strategy very simply as getting the right 
people in the right jobs to drive the ‘Aha’ idea. He wanted his 
organisation to ‘ponder less and do more’.

Innovating, challenging, stretching
Welch was a champion of innovation and wanted it to be part 
of the GE culture. Workshops were called a ‘work-out process’, 
where groups discussed better practices, at least 75% of all 
recommendations from the brainstorming sessions had to be 

Next steps

1 As a priority, read Winning, by Jack Welch with Suzy 
Welch, published by Harper Business in 2005, available 
at bit.ly/1JrBZ7W. 

2 Find yourself a cluster of mentors and use their wisdom.
3 Email me at parmenter@waymark.co.nz and I will 

send you an article about Jack Welch’s leadership style.

For more information:

www.davidparmenter.com
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Conceptual thinking
Graham Holt examines whether criticisms that the Conceptual 
Framework lacks consistency and clarity have been addressed

The International Accounting 
Standards Board (IASB) 
issued an exposure draft 
(ED) in May 2015, proposing 
changes to the Conceptual 
Framework. The discussion 
paper’s proposals include a 
revision of the defi nitions of 
the elements in the fi nancial 
statements, guidance on 
derecognition, measurement 
and the inclusion of items 
in other comprehensive 
income (OCI). The existing 

Conceptual Framework has 
been criticised for its lack 
of clarity and conceptual 
guidance, and for not being 
consistent with the IASB’s 
current thinking.

Chapter 1 in the ED 
describes the objective 
of fi nancial reporting, but 
most chapters focus on 
the information provided 
in fi nancial statements and 
do not address other forms 
of fi nancial reports, such as 

management commentary or 
interim fi nancial reports. 

The ED does not 
propose changes to the 
distinction between liabilities 
and equity, even though 
existing standards do 
not apply the defi nitions 
consistently and often 
require greater disclosure 
of those items classifi ed 
as liabilities than those as 
equity. The IASB decided 
to deal with this issue in its 

Financial Instruments with 
Characteristics of Equity 
research project. 

Many respondents to the 
discussion paper felt that 
the IASB should defi ne and 
use the ‘business model’ 
concept throughout the 
Conceptual Framework, as 
the entity’s business model 
could affect the measurement 
of assets and liabilities. Other 
respondents disagreed, saying 
that referring to the business 
model could introduce 
management bias into 
fi nancial reporting.

The IASB felt that the 
nature of an entity’s business 
activities plays different 
roles in different aspects of 
fi nancial reporting, so the ED 
does not include a general 
discussion of the role of the 

business model in fi nancial 
reporting. However, 
the ED recognises that 
when determining a 
measurement basis for 
an asset or a liability 

and related income and 
expenses, the business 

model is a factor in estimating 
how the asset or the liability 
contributes to future cashfl ows 
and whether income and 
expenses should be included 
in OCI. 

Chapter 1 further identifi es 
the primary users of fi nancial 
reports as existing and 
potential investors, lenders 
and other creditors who 
cannot require entities to 
provide information directly 
to them. 

Respondents to 
the discussion paper had 
varying views. Some felt that 
the primary user group was 
too narrow and should » 
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include employees and 
regulators. Others felt that 
the defi nition was too wide 
and should only include 
equity holders. 

In the view of the IASB, 
existing and potential 
investors need similar 
information and the changes 
to the objective of fi nancial 
reporting clarify the need 
to provide information that 
helps investors to assess 
management’s stewardship.

The IASB removed the 
reference to prudence in the 
discussion paper because of 
the possible inconsistency 
with the concept of neutrality. 
Some respondents to the 
paper agreed with this 
decision because of the lack 
of understanding of what 
prudence means and its 
greater subjectivity. 
However, many felt 
that a reference to 
prudence should 
be reinstated 
as prudence 
is needed to 
offset preparers’ 
optimistic bias, 
and investors are 
more concerned about 
downside risk than upside 
potential. 

Exercising prudence aligns 
the interests of shareholders 
and managers, and recent 
fi nancial problems have shown 
the need for prudence when 
making estimates.

The concept of prudence 
is often interpreted as the 

need for caution in making 
judgments about losses and 
liabilities, with less caution 
required with judgments 
about gains and assets. 
Others advocate a concept 
of prudence that requires 
more persuasive evidence to 
support the recognition of 
gains or assets than of losses 

IASB feels that prudence can 
help achieve neutrality in 
applying accounting policies. 

Substance over form
The Conceptual Framework 
does not include an explicit 
reference to substance over 
form and the IASB agrees 
that making this statement 
explicit would add clarity. 
As a result, the ED proposes 
that faithful representation 
should provide information 
about the substance of an 
economic phenomenon 
instead of merely information 
about its legal form. The 
reasoning behind this 
view is that accounting in 
accordance with its legal 
form, even with relevant 
disclosures, cannot result in a 
faithful representation if the 
economic substance of the 
item is different. 

The IASB removed 
the reference to 
prudence in the 

paper because 
of the possible 

inconsistency with 
the concept of 

neutrality

There is no proposal to 
reinstate reliability instead 
of faithful representation, 
because it appears that 
reliability is linked by users 
with the level of measurement 
uncertainty and not with the 
broader notion set out in the 
original framework.

The IASB has found that 
confusion can arise over 
the existing defi nitions of 
assets and liabilities. The 
current defi nition of an asset 
is ‘a resource controlled 
by the entity as a result of 
past events and from which 
future economic benefi ts 
are expected to fl ow to the 
entity’, and that of a liability 
is ‘a present obligation of 
the entity arising from past 

or liabilities.
Another 

view is that a 
measurement basis 
should be selected 
that recognises 
losses at an 
earlier stage than 
gains. Prudence 
is defi ned by 
the IASB as the 
exercise of caution 
when making 
judgments under 
conditions of 
uncertainty. The 
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events, the settlement of 
which is expected to result 
in an outflow from the entity 
of resources embodying 
economic benefits’. 

It is thought that the 
explicit reference to the flows 
of economic benefits blurs 
the distinction between the 
resource and the resulting 
flows of economic benefits, 
and the term ‘expected’ 
is often interpreted as a 
probability threshold.

The IASB proposes the 
following definitions:
(a) An asset is a present 

economic resource 
controlled by the entity as a 
result of past events.

(b) A liability is a present 
obligation of the entity 
to transfer an economic 
resource as a result of past 
events.

(c) An economic resource is a 
right that has the potential 
to produce economic 
benefits.

The main changes from the 
existing definitions are the 
introduction of a separate 
definition of an economic 
resource and the removal of 
the notion of an expected 
inflow or outflow of resources. 
The inclusion of expected 
flows would have excluded 
several items that are assets 
and liabilities, such as written 
and purchased options. 

No major problems have 
been identified with the 
definitions of income and 
expenses. The only changes 
proposed are to make 
them consistent with the 
proposed definitions of assets 
and liability. Some of the 
classification requirements of 
IAS 32, Financial Instruments: 
Presentation, are inconsistent 
with the existing Conceptual 
Framework’s definitions and 
the proposed definitions of 
liability and equity.

The recognition criteria 
in the existing Conceptual 
Framework is based partially 
on the probability that any 
future economic benefit 

associated with the item will 
flow to or from the entity. 
However, some standards 
do not apply a probability 
recognition criterion (IFRS 9, 
Financial Instruments) and 
those that do use terms that 
imply different thresholds 
of probability. 

For example, terms such as 
‘more likely than not’, ‘virtually 
certain’ and ‘reasonably 
possible’ are used in current 
standards and this can lead 
to inconsistencies and non-
recognition of items. The IASB 
therefore proposes to base 
the criteria for recognition on 
the qualitative characteristics 
of useful financial information. 
The criteria therefore are based 
on relevant information, faithful 
representation and whether 
the benefit of the information 
provided by recognising the 
asset or liability outweighs the 
cost of doing so.

Derecognition
The existing Conceptual 
Framework does not define 
or describe the occurrence 
of derecognition and, as a 
result, the standards have 
adopted different approaches. 
The IASB proposes that the 
accounting requirements for 
derecognition should aim 
to represent faithfully both 
the assets and the liabilities 
retained, and the changes in 
the assets and the liabilities as 
a result of the transaction. 

An issue arises where 
an entity disposes of only 
part of an asset or a liability; 
for example, where trade 
receivables are sold with 
recourse. The ED does not 
advocate a control approach 
or the risk-and-rewards 
approach to derecognition 
in every circumstance, but 
describes the alternatives that 
are available.

The IASB feels that the 
best way to classify the 
measurement bases is using 
historical cost or current value. 
Cashflows are often used to 
estimate the measure of an 

asset or a liability, but the ED 
does not identify cashflow 
techniques as a separate 
category of measurement. 
The description of fair value 
in the ED is consistent with 
that in IFRS 13, Fair Value 
Measurement. 

The IASB felt that 
conceptual guidance on the 
use of the statement of profit 
or loss and OCI is urgently 
needed. However, no single 
characteristic can be used to 
separate items of income and 
expenses into two clear-cut 
categories, primarily because 
there are many facets of an 
entity’s financial performance.

Therefore, the IASB has 
concluded that it is not 
possible to define, or precisely 
describe, in the Conceptual 
Framework when an item of 
income or expenses should be 
included in the statement of 
profit or loss or OCI. Instead, 
high-level guidance is given.

The statement of profit 
or loss should be as inclusive 
as possible and only where 
there is a valid reason should 
an item be excluded. Only 
in limited circumstances, 
such as where the relevance 
of information is improved, 
should income and expenses 
be included in OCI. The IASB 
proposes to specify that only 
income and expenses related 
to remeasurements should be 
included in OCI. 

There is a presumption that 
income and expenses included 
in OCI must subsequently 
be reclassified to profit or 
loss where it enhances the 
relevance of the information. 
If this is not the case, then 
reclassification will not occur. ■

Graham Holt is director of 
professional studies at the 
accounting, finance and 
economics department at 
Manchester Metropolitan 
Business School

For more information:

www.ifrs.org  
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Aidan Clifford is advisory 
services manager, 

ACCA Ireland

Governance and auditors
Section 1373 of the 
Companies Act 2014 has 
been amended, with the new 
subsection 7 clarifying the 
duties of the statutory auditor 
regarding the corporate 
governance statement. 

Statutory instrument 
No. 423 of 2015 is effective 
immediately and available at 
www.irishstatutebook.ie. 

Tax and receivership 
A receiver’s main purpose 
is to realise the assets they 
have been given control of 
for the benefit of the bank or 
charge holder. Often a receiver 
will continue to trade, rent 
property and so on, pending 
sale of the assets. New 
guidelines by the Revenue deal 
with the resulting tax issues for 
receivers and mortgagees in 
possession (MIPs). 

The guidelines do not 
deal with court-appointed 

receivers, who are covered 
by section 1049 of the Taxes 
Consolidation Act 1997. 

The appointment of a 
receiver does not affect 
the legal ownership of the 
borrower’s assets. However, 
the receiver will have full 
control over the trade/rental 
activities associated with the 
assets they are appointed 
over. The new guidance 
clarifies the tax requirements 
and obligations on receivers 
and MIPs. 

Full details of the tax issues 
to be considered are available 
at bit.ly/receiver-tax.

Charity best practice
Irish Charities Tax Reform, an 
organisation which works to 
promote public and donor 
confidence in charities, has 
made a series of good-
practice factsheets available. 

The factsheets cover key 
activities such as running 

raffles and lotteries, handling 
cash and no-cash donations, 
and Garda permits. 

The factsheets are perfect 
as a checklist for implementing 
proper accounting controls. 
You can find them at  
bit.ly/ICTR-factsheets. 

Elsewhere on the ICTR’s 
website (www.ictr.ie) are 
online training modules and 
other best-practice resources. 

Public service contracts 
The Public Services and 
Procurement (Social Value) Act 
2015 requires public bodies 
to have regard to economic, 
social and environmental 
well-being in connection with 
public services contracts. The 
act defines social value as:

* a training and recruitment 
objective

* the availability of 
subcontracting 
opportunities

* facilitating the involvement 
of small and medium 
enterprises

* third-sector bodies and 
supported businesses in 
the process

* the promotion of innovation. 

PIE compliance 
If you are involved in the audit 
or preparation of financial 
statements for public interest 
entities (PIEs), then any non-
compliant activity will now 
be published. 

In the past all non-
compliance was dealt with 
confidentially, but not any 
more. Publication of non-
compliance brings with it the 
possibility of an FD being 
referred to their professional 
body for misconduct because 
of a finding by the Irish 
Auditing and Accounting 

Supervisory Authority (IAASA). 
This is happening in the UK 
where publication has been 
the norm for some years – see 
bit.ly/FRC-cases. 

IAASA has just made its 
first public censure – of an 
entity called Global Fixed 
Income Realisation. The main 
enforcement finding concerns 
the absence of disclosure of 
liquidity risk information in 
those financial statements 
that IAASA considered 
did not comply in full with 
IFRS 7, Financial Instruments: 
Disclosures. More details at 
www.iaasa.ie.

With this new non-
compliance publication 
regime in mind, IAASA 
has released its annual 
observations document, 
highlighting key topics to 
consider when preparing, 
approving or auditing 2015 
financial statements for PIEs. 
They include the following:

* deferred tax assets

* alternative performance 
measures

* judgments, assumptions, 
and auditors’ risks of 
material misstatements

* avoiding the use of 
boilerplate disclosures in 
financial reports.

The International Accounting 
Standards Board (IASB), which 
sets the International Financial 
Reporting Standards (IFRS), 
has published an exposure 
draft, Application of materiality 
to financial statements, for 
comments. ACCA will be 
making a response, but 
members can also submit 
comments. The deadline is 
26 February 2016. The draft is 
at bit.ly/materiality-ED. 

Materiality is an important 
concept in financial reporting 

Aidan Clifford takes a look at the changing landscape of financial statements for public 
interest entities, and the requirements of financial reporting in a recovery

Technically speaking
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In the past all 
non-compliance 

in auditing or 
preparing financial 

statements 
was dealt with 

confidentially, but 
not any more

and the exposure draft looks 
at the following three aspects: 

* the characteristics of 
materiality

*  how to apply the concept 
of materiality when making 
decisions about presenting 
and disclosing information 
in financial statements

*  how to assess 
whether omissions 
and misstatements of 
information are material to 
the financial statements. 

The IASB also published a 
draft IFRIC interpretation, 
Uncertainty over income tax 
treatments. The interpretation 
applies to the determination 
of taxable profit or loss, tax 
bases, unused tax losses, 
unused tax credits and tax 
rates in instances where there 
is uncertainty over the income 
tax treatments that affects the 
application of IAS 12, Income 
Taxes. Uncertainty over taxes 
and the related disclosures 
has been the subject of some 
of IAASA’s investigations and 
a number of PIEs have had to 
give undertakings to improve 
their reporting in future. More 
at bit.ly/IFRIC-uncertain. 

The European Securities 
and Markets Authority (ESMA) 
has also just published a 
statement aimed at improving 
the quality of disclosures 
in financial statements. 
The statement stresses the 
need for clear and concise 
disclosures that are entity-
specific and not to use 
boilerplate templates. It also 

points out that the size of 
annual reports often makes it 
hard for users to identify key 
information, and urges entities 
to avoid ‘disclosure overload’. 
More details can be found at 
bit.ly/better-disclosure.

Finally the Financial 
Reporting Council (FRC) 
has written to around 1,200 
smaller listed and AIM-quoted 
companies with advice on how 
improvements could be made 
to annual reports in areas of 
particular interest to investors. 
This guidance covers:

* making the strategic report 
clear, concise, balanced 
and understandable

* making the accounting 
policies clear and specific, 
particularly in relation to 
revenue recognition and 
expenditure capitalisation

* clearly explaining how the 
company generates its 
cashflow. 

This further guidance is at  
bit.ly/SME-advice.

Accrual accounting
Historically, credit unions 
have always accounted for 
loan interest income on a 
cash receipts basis. However, 
section 110 of the Credit 
Union Act 1997 was amended 
by the Credit Union and 
Co-operation with Overseas 
Regulators Act 2012 with the 
insertion of subsection (1) (f) 
and a requirement to prepare 
the accounts ‘in accordance 
with generally accepted 
accounting principles 

or practice’.
Subsection (d) 
states: ‘All income 
and charges 
relating to the 
financial year to 
which the accounts 
relate shall be 
taken into account 
without regard to 
the date of receipt 
or payment.’ These 
both clearly require 
accrual accounting. 

This change 
requires income to 

be recognised on an accrual 
basis, and the accounting for it 
to use a prior year adjustment 
in the first year of application. 
Effectively this means that 
loan interest earned before 
30 September 2016 but 
physically collected after that 
date must be accounted for as 
income in 2015/16. 

The opening adjustment 
will be to Dr (increase) 
opening receivables and Cr 
(increase) opening reserves 
in the 2014/15 comparison 
columns, with the only current 
year adjustment being the 
difference between the 
opening and closing accrual 
for loan interest income. 

While the change probably 
should have been made in 
the 2013 financial statements 
after the 2012 Act was passed, 
I expect most credit unions 
that decide to make the 
accounting policy change will 
do so at the same time as they 
change to FRS 102 in 2016. 

Travel and subsistence
Sole traders can deduct tax for 
any expenses that they have 
wholly and exclusively incurred 
for the purposes of their trade 
or profession. 

The ‘wholly and exclusively’ 
test is best interpreted with 
the assistance of case law, and 
the Revenue has published 
two tax and duty manuals 
examining when travel and 
subsistence expenses pass 
this test. 

Details at bit.ly/104-15.

Late annual return filing
The consequences of a failure 
to file a company’s annual 
return on time can include 
loss of audit exemption and 
a late filing penalty. Under 
section 343 of the Companies 
Act 2014, applications for an 
extension of time to file an 
annual return may be made 
to either the high court or the 
district court. The court may 
make an order extending the 
time by which the company’s 
annual return for a particular 

year may be delivered to the 
Registrar of Companies. 

The Companies Registration 
Office has produced a useful 
guidance document at bit.ly/
missed-deadline on how to 
access the process. However, 
it is a rather complicated 
five-step process with multiple 
affidavits and court forms 
to be completed and filed, 
and as the directors can’t 
represent the company, 
legal representation must 
be engaged. 

CLS Chartered Secretaries 
is offering a fixed-fee turnkey 
service to make the court 
application where the directors 
or the practitioner prefers 
or needs to outsource the 
procedure. CLS is at www.
clscharteredsecretaries.ie. 

Recovery reporting
Where assets written down to 
market value in the recession 
have now recovered, the 
recovery is booked as a 
credit either to profit and loss 
or to revaluation reserves, 
depending on where the 
original debit on devaluation 
was posted. If the write-down 
was posted to profit and 
loss, then the recovery can 
be posted there as well. On 
conversion to FRS 102 entities 
can deem the current valuation 
to be cost and continue the 
accounting into the future 
as if the current valuation 
was always cost (freezing any 
revaluation reserve until the 
asset is sold). 

The entity can also revert 
back to a cost model and 
restate the asset as if it had 
always been using the cost 
model – useful if that results 
in a much lower annual 
depreciation charge. 

Revenue audit 
The code of practice for 
revenue audit and other 
compliance interventions 
has just been updated and is 
available at www.revenue.ie 
The new code is effective from 
20 November 2015. ■
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Cora O’Brien provides an overview of key measures in the Finance Bill and highlights 
plans for a new Knowledge Development Box

Tax update

Finance Bill 
developments
The Finance Bill 2015 was 
published on 22 October. Below 
we provide a snapshot of six key 
measures in the bill that are of 
general interest. The Finance 
Act was due to be signed by 
the end of 2015.
1 €500 tax-free benefi t 

to staff An employer 
can provide a voucher or 
other benefi t (not cash) to 
employees, up to the value 
of €500. Only one voucher 
or benefi t can be provided 
in the tax year. This 
measure replaces Revenue’s 
current small benefi ts 
exemption, which enables 
employers to provide 

vouchers, etc, up to the 
value of €250. This new 
measure was effective from 
the date of publication of 
the Finance Bill (22 October) 
– in time for Christmas.

2 New earned income 
credit A new earned 
income tax credit is to be 
introduced from 2016. It 
will be available to those 
who have earned income 
that does not qualify for the 
PAYE credit; for example, 
the self-employed. The 
maximum credit available 
in 2016 will be €550. 
Minister for Finance Michael 
Noonan described this 
measure as the fi rst step 
in equalising the treatment 

of the employed and self-
employed.

3 Non-executive directors’ 
(NEDs) travel expenses The 
bill includes a new measure 
to exempt from tax expenses 
incurred by non-resident 
NEDs travelling to board 
meetings. This measure 
comes into effect from 1 
January 2016. This treatment 
only applies to travel by non-
resident NEDs. Revenue’s 
position in relation to travel 
to board meetings by Irish 
resident NEDs remains 
unchanged (ie, such travel 
expenses are taxable).

There has been a lot of 
discussion recently on the 
tax treatment of travel and 

subsistence expenses. The 
Department of Finance 
conducted a consultation 
on this topic earlier this 
year.  While the change 
in the bill is welcome, we 
look forward to further 
steps being taken to reform 
the regime generally. 
We await the outcome of 
the department’s review 
of this area.

4 Employment and 
Investment Incentive 
Scheme (EII) If you have 
clients who invest in the EII 
or use the EII to raise funds, 
you should carefully review 
Revenue’s information on 
the changes to the regime, 
which apply from Budget 
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Day 13 October 
2015. The State 
Aid rules under 
which the regime 
operates have 
changed. This 
has implications 
for the types of 
companies that 
can raise funds 
under the EII. 
Revenue has 
released an important eBrief 
on the changes (eBrief 
number 107/2015). The 
Department of Finance has 
also published a note on 
this issue on its website. 

5 Revised Entrepreneur 
Relief The current 
Entrepreneur Relief is being 

revised. A new 20% tax rate 
will apply to the disposal of 
a business, in whole or in 
part, subject to a lifetime 
limit of €1m of chargeable 
gains. A number of 
conditions apply as regards 
the holding period of the 
assets or shares and the 
type of business, etc. The 
new regime applies from 
1 January 2016.

6 Knowledge Development 
Box On Budget Day, 
Noonan announced 
plans to introduce a new 
Knowledge Development 
Box (KDB). Under the 
KDB, income arising from 
qualifying intellectual 
property (IP) assets will be 
subject to a preferential 
rate of corporation tax of 
6.25%. The bill contains 
detailed legislation on the 
operation of the KDB and 
how the qualifying income is 
calculated. In general terms, 
profi ts from intellectual 
property assets derived 
from R&D activities carried 
on in Ireland, such as 
patents and copyrighted 
software, can qualify for 
this regime. This is in line 

with OECD parameters 
for ‘patent boxes’. Some 
specifi c provisions have 
been introduced to 
make the regime more 
accessible to SMEs; for 
example, a formal patent 
may not be required. The 
new regime will apply for 

accounting periods on 
or after 1 January 2016. 
Revenue guidelines on the 
regime are currently under 
development. 

Guidelines on 
receiverships
Revenue, with input from 
practitioners, has developed 
detailed guidelines on a 
range of administrative 
aspects of the tax treatment 
of receiverships. These 
guidelines deal with issues 
such as the type of information 
Revenue can provide to tax 
advisers, which tax forms 
need to be completed, and 
how and when to account 
for the various taxes that 
could be due. 

LPT deadlines 
The deadline for arranging 
your LPT payment for 2016 is 
fast-approaching. The date 
of payment varies according 
to the method of payment. 
Property owners should 
have received a letter from 
Revenue, updating them on 
their payment options. If a 
property owner pays their 
2015 LPT by direct debit or 
by deduction at source – for 
example from their salary, 
pension, etc – they will not 
receive a letter. Their payment 
option will automatically roll 
over for 2016. 

ROS 
If you are an ROS user, 
you should note that from 
5 December 2015, it is no 
longer possible to access 
ROS using Java. The only 
login method available 
for ROS is Java Script. 
Instructions on transitioning 
to Java Script are available 
in the ROS help centre. 

Another e-issue to 
watch out for is a change 
to Revenue’s eRegistration 
service. If you are registering 
a company for tax, you must 
have the company’s Company 
Registration Offi ce (CRO) 
number to hand, as you 

will now need to enter it on 
the e-registration screens. 
Revenue’s system validates 
the number against the 
Companies Offi ce records in 
real-time, so if the number 
you enter is not correct, you 
will not be able to proceed 
with the tax registration. 

BEPS
As detailed in the October 
edition of this publication, 
the OECD published a 
package of key measures 
from its Action Plan on Base 
Erosion and Profi t Shifting 
(BEPS) project. From an Irish 
perspective, the Minister 
for Finance introduced two 
BEPS measures in the Finance 
Bill – the KDB detailed 
above, and the country-by-
country reporting framework. 
This requires certain large 
multinationals to provide 
tax administrations with 
information on their revenues, 
profi ts and taxes, along with 
some other indicators of their 
activity in each jurisdiction. 

More developments from 
the BEPS project are expected 
in 2016.

CCCTB
The European Commission 
has relaunched its proposals 
for a Common Consolidated 
Corporate Tax Base (CCCTB). 
A public consultation is 
currently underway on the 
proposals. 

The CCCTB was initially 
proposed by the commission 
in 2011. However, it was 
concluded that the plans 
were too ambitious to be 
adopted in a single step. The 
commission now proposes a 
two-step approach to CCCTB. 
Firstly, the commission 
proposes a common tax base, 
without consolidation. Once 
the common base is secured, 
a consolidated base would 
be the next step. ■

Cora O’Brien is policy director 
at the Irish Tax Institute 
cobrien@taxinstitute.ie

A new earned 
tax credit will be 
introduced from 

2016, available to 
anyone who has 

earned income 
that doesn’t 

qualify for PAYE

◄ Numbers up
Minister for Finance 
Michael Noonan displays 
a copy of the 2016 
Budget, kicking off the 
government’s re-election 
campaign off the back of 
a booming economy 

55Update | Technical

01/2016 Accounting and Business

IE_T_UpdateOBrien.indd   55 09/12/2015   14:42



Tax diary
The Irish Tax Institute supplies important dates and deadlines for January and February 
2016, which financial professionals working in Ireland will need to take note of

General

PAYE
14 January 
P30 monthly return and payment 
for December 2015 (ROS 
extension to 23 January 2016).

PSWT
14 January
F30 (PSWT) monthly return 
and payment for December 
2015 (ROS extension to 
23 January 2016).

VAT
19 January
Bi-monthly VAT3 return and 
payment for November/
December 2015 (ROS 
extension to 23 January 2016).

RCT 
23 January
Monthly RCT return and 
payment date (if required) 
for December 2015 (principal 
contractors file via ROS).

CGT
31 January
Due date for payment of 
Capital Gains Tax (CGT) for 
disposals in December 2015.

Companies

DWT
14 January
Dividend withholding tax 
return filing and payment 
date (for distributions made 
in December 2015).

Corporation tax 
21 January
Due date for payment of 
preliminary tax for companies 
with a financial year ended  
28 February 2016 (ROS 
extension to 23 January 2016).

Corporation tax
21 January
Due date for payment of initial 
instalments of preliminary 
tax for large companies with 

a financial year ended 31 
July 2016 (ROS extension to 
23 January 2016).

Corporation tax 
21 January 
Last date for filing 
corporation tax return and 
making final payment for 
financial year ending on 30 
April 2015 (ROS extension to 
23 January 2016).

Form 46G – return of 
third-party information 
30 January 
Last date for filing third-party 
payments return 46G for 
companies with a financial 
year ending 30 April 2015.

General
 
PAYE 
14 February
P30 monthly return and 
payment for January 
2016 (ROS extension to 
23 February 2016).

PSWT
14 February
F30 (PSWT) monthly return 
and payment for January 
2016 (ROS extension to 
23 February 2016).

RCT 
23 February
Monthly RCT return and 
payment date (if required) 
for January 2016 (principal 
contractors file via ROS).

Companies
 
DWT
14 February
Dividend withholding tax 
return filing and payment 
date (for distributions made 
in January 2016).

Corporation tax 
21 February
Due date for payment of 
preliminary tax for companies 
with a financial year ended 
31 March 2016 (ROS 
extension to 23 February 
2016).

Corporation tax 
21 February
Last date for filing corporation 
tax return and making final 
payment for financial year 
ended 31 May 2015 (ROS 
extension to 23 February 
2016). 

Corporation tax
21 February
Due date for payment 
of initial instalments of 
preliminary tax for large 
companies with a financial 
year ended 31 August 
2016 (ROS extension to 
23 February 2016).

Form 46G – return of 
third-party information 
29 February
Last date for filing third-party 
payments return 46G for 
companies with a financial 
year ending 31 May 2015. ■

Information supplied by the 
Irish Tax Institute

Disclaimer: This is a calendar 
of the main tax compliance 
deadlines but 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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NI tax update
Glenn Collins, ACCA UK’s head of technical advisory, provides a monthly roundup  
of the latest developments relevant to practitioners in Northern Ireland

Tax return reminder
Quick links, updated 
guidance, relevant sections of 
the tax legislation and worked 
examples on ‘tax return 
issues’ can be found at www.
accaglobal.com/advisory. 
These include summaries of 
common tax return questions. 

One example is the 
marriage allowance transfer. 
This change allows for the 
transfer of up to £1,060 of a 
personal allowance to a spouse 
or partner where the transferor’s 
income is less than £10,600 and 
the recipient doesn’t pay tax at 
the higher or additional rate. It 
applies from 6 April.

Another example relates 
to benefits-in-kind loans to 
directors and employees: 
1 Take the average of the 

loan outstanding at 5 
April at beginning of the 
year and 5 April at the 
end of the year (or at the 
dates the loan was made 
or discharged, or if the 
employee died).

2 Multiply that figure by the 
number of whole months 
(a month begins on the 
sixth day of each calendar 
month) during which the 
loan was outstanding in 
that year and divide by 12.

3 Multiply the result by the 
official rate of interest 
in force or, if the rate 
changed, the average 
rate (on a daily basis) for 
the period during which 
the loan was outstanding 
during the year.

4 Deduct the interest paid, 
if any, by the employee/
director to the company 
to give the amount 
chargeable to tax.

The alternative method may 
be imposed by HMRC or may 

be elected by the employee. 
This uses the daily value of 
the loan and the official rate 
of interest for those dates. 
The official rate of interest is 
3.25% for 2014/15.

Exemptions exist for:

* lower-paid employees 
who are not subject to 
this charge. These are 
employees (not directors) 
who earn less than £8,500 
a year

* a full-time working director 
with no material interest 
in the company who earns 
less than £8,500 a year

* a director of a charity 
or non-profit-making 
concern who earns less 
than £8,500 a year

* a loan that at no time in the 
tax year exceeded £10,000 
for the year ended 5 April 
2015

* a loan on ‘ordinary 
commercial terms’.

Research and 
development 
The Research and 
Development Expenditure 
Credit (RDEC) Scheme was 
introduced for expenditure 
incurred on or after 1 April 
2013. This was optional 
and ran alongside the 
Large Company enhanced-
deduction scheme. It will 
replace this scheme in April. 

Farmers’ averaging
New farmers’ averaging 
requirements will appear in the 
Finance Bill 2016. The essential 
features will be:

* no requirement for a 
volatility test

* no requirement for an 
annual claim 

* irrevocable opt-in election 
for five years 

* transitional averaging for 
newer businesses. 

You can see calculations 
on the current treatment to 
the new farmers’ averaging 
requirements, which highlights 
the impact of continued 
averaging against previous 
profits, at www.accaglobal.
com/advisory.

HMRC contact
As a reminder, it is important 
to be vigilant and know that 
when contact is made by 
HMRC, it is genuine. HMRC 
publishes regular updates on 
how to recognise phishing/
bogus emails. View the latest 
at bit.ly/1zrmbmC. 

Consultations and 
discussion documents
A number of consultations 
and discussion documents 
have been issued that close 
in January. One to note is 
Withdrawal of extra statutory 
concessions. HMRC is asking 
for comments on the potential 
impact of withdrawing the 
following ESCs:

* Para 9.8 Notice 708 
Apportionment of works 
of approved alterations 
to a qualifying protected 
building (VAT)

* A94 Profits and losses of 
theatre backers (angels) 
(income/corporation tax)

* A69 Building societies: 
conversion to company 
status (income tax)

* C1 Credit for underlying 
tax: dividends from trade 
investments in overseas 
companies (income/
corporation tax)

* 6.2 Excise: hydrocarbon 
oil duties: duty-paid 
deliveries for refinery boilers 
(excise duty)

* BIM66301: Remuneration 
of sub-postmasters 
(income/corporation tax)

* 3.23 VAT: supplies by 
Financial Ombudsman 
Services Ltd to 
ombudsman authorities 
(VAT)

* 3.28 VAT: supplies 
by Financial Services 
Authority to self-regulating 
organisations (VAT)

* 3.31 VAT: supplies 
by Financial Services 
Compensation Scheme 
Ltd to compensation 
scheme authorities (VAT).

For more information, see bit.
ly/1OFDNA4. ■

Apprenticeships

The government 
will introduce the 
apprenticeship levy 
in April 2017. It is set 
at a rate of 0.5% of an 
employer’s paybill and 
will be paid through 
PAYE. Each employer will 
receive an allowance of 
£15,000 to offset against 
their levy payment, so 
for now the levy will only 
be paid on any paybill in 
excess of £3m.
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Ready to respond
Over 50 delegates from around the world attended the 2015 International Assembly in 
London in November to consider the theme ‘Being #1: Future-proofing the profession’

The need to ‘future proof’ ACCA and the accounting 
profession was the focus of discussions at the recent 
International Assembly in London. More than 50 ACCA 
representatives enjoyed two days of discussions on issues 
such as member engagement and employability, as well 
as meeting ACCA Council colleagues to look at the  
challenges facing the global profession. 

► Belete Bobe, 
member of ACCA 
Australia and  
New Zealand  

▲ IMA chairman-elect Marc Palker talks 
about member engagement

► Helen Brand, chief executive of ACCA, gives an 
update on ACCA activities over the last year

► Vintoria Bernard,  
delegate from Jamaica

▲ ACCA president Alexandra Chin 
welcomes delegates to the Assembly
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◄ (left to right) 
Cristina Gutu, delegate 
from Romania; Paul 
Druckman, chief 
executive of the 
International Integrated 
Reporting Council; 
Katerina Sipkova, ACCA 
Council member; and 
Helen Perkins, ACCA 
head of governance 
communications

▼ ACCA Council member 
Aaila Majeed and Fergus 
Condon, delegate from 
Ireland, at the dinner at the 
Museum of London

▲ Etain Doyle, delegate 
from Ireland

▲ IMA chairman-elect Marc Palker talks 
about member engagement

▲ ACCA president Alexandra Chin 
welcomes delegates to the Assembly

◄ Joyce Tamale, delegate 
from Uganda

▼ Leo Lee, ACCA vice 
president, sums up the 
discussions on day one   
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At the heart of the debate
Rosalind Goates reports from the biennial ACCA-sponsored Robin Cosgrove Prize 
ceremony, where IMF managing director Christine Lagarde spoke out on ethics

The ‘credit crunch lunch’ 
and anxious queues outside 
banks may now be faded 
memories, but headlines 
about the bad behaviour of 
banks and their employees 
persist, extending a shadow 
that still hangs heavy 
over the industry. The 
repercussions of the financial 
crisis will continue to be 
be felt for many years, not 
least in the debate it raised 
about the purpose and role 
of financial institutions, who 
they should serve and how, 
and why the crisis happened.

Ethics, not historically 
mentioned in the same breath 
as banking, has become a 
tool for analysis and offered 
up a space to debate how we 
view and understand financial 
products. It is a space that 
accountants must occupy if 
we are to add value to society, 
and the global span of ACCA’s 
membership places it in a 

unique position at the heart 
of such debates. 

Christine Lagarde, 
managing director of the 
International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), spoke about ethics at 
the ACCA-supported awards 
ceremony for the Robin 
Cosgrove Prize, a global 
competition that seeks to 
promote imaginative thinking 
about ethics in finance, which 
took place at the end of last 
year in Washington, DC. 

Lagarde pointed out that 
‘a more ethical system is a 
more stable system, because 
ethics create trust, and a more 
stable system leads to more 
sustainable growth’; it is with 
this in mind that we must 
consider ethics as an essential 
part of being a finance 
professional. If we accept that 
regulation has its limits and 
that we don’t wish to see all risk 
discounted, we must ensure 
that those in the industry don’t 

work against the interests of 
society as a whole. We live 
in an ever more connected 
world and the collective 
decisions of individuals ripple 
out much further than the 
societies they are part of: 
finance is international and 
interconnected. 

Against this backdrop, 
ACCA has been working in 
partnership with the Robin 
Cosgrove Prize to promote 
the role of ethics in finance, 
discussing culture versus 
regulation with the UK’s 
Financial Conduct Authority 
(FCA) and raising the issue 
of ethics with European 
commissioner Lord Hill. 

At the awards ceremony,  
which was hosted by the 
IMF, Lagarde spoke of her 
organisation’s commitment 
to ethics, which, she said, is a 
central strand of its work. 

As the finance industry 
grapples with evolving 
technology and increasing 
regulatory demands, 
contributions from Archbishop 
of Canterbury Justin Welby, 
Lagarde and competition 
entrants focused not on 
constraining markets but on 
the decisions that might incite 

a more ethical approach. 
Several contributors 

rightly pointed to the rise 
of participative technology 
and competitive payment 
methods, but the prevailing 
theme was the need for a 
culture change – something 
those in the UK will recognise 
in the work of the FCA. 

One entrant took a different 
tack, focused on ‘design 
thinking’, a concept favoured 
by tech start-ups and nimble 
businesses such as Apple. 

This problem-solving 
approach uses empathy as the 
starting point, with information 
gathered around the end user 
and their interaction with the 
product or service. It differs 
from traditional problem 
solving as its goal is to achieve 
a better future situation 
rather than to solve a specific 
problem. The ‘designer’ hopes 
to discover hidden aspects 
of a problem by starting from 
a view of empathy, with the 
aim of opening up alternative 
solutions. Through a process of 
iterative thinking, the problem 
might end up being redefined 
to find a solution.  

All the essays expressed an 
urgency of tone and a desire 
for governments to continue 
to work with the industry to 
achieve a step change. Starting 
from a point of empathy, banks 
may seek to reconnect with the 
individuals they serve. ■

Rosalind Goates is public 
affairs manager at ACCA

For more information:

For copies of the winning essays please contact  
Rosalind.goates@accaglobal.com

 
www.robincosgroveprize.org

◄ Fair point
Speaking at the award 
ceremony for the Robin 
Cosgove Prize, the IMF’s  
Christine Lagarde said a  
more ethical system would 
lead to greater stability and 
more sustainable growth
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The annual ACCA Christmas lunch at the Intercontinental Dublin, hosted by 
the chairman of the Leinster Members’ Network, helped raise money for a good cause

Seasonal spirit

The annual ACCA Christmas 
lunch in early December 
provided an opportunity for 
members to meet and discuss 
the events of the year. Guest 
speaker was broadcaster 
Anton Savage, host of Today 
FM, and the event raised over 
€7,000 for the children’s charity 
ISPCC on the day. ■
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Council highlights
At its November meeting, Council discussed member satisfaction, voting at the AGM 
and the changing landscape of professional learning, among other issues

ACCA’s Council met on 
Saturday 21 November 
in London. The meeting 
featured discussions and 
decisions on a number of 
important matters.

* President Alexandra Chin 
updated Council on her 
and the officers’ activities 
since September, including 
speaking and attendance 
at events in Singapore, 
Sri Lanka, Kuala Lumpur, 
Ireland, Romania, Poland, 
Pakistan and China, and 
collective attendance at the 
19th annual International 
Assembly on 19 and 20 
November. 

* Council noted a report 
from chief executive 
Helen Brand, including an 
overview of the first half of 
the 2015-16 performance 
year, and a summary of 
strategic performance as at 
the end of September.

* Council broke into 
discussion groups to 
consider plans to improve 
member satisfaction and 
a draft member value 
proposition. 

* Council received a 
presentation from vice 
president Leo Lee and, 
in discussion groups, 
considered a paper on 
the issues arising from 
the 2015 annual general 
meeting. Council received 
a presentation from 
Pauline Hobson, the 
chairman of governance 
design committee, focusing 
on the issue of voting at 
the AGM and in Council 
elections. Actions from 
both these discussions 
will be considered by 
governance design and 
nominating committees. 

* Council received an oral 
update from the chairman 
of audit committee, 
Robert Stenhouse, on the 
decision of BDO to resign 
as auditors, having not 
been invited to retender 
for the audit. Council 
agreed the proposed 
process for appointment of 
replacement auditors. 

* Council agreed the 
timetable for choosing 
its preferred nominee to 
become vice president for 
2016-17, including a closing 
date of 14 December for 
nominations and then 
selection, by ballot, by 
Council on 12 March 
2016. The winner of the 
ballot will have his or 
her name submitted for 
formal election at the 
annual Council meeting on 
15 September 2016.

* Council noted a paper 
reviewing the changing 
landscape of professional 
education and learning. 
Council also noted an 
update on the partnership 
with the University of 
London.

* Council noted a paper on 
future-proofing the ACCA 
Qualification. 

* Council noted a report 
from the Qualification 
Board meeting on 
15 October 2015 covering 
its ratification of the results 
of the first September 
examination.

* Council received an oral 
report from the president 
on the results of the 
Council performance 
appraisal exercise for  
2014-15. 

The next meeting will be in 
London on 12 March 2016. ■

▲ Changing chambers
The November 2015 Council meeting was the last to be 
held at  29 Lincoln’s Inn Fields, with ACCA moving soon after 
to new premises in London at the Adelphi
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Want to gain experience as a non-executive director? Then take a look at ACCA 
Members for Boards, a new resource matching companies with finance professionals

Get on board

ACCA Ireland has announced 
the launch of a new, 
independent, non-executive 
director website. 

ACCA Members for 
Boards has been developed 
to allow members with at 
least 10 years’ experience 
to register their interest in 
serving as non-executive 
directors on corporate boards 
and committees, offering 
benefits for members and 
organisations alike. 

Members can demonstrate 
their willingness to use their 
skills and experience in a range 
of different organisations, 
supporting companies that 
want to recruit financial experts 

to non-executive positions. It 
also provides an opportunity 
for members to explore 
ways to expand their areas 
of expertise. This new, open 
website will be a valuable 
resource for companies 

seeking experienced finance 
professionals for board and 
committee vacancies.

The online registration 
is designed for members to 
register quickly using their 
LinkedIn profile and indicate 

their preference by sector 
and region.

If you have at least five 
years’ fellowship you can 
register your interest by 
visiting www.accaglobal.com/
ie/en/member. ■
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For more information:

Maria Hartnett: mhartnett@pmcncork.ie
 

Luke Brockie, ACCA Ireland: luke.brockie@accaglobal.com
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Happy to help
The Munster Members’ Network provides an invaluable service, from raising the profile 
of ACCA locally to running a successful programme of technical lectures

The Munster Members’ 
Network provides 
professional support for 
members in their local areas. 
The network aims to:

* work to raise the profile 
of ACCA in the local 
business community

* assist with the promotion 
of the ACCA Qualification 

* feed through local 
concerns to ACCA and 
Council and thereby 
provide input into 
ACCA policy

* assist with the 
development of 
services for ACCA 
members and local 
businesses.

The network 
also organises 
a programme 
of lectures on 
technical or 
management 
issues. These are 
generally held 
in the evenings 
and are open 
to members, 
affiliates, students 
and guests. 
The majority of 
these meetings 
will constitute 

structured Continuing 
Professional Development 
(CPD).  

The network consists of 
three main centres: Cork, 
Limerick and Waterford.

Panel members
The 2015 panel members are:
Niall Brosnan, AIB
Brid Creedon, Eli Lilly
Tomás English, Respond!
Maria Hartnett, Patrick 
McNamara & Associates
Alan Musgrave, Quinlan 
Holohan & Co
Stephen O’Flaherty, AIB 
Commercial Bank
Sarah O’Neill, Dell  
Computers

Peter Ring, Institute of 
Technology, Tralee
Philip Maher, Deloitte

Council member
Brian McEnery, BDO

Co-opted members
Steven Flint, Spirax Sarco
Ronan Hall, Hall Lifford Hall
Declan Roche, Cork 
City Council ■

The network feeds 
through local 

concerns to ACCA 
and Council and 
thereby provides 

input into  
ACCA policy 

▲ Top team
Panel members include 
(l-r) Declan Roche, Ronan 
Hall, Alan Maher, Stephen, 
O’Flaherty, Peter Ring, Philip 
Maher, Maria Hartnett (chair) 
and Steven Flint

or Luke Brockie, ACCA 
Ireland >
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ACCA moves in
ACCA has moved into its new offi ces, which combine modern 
technology and design within a striking Art Deco building

From 4 January 2016, ACCA’s 
new address will be the 
Adelphi, 1-11 John Adam 
Street, London WC2N 6AU.

ACCA’s London offi ce is 
on the third and fourth fl oors 
of this iconic building, which 
is in central London, near to 
the Thames.

Helen Brand, chief 
executive of ACCA, said: ‘This 
is a prime location befi tting 
ACCA’s status as the global 
leader in our fi eld. Our new 
London home allows us to 
maximise our infl uence as a 
world-class organisation. I look 
forward to welcoming staff, 
members and guests.’

In November 2015, 
ACCA’s Council visited the 
Adelphi as fi nal designs 
and fi ttings were being 
completed ahead of the 
move. Feedback from Council 
has been extremely positive, 
recognising that the Adelphi 
is an impressive location for 
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ACCA, combining modern 
technology and design with 
the striking features of an Art 
Deco building.

The building dates from 
the 1930s and is an icon of 
architectural design that 
epitomises the Art Deco era. 

Clad in Portland stone 
and decorated with eye-
catching sculptures, the 
building takes its name 
from its location in London’s 
Adelphi district, which still 
includes many outstanding 
18th-century buildings 
designed by architects the 
Adams brothers.

ACCA is in good company 
when it comes to calling 
the Adelphi home. Previous 
inhabitants include literary 
giants John Galsworthy, 
George Bernard Shaw, 
Thomas Hardy, David Garrick, 
and JM Barrie, author of 
Peter Pan. Another resident 
of the Adelphi – fi ctional but 
perhaps even more famous 
– was the character of David 
Copperfi eld, created by 
Charles Dickens. ■

Power it up!

The 11th edition of 
Accountancy Futures has 
been published. It covers 
ACCA’s state-of-the-
industry research into the 
oil and gas sector and also 
has an interview with best-
selling Australian author 
and accounting historian 
Jane Gleeson-White. She 
asks: can accountants save 
the planet? 

We also cover a wide 

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

Infl uence 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 effi cient 
support around the 
clock, by phone, email 
and webchat.

Go to www.accaglobal.
com/memberbenefi ts

range of issues, including governance, risk, the future of 
audit, corporate reporting, the public sector, emerging 
markets and diversity. And we talk to senior fi nance 
professionals such as accounting luminary Bob Herz and 
Bangladesh’s auditor general Masud Ahmed.

Read it at bit.ly/1NJuPog.
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Get verifiable CPD units by 
reading technical articles
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Back to the black
Insolvency practitioner Tom Murray on 
managing the economic highs and lows

Go north!
Belfast becomes an international hub for 
professional accountancy services
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