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Expanding horizons

We are living in a connected 
world, where technology has 
made it easier than ever to 
build links with businesses, 
and not just locally, but also 

many thousands of miles away across the globe.
Thirty years ago, no one would have bet on a company from a 

small town in Ireland turning itself into a leading player in the oil 
exploration industry, but that is exactly what Tullow Oil has done. 
In our article on page 16, we take a look at the highs and lows on 
the company’s journey around the world. 

Closer to home, Chinese companies and private citizens are 
turning their attention to Ireland as an attractive destination for 
investment. There are good opportunities for Irish companies 
to develop ties with businesses in China too. As a result, 
accountancy fi rms are bringing in staff with the language and 
knowledge to meet the growing demand for specialist support. 
Turn to page 26 to fi nd out more.

The increasing reliance on technology also opens up a raft 
of concerns around data privacy and security. In an article on 
page 32 we take a fi rst look at stringent new data protection 

rules that will apply to any business offering goods and services 
to European consumers. The measures come into effect in 2018, 
but companies need to start planning their response now.

The ability to analyse huge volumes of data is having a big 
impact on audit. On page 58 we examine how auditing standards 
are responding to the growing use of data analytics.

And for practices that are wondering whether they should 
be considering a technology upgrade, we have an article 
giving practical tips on how moving to cloud-based accounting 
software can achieve signifi cant effi ciencies and improvements in 
management reporting. Page 28 has the lowdown.

Meanwhile, columnist Ian Guider argues that the government 
should make infrastructure investment – including national 
high-speed broadband – a priority to support future economic 
development. He puts his case on page 22.

Technology has also changed the way the ACCA Qualifi cation 
is delivered, but the fundamentals of a professional training 
remain the same, as you can discover in our interview with Dave 
O’Donoghue, co-owner of AccountancySchool.ie, on page 12.

Pat Sweet, Ireland editor, pat.sweet@accaglobal.com
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AB Direct
Sign up for our weekly news and 
technical bulletins at 
accaglobal.com/ab

Accountancy Futures
View our twice-yearly research and 
insights journal including discussion 
on key themes facing fi nancial 
professionals at
accaglobal.com/futuresjournal

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

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

ACCA Careers
Search thousands of vacancies and 
sign up for customised job alerts at 
our jobs site
accacareers.com/china-hong-kong

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 
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 
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Webinars
On a raft of topical issues

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

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

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 188,000 
members and 480,000 students 
throughout their careers, providing 
services through a network of 100 
offi ces and active centres.  
accaglobal.com 

3Welcome

04/2017 Accounting and Business

IE_A_welcome.indd   3 08/03/2017   15:45

www.accaglobal.com/ab
www.twitter.com/ACCA_ABmagazine
www.accaglobal.com/ab
www.accaglobal.com
www.accaglobal.com/ab
www.accaglobal.com/ab
www.accaglobal.com/futuresjournal
www.accaglobal.com/studentaccountant
www.accacareers.com
www.accaglobal.com/memberbenefits
mailto:pat.sweet@accaglobal.com


6

12

16

26

News
6 News in pictures  
A different view of recent 
headlines

8 News roundup  
A digest of all the latest 
news and developments

Focus
12 Interview: Dave 
O’Donoghue We 
meet the co-owner of 
AccountancySchool.ie

16 African dream  
Tullow Oil’s rewards are 
starting to flow

Comment
20 Brian McEnery Change 
in corporate culture must 
be top-down, says ACCA’s 
president

21 Jane Fuller
Can the government do 
more to help companies 
limit pension liabilities?

22 Ian Guider
Long-term infrastructure 
investment is key

Practice
24 The view from
Padraig Daly FCCA of 
Mazars, plus snapshot of 
tax digitalisation

26 Eastern focus
Irish firms are recruiting 
Chinese-speaking staff 

28 Cloud control
Why you should embrace 
the new technology 

Corporate
30 The view from
Colette Maher FCCA, plus 
snapshot of oil and gas

32 Toughen up New data 
protection rules are on 
the way

Insight
35 Graphics
A look at what CEOs are 
thinking

Volume 8 Issue 4

Ireland editor Pat Sweet

Editor-in-chief Jo Malvern
joanna.malvern@accaglobal.com +44 (0)20 7059 5818

International editor Annabella Gabb
annabella.gabb@accaglobal.com +44 (0)20 7059 5081

Asia editor Colette Steckel
colette.steckel@accaglobal.com +44 (0)20 7059 5896

Digital editor Jamie Ambler

Video production manager Jon Gilmore

Sub-editors Dean Gurden, Peter Kernan, Vivienne Riddoch

Digital sub-editors Eleni Perry, Rhian Stephens

Design manager Jackie Dollar
jackie.dollar@accaglobal.com +44 (0)20 7059 5620

Designers Bob Cree, Suhanna Khan, Robert Mills 

Production manager Anthony Kay
anthony.kay@accaglobal.com

Advertising Richard McEvoy
rmcevoy@educate-direct.com +44 (0)20 7902 1221

Head of ACCA Media Chris Quick
chris.quick@accaglobal.com +44 (0)20 7059 5966

Printing Wyndeham Group Pictures Getty

ACCA
President Brian McEnery FCCA 
Deputy president Leo Lee FCCA
Vice president Robert Stenhouse FCCA
Chief executive Helen Brand OBE

ACCA Connect
Tel +44 (0)141 582 2000
Fax +44 (0)141 582 2222
members@accaglobal.com
students@accaglobal.com

ACCA Ireland
Chairman Etain Doyle FCCA
Head – ACCA Ireland Liz Hughes
Tel +353 (0)1 447 5678
Fax +353 (0)1 496 3615
info@accaglobal.com

Accounting and Business is published by ACCA 10 times per year. All 
views expressed within the title are those of the contributors.

The Council of ACCA and the publishers do not guarantee the accuracy 
of statements by contributors or advertisers, or accept responsibility for 
any statement that they may express in this publication. The publication 
of an advertisement does not imply endorsement by ACCA of a product 
or service.

Copyright ACCA 2017 Accounting and Business. No part of this 
publication may be reproduced, stored or distributed without the 
express written permission of ACCA.

Accounting and Business is published by Certified Accountant 
(Publications) Ltd, a subsidiary of the Association of Chartered Certified 
Accountants.

The Adelphi, 1-11 John Adam Street,  
London, WC2N 6AU, UK
+44 (0) 20 7059 5000
www.accaglobal.com

Audit period 
July 2015 to 
June 2016 
151,120

AB IE Edition  
April 2017

4 Contents

Accounting and Business 04/2017

IE_Contents.indd   4 08/03/2017   15:45

mailto:joanna.malvern@accaglobal.com
mailto:annabella.gabb@accaglobal.com
mailto:colette.steckel@accaglobal.com
mailto:jackie.dollar@accaglobal.com
mailto:anthony.kay@accaglobal.com
mailto:mcevoy@educate-direct.com
mailto:chris.quick@accaglobal.com
mailto:members@accaglobal.com
mailto:students@accaglobal.com
mailto:info@accaglobal.com
www.accaglobal.com


36

39

42

46

36 Uncertain future
Elections in Europe could 
have a signficant impact 
on companies

39 Slow and steady
Blockchain will transform 
accountancy – over time 

42 Smart choice
Shared services may suit 
aspiring CFOs

44 Careers
Be proactive, not 
pushy; plus the perfect 
international assignment 

46 Delicate approach
Soft skills are vital for 
change management 
projects to succeed

48 Look ahead 
Successful leaders are 
prepared for change

Technical
49 Grand designs
A look at the key 
concerns around the 
IASB’s Conceptual 
Framework

52 Technically speaking
The latest on audit, tax, 
financial reporting, access 
to finance and law

54 Tax update
A roundup of the latest 
developments from the 
Irish Tax Institute

56 Tax diary
Forthcoming dates and 
deadlines

57 NI tax update
Tax developments of 
relevance to practitioners 
in the North

58 Audit’s evolution
Big data is shaping 
standards

ACCA
61 ACCA-X
The online learning 
platform wins PQ 
Magazine award

61 Change agents
ACCA’s global public 
sector conference takes 
place in South Africa

62 Events
Diary dates 

64 Ready for take-off
Ryanair CEO Michael 

O’Leary provided insights 
at an ACCA Ireland forum

66 Update
The first of this year’s 
President’s Debates, which 
took place in Brussels, 
focused on social and 
natural capital

48

54

64

5

04/2017 Accounting and Business

Contents 

CPD
 
Get verifiable CPD  
units by reading 
technical articles

IE_Contents.indd   5 08/03/2017   15:46

www.accaglobal.com/abcpd


▲ Leadout man 
Monaco-based Cork 
businessman Rick 
Delaney is funding 
Ireland’s first ever UCI Pro 
Continental professional 
cycling team, Aqua Blue, 
for four years

▲  The essentials
Guinness is being 
joined by champagne, 
avocados and 
stockbroker fees in the 
basket of items used 
to calculate the rate of 
inflation in Ireland 

►  Tax jackbot 
Bill Gates, Microsoft 
founder and the world’s 
richest man, has called 
for a tax on robots to 
compensate for any tax 
deficit caused by jobs 
lost to automation

▲ Torque of the town
NI man John Flynn is 
selling his collection of 100 
vintage tractors at auction 
on 15 April, and expects to 
raise at least £1m
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▼ No dice
Limerick racehorse 
owner JP McManus has 
lost a US legal action 
to recover US$5.2m in 
tax withheld from his 
winnings on a three-day 
backgammon match

▼ Fares nosedive 
Norwegian Air 
International is to offer 
one-way flights from €69 
from Dublin, Cork and 
Shannon to non-hub 
airports in New York and 
Boston from 1 July

◄ Awks at Oscars
The role of PwC, which 
oversees the Oscars 
prizegiving process, 
faces investigation after 
La La Land rather than 
Moonlight was initially 
named Best Picture
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Election update

As Accounting and Business went to press, talks were 
continuing at Stormont aimed at restoring the power-
sharing executive, following the election on 2 March. 
More in next month’s issue.

News roundup 
This issue’s stories and infographics from Ireland and Northern Ireland, as well as a look 
at the latest developments affecting fi nance professionals around the world 

Currency manipulation
Ireland has been listed by 
Citibank as one of three 
eurozone countries benefi ting 
from currency manipulation. 
President Trump’s 
administration has made 
repeated complaints about 
the alleged undervaluation of 
the euro, assisting in what the 
US government regards as an 
unfair advantage for eurozone 
countries, especially Germany. 
Incoming US trade advisor 
Peter Navarro claimed that 
Germany had manipulated the 
euro currency to ‘exploit’ the 
US. Speaking to the European 
Parliament, European Central 
Bank president Mario Draghi 
responded: ‘We are not 
currency manipulators.’

Apple’s tax argument
The European Commission 
made ‘fundamental errors’ 
in its assessment of Apple’s 
tax liabilities in Ireland, the 
multinational claimed in its 
appeal to the Commission’s 
decision that it owes €13bn 
in back taxes. The claim 
was made in Apple’s appeal 
documentation, which 
the Commission has now 
published. Apple is seeking 
a decision by the European 
Court of Justice to reject 
the Commission’s case. 
The Commission failed 
to recognise that Apple’s 
‘profi t-driving activities, in 
particular the development 
and commercialisation of 
intellectual property, were 

controlled and managed in the 
United States’, claimed Apple. 

RSA Insurance sanctions
The former CFO and two former 
actuaries of RSA Insurance 
Ireland have been sanctioned 
following an FRC investigation 
into fi nancial irregularities in 
the 2012 year. Rory O’Connor, 
the former CFO, has admitted 
that his conduct fell short of 
that expected of a professional 
accountant and has been 
excluded from CIMA for 
three years. He has also been 
fi ned £50,000 – £35,000 after 
mitigation and settlement 
discounts – and is also 
paying £18,000 towards the 
investigation’s costs. RSA’s 
former chief actuary Martin Ryan 
has lost his practising certifi cate 
for three years and was fi ned 
£145,000, reduced to £101,500 
after discounts, plus £11,000 
towards costs.

No Brexit plans
The overwhelming majority 
(98%) of businesses in Ireland, 
both north and south, have 
no plans in place for the 
impact of Brexit, the latest 
InterTradeIreland Business 
Monitor reveals. Just over half 
of businesses dealing with 
crossborder transactions are 
concerned about currency 
exchange rates, in a further 
sign of the disruption 
following the Brexit vote. 
Businesses report growing 

concerns about the availability 
of relevant skills, with more 
than a third of construction 
companies complaining of 
diffi culties in recruiting skilled 
labour. This concern is shared 
by 28% of all businesses.

Vatican freezes accounts
The Vatican has frozen 
more than €2m of allegedly 
laundered money after the 
Vatican Financial Intelligence 
Authority noted suspicious 
activity. Pope Francis is seeking 
to clean up the Vatican and 
Vatican Bank after international 
regulators and law authorities 
reported concerns. A total 
of €13m of funds has been 
frozen since 2013 as a result 
of investigations. PwC was 
appointed in 2015 to audit 
the Vatican accounts, but was 
reportedly removed amidst a 
struggle for control of Papal 
fi nances between cardinals.

O’Leary’s Brexit warning
Ireland’s fi nance leaders 
should invest in digital to drive 
growth and effi ciency in an 
uncertain economic climate, 
Ryanair’s CEO Michael O’Leary 
told the ACCA Business 
Leaders’ Forum in Dublin. 
O’Leary warned that the Irish 
tourism industry is directly 
threatened by Brexit. He 
said: ‘There’s merit in being 
prepared in all aspects of 
business, and in order to grow 
now, and be Brexit-ready then, 

That’s entertainment!

Concerts, exhibitions, theatre and comedy shows 
generated €1.7bn of additional revenue over a 12-month 
period, supporting the employment of nearly 11,500 
people, according to BOP Consulting’s report Let’s 
Celebrate 2017. The income came from over four million 
people attending live events – including nearly 300,000 
overseas visitors to Ireland. In all, live entertainment 
events were responsible for 3.7 million nights in hotels and 
guesthouses. A total of €669m was brought in from event-
goers, while for every €1 spent on a ticket, an additional 
€6.06 of revenue was generated within the economy.

€1.7bn
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businesses need to address 
their customer needs now.’ 
ACCA members were told 
that investment in the airline’s 
online functionality had been 
the driving force behind its 
signifi cant growth in recent 
years. See page 64 for more.

PwC partners with UCD
PwC has entered a strategic 
partnership with University 
College Dublin that will 
focus on education and 
talent development, thought 
leadership and innovation, and  
corporate social responsibility. 
The partnership will support 
the leadership development 
of high-performing talent, 
including through internships, 
mentoring and academic 
programmes. It will also include 
the promotion of wellness and 
equality in education. PwC 
Ireland managing partner 
Feargal O’Rourke, said: ‘This 
partnership will play a key role 
in the furtherance of talent 
and skills development for 
our business.’

Accenture creates jobs
Accenture is to take on an 
additional 300 people in Ireland 
as it develops an innovation, 
R&D and incubation hub in 
Dublin called ‘The Dock’. 
The facility was launched by 
Taoiseach Enda Kenny, who 
said: ‘Accenture continues to 
make signifi cant investments in 
Ireland, and we are delighted 
the company has made the 
country its centre of innovation, 
which further cements 
Ireland’s position globally as 
a technology hub.’ Accenture 
already employs more than 
2,200 people in Ireland and 100 
of the new jobs will be at The 
Dock, which will bring together 
over 200 professionals from 
around the world to develop 
new services and solutions.

Deloitte buys Red Planet
Deloitte Ireland has acquired 
Dublin innovation consultancy 
Red Planet, whose activities 
are focused on increasing 

clients’ revenues by accessing 
start-up innovations. Brendan 
Jennings, Deloitte Ireland’s 
managing partner, said: ‘The 
fi t with Deloitte is clear. We 
continue to invest in our digital 
transformation business as our 
clients demand greater agility 
in a rapidly changing digital 
world.’ Red Planet Ventures 
was launched in December 
2015 and operates the Wayra 
start-up accelerator, which has 
invested in 31 new businesses.

Noonan decries CCCTB
International progress on 
tax avoidance and the 
implementation of the OECD’s 
base erosion and profi t 
shifting (BEPS) project could 
be derailed by the European 
Commission’s intention to 
move ahead with a common 
consolidated corporate 
tax base (CCCTB), Ireland’s 
minister Michael Noonan has 
warned. He also expressed 
opposition to the introduction 
of country-by-country 
reporting. The Economic 
and Social Research Institute 
reported at the end of last 
year that the use of CCCTB 
would lead to taxes moving 
from smaller countries with 
open economies, such as 
Ireland, towards countries with 
larger domestic consumption, 
potentially removing about 
5.7% of corporate taxation, 
4.6% of FDI and 1.5% of output.

IMF sounds Brexit alert
Ireland’s economy is recovering 
strongly, but faces signifi cant 
risks, the IMF has warned. 
‘Brexit-related risks, a sustained 
low-growth, low-infl ation 
environment in Europe, 
external political uncertainties 
and rising anti-globalisation 
sentiment, as well as ongoing 
developments in corporate tax 
treatment at an international 
level, add to the uncertainty,’ 
the IMF explained.

Ryanair profits fall
Ryanair profi ts fell by 8% 
to €95m in the quarter 

ending December 2016, as it 
struggled with the impact of 
the weak pound following the 
Brexit vote. Average fares were 
down 17% to €33 per journey, 
in part because of the fall in 
the value of sterling, but also 
as a refl ection of an aggressive 
policy of expanding European 
routes. Ryanair CEO Michael 
O’Leary said uncertainty 
around Brexit will ‘continue to 
represent a challenge for our 
business’ for 2017 and 2018.

IAASA adopts framework 
The Auditing Framework for 
Ireland has been adopted 
by the Irish Auditing and 
Accounting Supervisory 
Authority (IAASA). IAASA 
was established under the 
Companies (Auditing and 
Accounting) Act 2003 and 
became responsible for the 
adoption of Ireland’s auditing 
framework, as a result of 
the implementation of an 
EU statutory audit directive 
and regulations. It obtained 

a licence from the Financial 
Reporting Council to tailor the 
UK’s audit framework for use in 
Ireland and the work on that has 
now been completed. The new 
standards are mandatory for 
audits of fi nancial statements for 
periods from 17 June 2016.

Cyber risk tops concerns
Only one in three members 
of audit committees of Irish 
companies is satisfi ed with 
the focus on managing 
cyber security risk, a survey 
by KPMG’s Global Audit 
Committee Institute has found. 
However, this is a higher 
rate of satisfaction than the 
global situation, where a mere 
one in four is satisfi ed. More 
than 40% of those surveyed 
believe their risk management 
programmes and processes 
require ‘substantial work’.

NI has lowest pay gap
Northern Ireland has the 
lowest gender pay gap of 
any UK region, analysis » 

Reach magazine
Reach magazine marks the launch of the strategic alliance 
between ACCA and Chartered Accountants ANZ.

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

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

Or read Reach online at accaglobal.com/alliance
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conducted by PwC has 
revealed. In 2000 the gender 
pay gap in NI was 22%, but 
by last year this had fallen 
to 6%. The explanation, said 
PwC, is the much higher 
proportion of women working 
in public administration than 
in most parts of the UK, while 
a larger percentage of men 
are employed in lower-paid, 
traditional industries. Public 
sector jobs are subject to strict 
requirements for pay parity.

Mortgage debt discounts
Vulture funds are offering 
substantial discounts to 
mortgage borrowers if they pay 
off their loans. Finance minister 
Michael Noonan explained: 
‘If a property company buys 
debt, let’s say from AIB at a 
big discount, if they bought 
it at 70 cents in the euro, they 
have a 30% headroom then 
to cut a deal, and that’s what’s 
happening now. We have been 
encouraging them.’ Tanager 
bought the Bank of Scotland 
(Ireland) mortgage book and 
will discount debt by 40% to 
borrowers who can arrange a 
remortgage. Separately, Mars 
Capital is offering borrowers in 
distress substantial discounts if 
they surrender their homes.

McAteer drops appeal
Willie McAteer, the former 
Anglo Irish Bank fi nance 
director, has dropped his 
appeal against conviction 
for using interbank loans to 
mislead investors. McAteer 
also withdrew his appeal 
against the sentence of three 
and a half years imprisonment. 
The prosecution had claimed 
that McAteer had conspired 
with Anglo Irish head of capital 
markets John Bowe and 
former Irish Life & Permanent 
CEO Denis Casey to artifi cially 
make the fi nancial position of 
Anglo Irish look stronger than 
it was to the tune of €7.2bn.

IFAC endorses IR
The International Federation 
of Accountants (IFAC) has 

endorsed the use of integrated 
reporting. In its paper 
Enhancing Organisational 
Reporting: Integrated 
Reporting Key, IFAC said that it 
‘considers integrated reporting 
as the way to achieve [a] more 
coherent corporate reporting 
system, fulfi lling a need for a 
single report that provides a 
fuller picture of organisations’ 
ability to create value over 
time’. It added that it ‘strongly 
supports’ the International 
Integrated Reporting Council 
and the IR Framework and 
that it believes ‘the integrated 
report can be used as an 
“umbrella report” for an 
organisation’s broad suite of 
reports and communications’.

PwC’s valuable brand
PwC has been named as 
the world’s most valuable 
professional services brand in 
Brand Finance’s latest league 
table – a ranking conducted 
before the Oscars mistake that 

put the fi rm’s reputation in 
the spotlight. However, PwC 
has fallen to 66th place in the 
overall table, from 57th last 
year. Accenture is 71st, up from 
89th in 2016; Deloitte is 77th, 
down from 69th; while EY is 
98th, down from 91st. KPMG is 
the only Big Four fi rm outside 
the top 100, at 124th, down 
from 107th last year. Google is 
rated the world’s most valuable 
brand – overtaking Apple, 
which is now second.

Profession fights on
Professional accountants 
are central to the fi ght 
against corruption, along 
with strong corporate 
governance structures, says 
the International Federation 
of Accountants. Its report, 
The Accountancy Profession, 
Behind the Numbers, 
examines the size of the global 
profession and its function 
in the global economy. It 
concludes that the accountancy 

profession is a necessary 
part of strong national 
governance architectures that 
confront corruption.

RSM income jumps 7.6%
RSM International has grown 
fee income by 7.6% to $4.87bn 
in the year ending December 
2016. The results were boosted 
by a 20% rise in crossborder 
services to internationally 
active middle-market clients, 
said the network. It added 
that member fi rms had 
been assisted by the global 
brand launch at the end of 
2015. Consulting revenues 
increased by 8.1%, with tax 
service revenues rising 7.5%. 
Latin America was the best-
performing region, where 
revenues increased 21%, 
followed by Sub-Saharan 
Africa (19%), Asia Pacifi c (8%), 
Europe (8%), MENA (7%) and 
North America (7%). ■

Paul Gosling, journalist

Tax on the move

Businesses have yet to get to grips with the tax implications of increased global mobility, 
according to PwC’s report, Managing mobility in a world shaped by BEPS. With the OECD’s 
base erosion and profi t shifting (BEPS) project focusing on the tax implications of an 
increasingly mobile workforce, PwC found that only 9% of companies surveyed had changed 
the way they manage employees who work internationally.

71% of millennials 
say they want and 

expect an overseas 
assignment during 

their career

Mobility levels 
have increased by 
25% over the past 
decade and could 
grow by a further 

50% by 2020

12.2% 
of employees 
work overseas 

every year

20% of 
assignments now 
last less than 12 
months, compared 
with 10% in 2002

31% of companies 
don’t know the exact 
number of their 
employees working 
internationally

89% of organisations 
plan to increase their 
number of globally 
mobile workers in the 
next two years

Source: PwC, Managing mobility in a world shaped by BEPS
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‘The old adage 
that if you find 
something you 

enjoy doing you’ll 
never work a day 
in your life has a 

ring of truth to it’

12 Focus | Interview
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Lessons learned
Technology has changed how the ACCA Qualification is delivered, but it still pays to stick 
to the basics, says Dave O’Donoghue FCCA, co-owner of AccountancySchool.ie

‘When Tony O’Reilly was CEO of Heinz, he sat on the board of 
directors of The Washington Post,’ O’Donoghue explains. ‘The 
newspaper was involved with the American education provider 
Kaplan and O’Reilly was impressed with how the relationship 
worked between the media outlet and education provider. He 
decided it was something he would like to replicate in Ireland 
through the Independent News & Media (INM) group, of which 
he was then chairman’. O’Reilly’s newly formed Independent 
Colleges would seek to replicate what The Washington Post 
and Kaplan had achieved, with a strong educational offering 
backed up by heavy media promotion. Focusing on professional 
qualifications, and with plans to go international after its Dublin 
launch, the college opened to a huge fanfare in Dawson Street 
in 2007. The initial focus was on law and accountancy, with 
O’Donoghue and colleague Liam Doran recruited to head its 
new accountancy school. 

Maximum exposure
‘It was a good business model in a good location and it caught 
the imagination,’ O’Donoghue remembers. ‘As lecturers, we 
found ourselves all over the Independent and the Sunday 
Independent. There were full pages with pictures of us on some 
occasions. It was huge exposure. My mother was delighted.’ »

When he first began to lecture ACCA students 
some 23 years ago, Dave O’Donoghue FCCA 
remembers that what immediately struck him 

was the sense that this was a role where you either ‘sink or 
swim’. ‘It’s intense from the beginning and there is no time 
for bluffing. Students expect to learn a certain amount in 
the classroom and they expect you, as the lecturer, to be 
focused on their exams.’ This year looks set to be another 
pivotal period for O’Donoghue, as AccountancySchool.ie,  
the college he now co-owns with fellow lecturer Liam 
Doran, opens for business in a prime Dublin location. In 
addition to the new college, he has just taken his place 
on the newly created ACCA Global Education Committee, 
giving him not only a bird’s eye view of ACCA’s rapidly 
changing educational landscape, but a chance to contribute 
to its further growth and development.

The idea of teaching as a vocation is one that O’Donoghue 
relates to strongly. Indeed, he argues that for anyone who 
teaches and is unsatisfied with their job, ‘the best advice is to get 
out. There are plenty of people who are in the profession who 
shouldn’t be. It’s a tough cross to carry if you don’t enjoy it.’

That said, this self-confessed people-person admits that 
his own teaching career came about almost by chance. ‘I was 
working as a manager in audit in Cork when the opportunity 
to lecture for ACCA arose. I was getting married at the time so 
having some extra money through what was a very well-paid 
part-time job was a big attraction,’ he recalls.

Something immediately clicked, he says. ‘There was a kind 
of eureka moment when I thought: I could make a career of this. 
The old adage that if you find something you enjoy doing you’ll 
never work a day in your life has a ring of truth to it.’

Having studied for the ACCA Qualification directly after 
leaving school, O’Donoghue thought it would be wise to bolster 
his academic credentials further before turning the weekend job 
into a full career. He gained a Masters in accounting at University 
College Cork and soon after was offered his first permanent 
position with Athlone Institute of Technology and, a year later, 
an opportunity in Griffith College, Dublin arose. There he would 
lecture for almost a decade, ultimately becoming head of its 
accounting school.

While the move from a highly regarded lecturer to owner/
manager of an accountancy school may seem an obvious 
one, it was a journey that, in fact, played out over a decade, 
and involved an unlikely amalgam of Ireland’s once richest 
businessmen, a flagship American newspaper and the 
chessboard world of boardroom politics. 

2017
Appointed Irish representative on the 
ACCA Global Education Committee

2014-present
Managing director and senior lecturer 
with AccountancySchool.ie

2007
Director and lecturer with Independent Colleges

1998
Joins Griffith College, Dublin, becoming head of 
Accountancy School

1997
Lecturer with Athlone Institute of Technology

1994-97
Lecturer with MBI
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Basics

Tips

For about a year after the buyout, the school traded as 
Accounting School at Independent Colleges. In late 2016, it 
became AccountingSchool.ie and, with the relocation to 5 Lad 
Lane in Dublin, where it opened in early 2017, the transformation 
was complete. The Lad Lane building was previously well-known 
in the education field, having been home to the UK-based BPP 
for a number of years before it withdrew from the Irish market. 
Up until 1975, it also took advantage of its prime but discreet 
Dublin 2 location as the showroom for Rolls-Royce Ireland.

New expectations
With nine full-time lecturers, a similar complement of part-time 
lecturers and a small administrative staff, AccountingSchool.ie is a 
tightly run operation that has managed to hit the ground running 
in its new location: up to 800 students are now studying for the 
ACCA Qualification here and, of these, more than 90% are young 
professionals working in practice or industry, O’Donoghue says.

With almost a quarter of a century of teaching under his belt, 
he has witnessed different generations emerge and progress. 
Despite all the talk of a shift in attitudes among the current 
millennial generation, O’Donoghue says there are no major 
differences in their view of study as a path to career progress. 
‘Our students are focused on passing their exams and our advice 
is to always keep that focus, knowing career development will 
come naturally once you gain the Qualification.’

That said, ‘people certainly expect things a lot more quickly 
now and a lot of that is down to technology. If we, as a college, 
didn’t engage with that demand then I don’t think we’d be in 
business.’ Whereas a decade ago, lectures would have been 
routinely given using overhead projectors and acetate rolls, 
today, Microsoft’s OneNote and the intranet service Moodle 
are central to the process. Classes are also streamed live, for 
the benefit of students who study for the ACCA Qualification 
remotely, and can be watched later online by students who have 
missed a lecture.

As to what makes a good lecturer, O’Donoghue says there 
is no one defining style, but a few necessary characteristics: 
‘Different people can bring different approaches, but there’s an 
underlying need to be personable and have a lot of patience. 
You’ve got to be able to explain difficult concepts to an audience 
hearing them for the first time. I haven’t really changed the way 
I teach over the years, apart from moving with technology; my 
approach has always fundamentally been “chalk and talk”.’

One of the pleasures of teaching the ACCA Qualification is 
seeing students achieve high world rankings in their exams, and 
O’Donoghue boasts a number of successes in this regard. ‘If 
someone comes first in the world in an ACCA exam, it’s fantastic 
for the college and the lecturer. It tells you that what you’re 
doing is working and it’s recognised as a great feather in the 
cap. However, it’s fundamentally down to the student. It shows 
an individual who is particularly bright and who has put in a huge 
amount of work.’ He adds his belief that, for a lecturer, the focus 
is more on the pass rate for the class as a whole. ‘First in the 
world is great, but if it meant that the rest of the class was left 
behind that would be a problem.’

As the heavy promotion suggested, the college was to be 
no niche enterprise, but fully integrated into INM. ‘To raise the 
profile of the college, it was decided one year that we would 
host a board meeting of INM there. We were meeting people 
like Kenneth Clarke, who sat on the board of directors at the 
time. For those us of used to the quieter life of academia, it was 
exciting to be part of something really different.’

When the economy soured and O’Reilly’s control over INM 
receded, new management refocused INM on its core media 
offerings. ‘There was less interest in the education side and when 
the lease on the building in Dawson Street came up for renewal 
there was no appetite to extend it.’ While the college had cut 
class sizes in the recession years, O’Donoghue was never in 
doubt about its long-term viability. For him and Doran, investing 
through a buyout was not just a strong business proposition, but 
also an opportunity to continue on their chosen career paths. 
‘I’m in the lucky position of loving what I do and we knew that 
what we offered in education would always be commercially 
viable. We were confident we had a strong, portable business, 
with a very strong lecturing team and management.’

2017 
AccountancySchool.ie opens in  
5 Lad Lane, Dublin

2016
Streaming of courses online 
commences

2014
The Accountancy School bought from Independent 
Colleges, changing name to AccountancySchool.ie in 2016

2007
Dave O’Donoghue and Liam Doran set up the 
Accountancy School as part of Independent Colleges

* ‘Students expect to learn a certain 
amount in the classroom and they 
expect you, as the lecturer, to be 
focused on their exams.’

* ‘Different people can bring 
different approaches [to teaching], 
but there’s an underlying need to be personable and to 
have a lot of patience.’

* ‘Our students are focused on passing their exams 
and our advice is to always keep that focus. Career 
development will come naturally once you gain 
the qualification.’
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‘A lot of changes have happened over the last few years 
and there are more on the horizon,’ O’Donoghue says. ‘As well 
as benefiting students, these are undoubtedly enhancing the 
appeal of the Qualification with employers.’ 

From October 2017 ACCA is introducing a new ethics and 
professional skills module aimed at meeting employability skills 
demanded by employers, and new strategic professional exams 
(including an integrated case study) from September 2018.

Having served as an ACCA Ireland committee member 
for a number of years, where he saw his role as providing a 
link between ACCA and the students who would be its future 
members, O’Donoghue was a natural choice as the Irish 
representative on the newly created ACCA Global Education 
Committee. With its first meeting taking place in February, 
O’Donoghue is excited about the opportunity to play a part. 
‘There have been huge changes in the last two to three years 
and, as part of the ACCA Ireland committee, I was able to 
explain to people what those changes were and what the 
implications were for students out on study leave. It’s a new 
opportunity to share perspectives with ACCA educators from 
all over the world and it will be very interesting to see how it 
evolves. I’m very much looking forward to being part of it.’ ■

Donal Nugent, journalist

For those who might be interested in pursuing an education 
role, O’Donoghue explains that the field can be difficult to 
enter, but for good reason. ‘We frequently have people asking 
for teaching opportunities, but there tend not to be that many 
openings. Students coming to the classes expect a certain level 
and it’s very important for them that we have a lecturer who is 
able to deliver that from the start.’

Global change
The opening of the new premises at Lad Lane coincides with 
a time of change in ACCA’s own approach to education. From 
September 2015, ACCA introduced four exam sessions a year 
in a move to give students and employers greater flexibility. 
‘Students want to get through their exams quicker and don’t 
want to wait six months if they have to repeat. Some people can’t 
do exams in December, so the new system allows them to do 
them in March. This strengthens the appeal of ACCA.’

Relevance was ACCA’s target in September 2016 with the 
introduction of computer-based examination (CBE) for the 
Fundamental skills papers, adding to the F1-F4 modules already 
available by CBE. From early 2018, ACCA will begin phasing 
out the traditional paper-based exams completely for all the 
Fundamental papers. In September of the same year case study 
exams will be introduced for the first time. 
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Pump it up
Tullow Oil’s policy of looking for oil in politically volatile regions may be demanding 
with challenging times still to be faced, but the rewards are starting to fl ow

It’s been a busy start of the year for Ireland’s largest 
energy exploration business Tullow Oil. In the space 
of a few days in January and February, the company 

announced its CFO was taking sick leave, its founding CEO 
was stepping down – oh, and that it had made a full-year 
loss of US$600m.

Back in 1986 almost no one believed that an oil industry 
outsider operating from a small town in Ireland could set up an 
exploration company. But Aidan Heavey did. Today it is one of 
Ireland’s 60 largest companies. Tullow Oil’s approach was simple 
and highly profi table when oil prices were US$100 a barrel. While 
the energy majors focused on the big oil and gas fi elds, Tullow 
explored smaller fi elds – including those in politically volatile 
African countries. Often it de-risked early stage developments 
and then sold them on to the big companies.

The credit for Tullow Oil’s success must lie with Heavey as its 
founder and CEO for more than 30 years. Which is why Heavey’s 
announcement that he is stepping down as CEO represents a 
key point in the company’s history. But he is not leaving yet and 
instead is moving sideways to the role of non-executive chairman 
(for a maximum of two years). This is in breach of what is regarded 
as good corporate governance practice. The company says that 
its dependence on Heavey’s experience led to investor demands 
that he retain a central role as an interim measure.

Paul McDade, Tullow Oil’s chief operating offi cer, will 
take over as CEO following the company’s AGM on 26 April. 
McDade, who is 53, is an engineer with more than 25 years in the 
energy industry. He is a former Centrica executive who has also 
worked for Conoco and has had operational, commercial and 
management roles in developments in the North Sea, Africa, Asia 
and Latin America.

McDade, says Heavey, is thus well placed to lead Tullow Oil 
into the next stage of its development. ‘Paul has run our business 

as COO since 2004 and has two major deep-water developments 
to his credit,’ he says.

Yet it will be a tough transition for McDade and Tullow, made 
tougher by the lack of a long-standing CFO by their side. Oil 
industry veteran Ian Springett had to withdraw from his role as 
CFO in January to receive treatment for an undisclosed medical 
condition. Les Wood, who joined Tullow in 2014, has taken over 
as interim CFO. Both are former BP executives.

McDade is also taking on the CEO role at a diffi cult time for 
the company. While its 2016 revenues were strong, its bottom 
line was poor. The company posted an after-tax loss of »

Tullow Oil’s TEN fields

Tullow Oil is a leading independent oil and gas, 
exploration and production group, quoted on the London, 
Irish and Ghanaian stock exchanges. The group has 
interests in over 100 exploration and production licences 
across 18 countries, which are managed as three business 
delivery teams: West Africa, East Africa and New Ventures.

In August 2016 the company announced that fi rst oil 
had fl owed from the Ghanaian offshore fi elds of Tweneboa, 
Enyenra, Ntomme (TEN), on time and within budget three 
years after the plan of development was approved by the 
government of Ghana in May 2013. Tullow Oil expects 
oil production to ramp up gradually towards the planned 
capacity of 80,000 barrels of oil per day.

Tullow Oil is the operator of the TEN fi elds and holds a 
47.175% stake. Tullow’s joint-venture partners are Anadarko 
Petroleum (17%), Kosmos Energy (17%), Ghana National 
Petroleum (15%) and PetroSA (3.875%).
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US$600m (down from US$1bn in 2015) on revenues of US$1.3bn 
(down from US$1.6bn). This was after write-offs and impairments 
of more than US$1bn. Last year was a significant challenge for 
the company – its debt rose in the period from US$4bn to nearly 
US$4.8bn (but with a significant additional debt facility), while its 
capital investment fell from more than US$1.7bn to US$857m. 
Cash generated from its operations slipped from US$967m in 
2015 to US$774m.

Despite the results, Tullow Oil’s share price initially remained 
steady at around £3, which was about twice that of a year 
before. Tullow Oil’s weak share price in early 2016 followed the 
announcement of the company’s first loss in 15 years and a ratings 
downgrade by Moody’s. The company’s value remains substantially 
below its high point in 2011, when shares traded at around £16.

Unsurprisingly, Tullow Oil has been badly affected by the 
collapse in world oil prices. In addition, its strategy of exploring 
in areas of political instability can create uncertainty about the 
development of some of its potential fields. There have been 
disputes about access rights in Ghana, for example.

Both HSBC and Goldman Sachs downgraded Tullow Oil’s 
stocks in the run up to the results announcement in February, 
anxious not only about the continuing low oil price, but also the 
level of debt that Tullow Oil is carrying.

According to Heavey – quoted in The Sunday Business Post 
– the company is now firmly on recovery trajectory. ‘Last year was 
quite a good year,’ he said, ‘even though we had major issues. 
But it was a year when we got all the costs under control and 
we got the business in a state when it was profitable even at low 
oil prices. We wrote off a huge amount of stuff that was on the 
balance sheet and if you look at the results there’s about US$1bn 
of non-cash [items], which we wrote-off in the last 12 months and 
that created the loss. But it left the balance sheet in good shape.’

Resetting plans
Africa remains the key development region for Tullow Oil. At 
the beginning of this year Tullow Oil confirmed an oil field 
discovery in Northern Kenya. It also announced the sale of most 
of its interests in one of its Ugandan projects to Total. The major 
success for the company last year, Heavey says, was delivering 
the TEN fields in Ghana, the country’s second major oil and gas 
development. Heavey is also positive about progress on the 
Lake Albert Development in Uganda, which he says will generate 
secure future cash flow for the group ‘from one of the industry’s 
few truly low-cost development projects’.

Heavey is also upbeat about the prospects for Tullow Oil’s 
explorations, not just in Africa, but in Suriname in South America, 
where it owns 30% of a major opportunity. ‘Probably the best 
prospect we have ever seen,’ he says, predicting an output of 
over half a billion barrels ‘if it comes in’. The company is also 
involved in new activity in Zambia and Guyana, while looking at 
Mauritania, Kenya, Ghana, Jamaica, Uruguay and Guyana for 
possible future drilling.

George Cazenove, Tullow Oil’s head of communications, says 
it is right that the company is positive about its future. ‘Tullow Oil 
is a disciplined, flexible, low-cost, full-cycle business that is very 

well-positioned for the year ahead, having reset the business 
and with deleveraging underway. Deleveraging remains our key 
strategic focus and we have made a good start through TEN 
cash flow and asset disposals. Looking to the future, Tullow has a 
solid base of low-cost production in West Africa with additional 
production coming on stream in Uganda over the medium term.’

Investors, however, might still be set for a bumpy journey. 
According to a report in January in The Sunday Business Post, 
some hedge funds were shorting the company’s shares in the 
expectation that the price will fall again, as indeed began to 
happen in the weeks following the company’s financial report. It 
looks as if 2017 will be a pivotal year for Tullow Oil. ■

Paul Gosling, journalist

Prospects for the year

The energy market has been hit hard by the recession 
and the drop in the oil price, but Tom Ellacott, senior 
vice president of corporate research at Wood Mackenzie, 
says: ‘Most oil and gas companies will start 2017 on a 
firmer footing, having halved cash flow break-evens to 
survive the past two years. Further evidence of a cautious, 
U-shaped recovery in investment should emerge.’

Wood Mackenzie, which provides commercial 
intelligence on the world’s natural resources sector, has 
assessed the 2017 prospects for the majors, independents 
and national oil companies (NOCs), and says the focus is 
on five themes:

* strengthening finances will be a top priority

* US independents will lead the sector into a new 
investment cycle

* portfolios will adapt, down the cost curve and into 
new energy

* production will see modest growth, despite past capital 
expenditure cuts

* there will be an improved value proposition for 
exploration and mergers and acquisitions.

‘Overall 2017 will be a year of stability and opportunity for 
oil and gas companies in positions of financial strength,’ 
adds Ellacott.
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A question of culture
Improved corporate behaviour must come from the top – and accountants must be at 
the forefront of change, says ACCA president Brian McEnery

If you’ve opened a newspaper over 
the past week, month, year or even 
decade, the chances are you’ve 
encountered a horror story about 
corporate governance, or lack thereof. 
There have been many column inches 
dedicated to high-profile examples of 
moral failure from leading companies 
and executives around the world, 
and fewer focused on how we as a 
professional community can address 
such issues.

ACCA research shows that ‘tone at 
the top’ is the most influential driver 
of corporate behaviour: if leaders and 
boards don’t prioritise culture, how 
can everyone else be expected to do the 
same? So inherently, the right corporate 
governance – the set of principles 
that govern ‘appropriate behaviour’ 
– must be accompanied by the right 
corporate culture – demonstration of 
the principles in action by those at the 
top. The onus is therefore on executives 
to lead by example and establish a 
corporate culture that enables employees 
to act with integrity when faced with 
ethical dilemmas. 

ACCA has been working on a way to 
put this into practice for several years, 
and has come up with a master ‘culture-
governance tool’ (see the backpage of the 
February 2017 edition of AB), which lays 
out the tenets for success. Our aim is for 
this to assist ACCA members across all 
levels, sectors and organisations to assess 

and potentially address corporate culture 
in the workplace.

Cultural change must indeed be led 
from the top. Together, executives and 
board should begin by acknowledging 
any lapses in corporate culture, analysing 
where the inconsistencies lie and giving 
an open commitment to changing 
behaviour, starting with their own. The 
commitment must be followed through: 
if it is disjointed, short-lived or lacking 
in resource, it may have the opposite 
effect on company culture and morale. 
And it must be holistic; diversity in an 
organisation does not start and end at the 
board level but should be carried through 
the workforce along with recruitment, 
training, promotion and pay policies.

The culture-governance tool 
is a fantastic resource in assisting 

companies in identifying a shortcoming 
in corporate culture, systematically 
approaching a solution or multiple 
solutions, and maintaining the good 
culture once established. I encourage 
you all to take a look, and consider 
whether it could be applied to 
the corporate culture in your own 
organisation. Accountants can be at 
the forefront of the corporate culture 
revolution – so let’s lead the way! ■

Brian McEnery is a partner specialising in 
corporate restructuring and healthcare 
consulting at BDO Ireland

Diversity in an 
organisation does 
not start and end 
at the board level 

but should be 
carried through 

the workforce
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For more information:

See ACCA’s culture-governance 
tool at bit.ly/ACCA-cc-gov
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Hole numbers
As the government tries to allay fears over funding levels for final salary pension 
schemes, can it do more to help companies limit their liabilities, asks Jane Fuller

The funding hole in the UK’s defined 
benefit (DB) (linked to final salary) 
pension schemes has acquired crisis 
status over the past couple of years. 
Longer life expectancy combined with 
a lower discount rate for liabilities 
sent the total deficit in nearly 6,000 
company-backed schemes to £459bn 
last August.

Yet the news has been better this 
year. The Pension Protection Fund’s PPF 
7800 Index showed a reduced deficit of 
£196.5bn at the end of January. Peace 
has broken out in two high-profile cases: 
both the British Steel and BHS pension 
schemes look set to be separated from 
their distressed corporate backers, 
continuing instead as standalone funds 
with modified obligations.

To cap it all, the UK government’s 
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) 
declared in a green paper published in 
February (Security and Sustainability in 
Defined Benefit Pension Schemes): ‘The 
available evidence does not appear to 
support the view that these pensions are 
generally “unaffordable” for employers.’

Its ‘don’t panic’ message suggests 
that funding levels are set to improve 
significantly by 2030 and that only one 
in 20 schemes has serious affordability 
issues. Not surprisingly, other estimates 
– such as from the DB Taskforce set up 
by the Pensions and Lifetime Savings 
Association (PLSA) – are more pessimistic. 

But even the more emollient view 
contains little of substance to reassure 
companies, which have been paying well 
over £30bn a year into DB schemes.

The DWP cheerfully expects the high 
level of contributions to continue. It 
compares ‘deficit repair contributions’ 
(DRCs) (additional to regular payments 
into schemes by employers) with pre-tax 
profits. For a quarter of the companies, 
DRCs were more than 50% of profits in 
2015. How affordable is that?

The suspicion remains that money 
that might otherwise have been used 
for corporate investment has gone into 
pension schemes, which, by the way, 
have increasingly invested their funds in 

government bonds rather than equities. To 
the small extent that DB funds do invest 
in UK equities, the DWP analysis is far 
from encouraging. It trumpets that FTSE 
100 companies paid five times as much in 
dividends as they did in DB contributions 
in 2015. The implication is simple: switch 
some money from dividends to the 
pension fund. This will reinforce the trend 
towards risk-averse investment.

Is there any hope that government 
action might help limit liabilities? After 
all, even the lauded Dutch system allows 
benefits to be cut if schemes are under 
financial pressure. Judging by the fuss 
over the idea that inflation protection 
should be trimmed, by linking it to the 
consumer price (rather than the retail 
price) index, the answer is no. While more 
schemes are likely to be sloughed off 

into entities that pay less, this will only be 
available to companies having a near-
death experience.

Unless, that is, it can be done by 
consolidation. Reducing thousands of 
schemes to a few hundred might deliver 
not only economies of scale but also 
rationalisation of benefits. What stick 
might induce members of DB schemes 
to ‘volunteer’ for this? A survey for the 
PLSA showed that 71% did not realise 
that promised pensions depended on 
the solvency of their (often ex) employer. 
Asked a different question, 62% said they 
would prefer a lower level of retirement 
income if it could be guaranteed.

The high-profile British Steel and BHS 
stories are just amplified versions of the 
trade-offs that will be faced by more of 
the 11 million members of DB schemes. ■

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

and Assurance Council of the 
Financial Reporting Council
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Capital idea
Ireland’s improving tax revenues offer the chance to make some solid investment in 
infrastructure for the long term, rather than short-term giveaways, argues Ian Guider

In December last year, I spent a couple 
of hours interviewing Paschal Donohoe, 
the public expenditure and reform 
minister. We discussed whether the 
state should be spending more of 
its limited resources on longer-term 
projects. The minister told me that a 
review of the capital spending plans 
was imminent. A few weeks ago 
Donohoe held true to his word and 
announced a consultation on how best 
to spend the state’s capital budget.

In total, about €5bn has been 
earmarked above and beyond the 
existing capital plan, thanks to better tax 
revenues as the economy continues to 
perform quite strongly. Out of that figure 
a sum of about €2.2bn is dedicated for 
much needed housing development. 
Ringfencing that money is a necessity 

given the chronic shortage of supply. But 
how to spend the rest?

The usual way capital spending is 
allocated is to promise it to politically 
friendly projects, such as schools, 
hospitals and road building, but what has 
been lacking in Ireland is using capital 
spending for the overall development of 
the economy and planning for the future. 

Some of what we need to do isn’t sexy 
and the payback may not be tangible for 
some time, but here are a few projects that 
would add real benefit to the economy.

For almost a decade various plans 
have been kicked around government and 
the private sector to deploy the latest and 
fastest broadband technology across the 
country. The cost is huge and it is obvious 
that the private sector wants to use its 
resources where they will guarantee a 

return. It has led to a stalemate on the 
national broadband plan. Yet we should 
be planning now to bring the latest, 
fastest speed to all major towns and cities 
so the entire economy develops, not just 
the east coast and Dublin.

Similarly, one idea floated by finance 
minister Michael Noonan at the launch of 
the capital review was the development of 
ports infrastructure. We sometimes forget 
that many of our exports are real, physical 
products that require transport. The 
development of ports to handle the huge 
cargo ships of the future will be vital; even 
more so in light of Brexit when new export 
markets will be required.

Then there are airports. It is clear 
from global aviation trends that airlines 
are favouring routes out of major airport 
hubs. Dublin, with its ideal location and 
time zone, should be competing to be a 
hub servicing US and Asian airlines. With 
the likely return of immigration controls to 
the UK, this country could be a gateway 
to Europe. To make that happens requires 
extra capacity with a new terminal and 
runway at Dublin Airport.

There is also the question as to 
whether €5bn is enough. The state is 
constrained in how much it can spend, 
with a requirement by the European 
Commission to eliminate the budget 
deficit over the next couple of years.

However, there is an argument that 
going beyond the €5bn is reasonable, 
if the money goes to designated vital 
national infrastructure. Too much of the 
huge tax revenue generated during 
the Celtic Tiger was splashed about on 
current spending – namely tax cuts and 
public sector pay increases. As the crash 
unfolded the country had little money 
for investment. Money for these major 
projects could also be borrowed cheaply 
from the European Investment Bank.

Planning for the future is something 
we rarely do as a whole as an economy. 
Deep-water ports, connectivity and 
energy security sound boring, and quite 
frankly they are. However, reforming how 
we view spending to adopt a time horizon 
that spans decades will be worth it. ■

Ian Guider is markets 
editor at The Sunday 

Business Post
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Snapshot: tax
digitalisation
The digitalisation of tax is a 
major global trend, due to 
have a signifi cant impact on tax 
professionals and their clients as 
it continues to spread around the 
world. Some jurisdictions are much 
further advanced down this route 
than others.

Digitalisation is viewed as 
attractive for its potential to drive 
down costs and heighten effi ciency. 
It is a less labour-intensive way 
of helping governments gain 
insight into their economies and, if 
effi ciently implemented, provides 
an excellent return on investment 
for the front-end costs.

Tax digitalisation also aims to 
offer a better service for business 
owners and citizens through the 
pre-population of tax returns.

The role of the accountant 
in areas of high digitalisation is 
expected to move from preparer 
of tax returns to reviewer and 
checker. As digitalisation and 
artifi cial intelligence displace the 
detailed number-crunching that 
the tax profession has previously 
been known for, the importance 
of excellent communication and 
interpersonal skills in the role of 
the tax professional will increase. A 
strong IT knowledge and the ability 
to analyse and evaluate issues, as 
well as an eye for detail to interpret 
the complexities of changing 
legislation, are also essential.

Mark Fielden, tax partner, 
Kingston Smith 

The view from
Padraig Daly FCCA, corporate tax director, Mazars, 
with an eye on strategic development

My department provides solutions 
tailored to clients’ individual needs. 
Mazars offer a comprehensive range of 
tax services to national and international 
clients and helps them structure their 
businesses and fi nancial affairs tax-
effi ciently. We offer ideas and solutions 
that bring added value to clients, based 
on a comprehensive understanding of 
each client’s particular business.

I have joint responsibility for 
developing our tax consulting services. 
I profi le our clients to identify their 
requirements for additional services, 
develop appropriate solutions, and meet 
with prospective and existing clients to 
initiate new projects.

I enjoy maintaining the department’s 

technical standards by providing 
regular updates and briefi ngs on 
important tax developments. As part of 
the management team, I also supervise 
day-to-day operations: work scheduling, 
resource allocation, compliance with 
procedures, recruitment and staff 
appraisal, assisting staff with queries, and 
arranging timely billing.

Longer term, my goal is greater 
participation in strategic development. 
This will involve identifying challenges 
facing the fi rm and working with other 
departments to respond to them. Key to 
this will be remaining aware of market 
opportunities and threats, launching 
initiatives to expand in growth areas, 
and developing solutions that offer us a 
competitive advantage.

Attracting people of the highest calibre 
to the profession can be a challenge. At 
Mazars, we promote ourselves as a quality 
employer, effectively communicating the 
opportunities we offer and recruiting 
all year round. Once training begins, 
we provide weekly technical and non-
technical training for groups as well as 
bespoke sessions for individuals. 

Competition is a reality in our sector. 
We encourage senior staff to develop new 
services and planning opportunities based 
on the needs of clients. We are also keen 
to use technology to drive effi ciencies in 
work practices and processes.

It’s important to have objectives and 
targets, but it’s equally valuable to 
be fl exible and quick on your feet. 
This allows you to take advantage of 
opportunities as they arise.

Over the past few years, volunteers 
from Mazars have been cooking 
meals at Ronald McDonald House in 
Crumlin Hospital. The house provides 
accommodation and a caring and 
supportive environment for families with 
seriously ill children who are hospitalised 
or undergoing medical treatment. ■

We offer ideas 
and solutions 

that add value to 
clients, based on 
a comprehensive 

understanding 
of each client’s 

particular business
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Hunt the dragon
As Irish commercial ties with China go from strength to strength, local accountancy fi rms 
are looking to hire more Chinese-speaking staff in response to new investment trends

Growing business links between China 
and Ireland are driving demand for 
accounting specialists with Mandarin 
skills able to cope with increased 
investment by Chinese companies and 
private citizens in Ireland. There is 
even a Chinese-language newspaper 
produced in Ireland that carries many 
adverts touting for work from small and 
large chartered accountants, all with a 
Chinese-language native on their staff.

It is a similar story for the Big Four in 
Dublin. According to Yvonne Thompson, 
tax partner, China practice, PwC Ireland: 
‘Due to the recent increase in business 
traffi c between Ireland and China, we 
are bringing in more people with the 
language and knowledge skills of the 

Far East to meet the demand of our 
business. In fact, it is very important for us 
to have people who are not only technical 
experts, but who also speak the language 
and understand the culture.’ She says PwC 
Ireland’s China desk is long-established, 
offering services to clients through 
professionally qualifi ed experts ‘across 
all the disciplines of tax, advisory and 
assurance who are from mainland China’.

Among those professionals is Eddie 
Cao, senior manager, China Practice, PwC 
Ireland. ‘The key driver of PwC’s expansion 
is the growth in our client base. We are 
witnessing an increasing infl ow of Chinese 
investments into Ireland in a number 
of industries, such as fi nancial services, 
technology, food and agribusiness,’ says 

Cao. ‘Chinese foreign direct investors into 
Ireland view Ireland as a great country for 
their international base and an important 
gateway to Europe. There is also an 
increasing interest from Irish indigenous 
companies who are increasing their 
business ties with companies in China and 
also entering the Chinese market. We are 
working with our offi ces and professionals 
in China to advise our Irish clients on set-
up and expansion strategies.’

The PwC duo expects its Sino-Irish 
business to grow, says Thompson: ‘We 
would like to think that we are on the 
growth curve of trade and investment 
volume in the near future, and this is on 
the back of strong growth in trades and 
services in recent years.’
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China-Ireland bilateral trade in 2016 
grew by 13.75% year on year to US$8.1bn. 
‘China’s import and export trade with 
Ireland is growing at a faster pace than 
that of any other European country,’ 
said Chinese ambassador to Ireland Dr 
Yue Xiaoyong at a PwC event. ‘Ireland 
is one of only three European countries 
maintaining a trade surplus with China.’ 
As a developed country and European 
Union member state, Ireland ‘will continue 
to be an important partner of China’s 
ongoing modernisation drive’, he added.

Sino-Irish accounting work is increasing 
too at KPMG. ‘One reason is the 
increasing amount of Chinese corporate 
and private investment in Ireland,’ 
explains Shan Lu, a senior member of 
the China desk at KPMG Ireland who 
has worked on the firm’s China desk in 
both Dublin and Beijing. Most of these 
companies would have their accounting 
work done in Ireland, as their Chinese 
team may not be able to perform such 
work in China, lacking Irish tax and 
international accounting standards 
experience, she says.

Flying high
Dublin’s position as a global hub for 
aircraft leasing has also driven Chinese 
investment, where air travel has been 
rising fast. ‘From a corporate point of 
view, the main investment is in aviation 
financing,’ says Lu. ‘For example, there 
was only one Chinese bank with an Irish 
aircraft leasing platform in 2009, whereas 
this number has grown to at least 12 in 
2016.’ Some groups have 50-60 aircraft 
owned in Ireland, with related accounting 
and audit work undertaken in Ireland. 
‘They typically find a local accounting firm 
that has Chinese staff, with the language 
being very helpful and, sometimes, even a 
prerequisite,’ adds Lu.

One key player is the aviation leasing 
arm of the Bank of China, one of China’s 
four biggest banks, which is preparing to 
open a Dublin branch. While solidifying 
China-Ireland economic cooperation, 
this is also an important step in the Bank 
of China’s internationalisation strategy, 
which dovetails with Ireland’s international 
financial services 2020 strategy, according 
to Jun Tian, head of the preparatory team 
for Bank of China Dublin branch.

Ireland has also drawn much interest 
from wealthy Chinese seeking to acquire 
citizenship in return for investment. The 
scheme, which is operated by the Irish 
Naturalisation and Immigration Service, 
has proved popular with billionaires 
from China who must invest between 
€500,000 and €1m in Irish enterprises, 
real estate or Immigrant Investor Bonds. 
Adverts by immigration consultants in 
Chinese newspapers seen by Accounting 
and Business stress that Ireland does 
not tax universal income, a requirement 
that can deter immigration to jurisdictions 
that do this, such as the US. After five 
years, applicants on the scheme are 
entitled to apply for permanent residency 
in Ireland. 

According to one such advert: ‘Irish 
residency status offers ease of travel in 
the EU, but also benefits in terms of tax 
avoidance and asset security.’

As an example of a source of future 
growth, PwC’s Thompson points to 
Dublin’s huge funds sector: the influx 
of hedge funds into Dublin has been a 
boon for the legal and accounting fees 
that the companies generate. Crucially, 
funds based in Dublin are now able to 
tap into China’s stock markets through an 
agreement between Dublin and Beijing 
(ever keen to tap foreign funds to boost 
an erratic local stock market).

In 2016 China gave Ireland an 
investment quota worth CNY50bn 
(€6.89bn) under its Renminbi Qualified 
Foreign Institutional Investor (RQFII) 
scheme – a programme under which 
overseas institutions can use Chinese 
currency raised offshore to invest directly in 
mainland China shares, bonds and money 
markets. ‘This is a route for the Chinese 
government to expand its Chinese funds 
institutions into another country. We 

expect an inflow of fund managers from 
China into Ireland,’ says Cao.

While foreign investors have been 
keen to use the RQFII quota scheme 
to access Chinese exchanges, China is 
also keen for liquidity to boost its stock 
markets. Ireland is the leading European 
base for internationally distributed 
exchange-traded funds (ETFs): funds 
domiciled in Ireland manage assets 
exceeding €199bn – more than 49% of the 
European market.

Ireland also hosts the largest hedge 
fund administration centre in the world, 
representing over 40% of all global hedge 
fund assets with €3.8 trillion in over 13,037 
investment funds located in Ireland. These 
are free from corporation and redemption 
taxes, and exempt from Irish tax on their 
income or gains, irrespective of where 
investors are located.

Chinese models
Meanwhile, Chinese business models 
are also attractive to Irish-based firms. 
Small-and-medium-sized firms have 
been keen to adopt online strategies 
popular in China, the world’s largest 
e-commerce market, notes Teresa Cui 
Hayes, principal at Cui Hayes & Co, a 
Dublin-based accounting and auditing 
practice. China-born Cui says her firm 
is increasingly expanding its business 
consulting as well as accounting services 
to Chinese and Irish firms: ‘There has 
been a big change in business and many 
of our clients are traditional businesses 
like supermarkets and they are really 
under pressure. I am advising them 
on how to add an online dimension to 
their business.’

Chinese investors are also very 
keen to purchase Irish tech firms, 
whose EU single-market access 
and EU regulatory compliance are 
attractive, notes Cui. A corporate tax 
rate of 12.5%, tax concessions for 
research and development, and solid 
intellectual property rights are also draws 
for tech firms.

Chinese telecommunications 
equipment-maker Huawei has invested 
€35m in Ireland, creating 300 jobs and lots 
of R&D. There are 20 Chinese companies 
in Ireland currently, and John Conlon, the 
executive vice president and head of Asia 
Pacific operations at IDA Ireland (Industrial 
Development Authority) aims to draw 20 
more firms from China by 2020. ■

Mark Godfrey, journalist

'China’s import 
and export trade 

with Ireland is 
growing at a 

faster pace than 
that of any other 

European country'

◄ Robust relationship
A Chinese lion and unicorn take part 
in Dublin’s Chinese New Year festival 
celebrations at Dublin Castle
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Clouds of glory
With cloud-based accounting software capable of great things for firms, practitioner 
Alan Shaughnessy explains why you should move to the cloud – and how to do it

This article sets out some of the 
practical and basic benefits that my 
firm and I have encountered in the past 
three to four years not only in our own 
practice, but also with our client base 
as we moved to becoming an almost 
completely technology-integrated firm 
through the use of cloud software.

The driving force behind our new 
technology push was demand from 
our client base for timely and accurate 
financial data, coupled with the ability 
to analyse this data to gain more insight 
into their businesses. We also wanted 
to reduce the amount of paperwork and 
processing time we needed.

Companies that move to an integrated 
approach can gain significant efficiencies 
as well as the ability to analyse the 
business in detail through management 
reporting, as this article will explain.

Billing/accounts receivable 
Sending invoices via email to a correct 
email address direct from the accounting 
software has many benefits, including: 

* no headed paper or postage costs, nor 
delay in delivery to the customer

* certainty of delivery

* fast payment as your client can tap on 
the invoice and pay with a debit/credit 
card or via options such as Stripe 
and PayPal 

* the ability to chase overdue debts 
and send statements at the click of 
a button – since bank reconciliations 
are up to date, accounts receivable 
becomes real-time 

* invoicing from your mobile or tablet at 
any time 

* stock management system-linked 
invoicing underpins better ordering 
and less waste

* project/time management system-
linked invoicing moves work in 
progress to the invoicing stage more 
quickly and smoothly. 

Expenses/accounts payable
Technology now allows you to take photos 
or bulk-scan paper invoices and read the 
information. This means that supplier 
details, invoice numbers and expense 
details can be costed to the correct line 
on the ledger and VAT deductions made 
without manual intervention.

Invoices received via email can be 
forwarded to your software package, 
or you can give your supplier an email 
address that links directly to your 
software. The advantages are:

* material time saving – especially in 
organisations that have a large number 
of suppliers 
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* easy storage – invoices can be stored 
electronically in the cloud for up to six 
years 

* instant recall – any invoice from a 
supplier or cost line can be recalled 
and viewed on screen or printed in a 
matter of seconds from anywhere if 
you have Wi-Fi or internet access 

* fewer errors – as there is no manual 
keying of data, the chance of error is 
drastically reduced. 

Bank reconciliation/transactions 
The best solution here is where your 
bank automatically feeds your banking 
transaction history to your accounting 
software, which in turn reads the 
information and matches each transaction 
with a debtor/creditor or remembers a 
historic transaction. The only action that 
the accounts department has to take is to 
verify the transaction. 

Banking institutions in Ireland are 
currently a little behind other countries 
in feeding information direct to third-
party software, but it is only a matter of 
time before it becomes the norm. In the 
interim it is a straightforward process 
to download your banking transaction 
history to a CSV file and upload that to 
your accounting software, or scan bank 
statements with recognition software 
that prepares journals for use in various 
cloud packages. The main reconciliation 
benefits of cloud-based software are:

* data entry time is reduced to a fraction 
of the time for a standalone package

* keying/reconciliation errors are 
eliminated 

* debtors and creditors are accurate and 
up to date 

* it helps management accounting 
become real-time 

* it offers more accuracy as to the 
financial position of the business.

Management reporting
For me the big win comes in reporting 
and analysis. The ability to create and 
build reports that give a clear and 
accurate picture of a business to the 
management team or board is where the 
real value-add comes. 

Management reporting allows 
decision-makers to set clear and specific 
key performance indicators (KPIs) that can 
be monitored and tracked. Consolidating 
financial data – whether for multiple 
locations or multiple organisations, or just 
better insight into a single entity – and 

being able to present that in meaningful 
dashboards with numerical and non-
numerical data is a definite bonus. The 
flexibility to dice and slice the financial 
data has many benefits, including. 

* the financial review of the business – 
whether weekly, monthly or quarterly – 
becomes more in depth and provides 
more certainty for decision-makers 

* budgeting and comparisons to prior 
periods can all be performed faster 

* the ability to create scenarios with 
three-way forecasting of profit and 
loss, balance sheet and cashflow 

* a well-presented graph or chart can 
make reporting more visually engaging 
especially for clients who are not 
numerically inclined. 

How to migrate
For a successful migration and proper 
use of technology in your financial control 
function, you need buy-in from senior 
management especially the finance 
director/controller.

You are creating a change environment 
in moving away from what may be a 
function heavily driven by data input 
towards one driven by leaner technology 
that may eliminate a lot of current 
processes. The end result – more timely 
and accurate financial data for decision-
making – makes the journey worthwhile.

The other obstacle at the start is 
choosing which software to use and 
when to migrate. In choosing your 
core accounting package, consider 
the following:

* flexibility and ease in transferring data 
in from existing software – via CSV 
files usually 

* ensure there is a large add-on 
marketplace for other software you 
may like your accounting software to 
link with – point of sale system, project 
management system, bank feeds, etc 

* many software providers offer video 
content or regular training on how to 
use their software to best advantage. 

I would recommend moving over to any 
new system at the end of a VAT period so 
your first VAT report from new software will 
have the full history for that period. If you 
are keen to move and see the advantages, 
there is in truth no real need to start from 
a new year. With guidance and assistance, 
a number of our clients have comfortably 
made the move within the year. ■ 

Alan Shaughnessy FCCA, partner, DFS & 
Co, accountants and business advisers

The ability to 
create and build 

reports that 
give a clear and 

accurate picture 
of a business is 
where the real 

value-add comes

Better than standalone

Like other practices, DFS opted for a cloud-based accounting software approach 
rather than the traditional standalone hard-drive accounting software for a 
number of reasons, including:

* cost – the annual license for standalone software versus the monthly pay as 
you go model adopted by most cloud-based software providers

* updates – good cloud-based packages are constantly being upgraded, 
whereas hard-disk-based software usually gets annual upgrades

* connectivity – open application programming interfaces allow cloud-based 
packages to link to and accept feeds from online banking, electronic point 
of sale systems, e-commerce sites, project management systems and stock 
management  systems, among others, saving significant time in data entry 
and paving the way for high-quality and more visual management and 
executive reports

* links to external accountants/auditors – they can access, review and analyse 
data, and perform checks online at regular intervals

* our younger entrepreneurs – the connected generation automatically 
expect to be able to access whatever information they need via the internet, 
including accounting and business performance data.
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The view from
Colette Maher FCCA, company accountant, taking on 
part-time roles after 15 years full-time with a bank

My current role centres on a number of 
companies. Caffe Parigi is cafe located 
on the quays in Dublin that specialises 
in Italian and French cuisines; Baxter 
Technologies is a company that provides 
high-spec foreign exchange solutions for 
large fi nancial corporations. I’m based 
in the offi ce two days per week, which 
enables me to be available to the staff for 
any general operational accounting issues 
that arise.  

All expectations are now very high 
from both customers and stakeholders. 
Although the recession is over, 
people are still very much concerned 
with getting value for their money, 
whether that’s invested or not. I also 
think that stakeholders are interested 
in understanding the running of a 

company and how the numbers are 
actually compiled.

I took a career break when I had my 
daughter fi ve years ago. Up to then I 
had worked in industry full-time for 15 
years. The bank I worked for was unable 
to facilitate part-time work, so I left that 
organisation. I had my son two and a 
half years ago, and last year I took the 
decision to look for part-time work so that 
I can still spend most of my time at home 
until the children are in school.

Longer term, my goal is to work 
for myself. When returning to work, I 
decided to contract, and that has allowed 
me to start building a business providing 
accounting and payroll services to small 
businesses and individuals. 

The impact of new technology is 
always being felt. A good example 
I encountered recently is with Baxter 
Technologies. The owners have recently 
set up a new company called FXCH. 
With a few pioneering clients, FXCH 
managed to clear the fi rst spot FX trades 
on the blockchain. This was not only a 
technological feat, but also the fi rst time 
a foreign exchange transaction cleared 
without a bank.

What I fi nd particularly rewarding in my 
role is how varied it is. To get back to 
basic accounting is also very interesting. 
My previous role was managing a team 
that provided management information 
for bank branches. There was little 
accounting involved. Also, when you work 
for large organisations, you get to see 
only part of the P&L and balance sheet, 
whereas now I can complete them from 
start to fi nish.

The most important business lessons 
I have learned are about managing 
people. I fi rmly believe you have to be 
a people person to get on in business 
and have to treat people properly. Your 
reputation is extremely important and can 
be diffi cult to change. ■ 

In large 
organisations, 
you get to see 

only part of the 
P&L and balance 
sheet. Now I can 

complete them 
from start to finish

Snapshot: oil and gas

The negative effects of the oil and 
gas downturn are clearly evident. 
But more positively, the downturn 
has made the industry more aware 
of the need to increase its effi ciency.

Internationally, efforts to 
improve economic recovery in the 
sector have gained momentum. 
Average lifting costs per barrel of 
oil are falling for exploration and 
production (E&P) operators, and 
greater collaboration is starting 
to appear across the industry. 
Crucially, in the E&P and oil 
services sectors, there is also a 
need for more effi ciencies, higher 
productivity, increased innovation 
and technological improvement. 

It has been a very tough few 
years, but leaner businesses are now 
ready to grasp opportunities arising 
from the ongoing low, but stable, oil 
prices. And with more deal activity in 
2017 so far, we may be seeing a new 
phase of consolidation.

Looking at the media, we could 
be forgiven for writing off the 
sector. We will never see a return 
to the boom days of US$100+ 
per barrel, but through necessary 
change, adaptation and survival 
what has emerged is an improved 
industry and a more efficient 
business environment.   

Finance professionals working 
in oil and gas need sound market 
knowledge plus an ability to stand 
up to the rigours of M&A activity.

Alasdair Green, head of 
management consulting, Anderson 
Anderson & Brown 
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Keep it under wraps
From next year, any business offering goods or services to EU consumers faces stringent 
new data protection rules, and needs to start now to prepare for the changes ahead

New rules due to come into force 
on 25 May 2018 will strengthen the 
privacy rights of European citizens and 
make businesses more accountable for 
data protection. 

The EU Commission predicts that 
the value of European citizens’ personal 
data has the potential to grow to nearly 
€1 trillion annually by 2020. There are 
currently 28 different data protection laws 
across Europe. The new legislation will 
replace these with a single pan-European 
piece of legislation. 

The General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR) applies not only to EU 
businesses but to any business that offers 
goods or services to European consumers. 

Failure to comply with the new rules 
could result in fines of up to €20m (or 4% 
of total annual global turnover).

‘It is time for businesses, big and 

small, across all sectors to start preparing 
for the GDPR,’ Helen Dixon, Ireland’s 
data protection commissioner, said 
at the opening of the authority’s new 
headquarters in January. ‘It really can’t be 
business as usual any longer.’

While businesses will recognise many 
of the principles enshrined in the GDPR, 
the regulation includes new measures and 
enhancements that will affect systems and 
processes across all business units. 

Among the changes coming 
into force in May 2018 are the 
introduction of data protection impact 
assessments, mandatory appointment 
of data protection officers for certain 
organisations, more stringent rules for 
obtaining consent to collect and use 
personal data, tighter rules for data 
controllers and data processors, changes 
to data breach disclosure requirements 

and the introduction of substantial fines 
for failure to comply with the GDPR.

‘Widespread changes’ 
Meeting these requirements will be 
challenging for many businesses, says 
Pat Moran, a PwC partner.

‘The GDPR introduces widespread 
changes to the current regulations, which 
were last enacted in 1995,’ he explains. 
‘For example, an organisation handling 
another organisation’s EU personal data 
will now be directly liable under the GDPR 
for failure to meet certain obligations. 
It impacts processes across all business 
units, from marketing to sales to IT. 
It will need careful consideration and 
collaboration with all heads of functions 
involved to ensure every aspect of the 
regulation is adhered to by 25 May 2018. 
Additionally, the regulation adds genetic 
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data and biometric data as sensitive 
and requiring special measures and 
increased protection.’

The GDPR gives individuals enhanced 
rights regarding the processing of their 
personal data and imposes corresponding 
obligations on the organisations that 
collect data. Individuals will have the right 
to have their data deleted or transferred 
to alternative service providers, and 
will be able to sue for material and/
or non-material damage arising from 
data breaches. They will also be able to 
participate in group litigation.

For businesses, the operational and 
technical difficulties of complying with 
the GDPR will include knowing when an 
individual’s data should be recorded and 
when it should be removed. 

Moran says: ‘Organisations will need to 
have sophisticated technologies in place 
to ensure an individual’s data remains 
private, and if [they are] no longer a 
customer that it is correctly deleted from 
records. This requires detailed technical 
abilities, and companies need to act now 
in order to get ready to comply.’

Non-EU businesses that offer goods 
or services to EU consumers will also 
have to comply with the GDPR, as Moran 
explains: ‘The regulation applies to any 
organisation doing business in the EU. 
This includes those organisations with 
no establishment in the EU but which 
are selling goods and services there. 
For example, a US retailer or technology 
company that markets its products or 
services to customers based in the EU, via 
online, will be impacted. The new law also 
applies to those service providers that 
handle information about individuals in 
the EU on behalf of other organisations, 
even though those organisations may not 
be based in the EU.

‘Organisations and their marketing 
functions will need to be very vigilant 
and be conscious when and if these new 
regulations apply to them and have the 
appropriate processes in place.’

Getting up to speed
With just a year left to prepare, Irish 
businesses must get up to speed quickly. 
A survey of GDPR awareness published 
by Mazars and McCann FitzGerald in 
Q4 of 2016 found 82% of organisations 
anticipated that complying with the 
GDPR would be ‘challenging to extremely 
challenging’, yet only 16% had started 
work to meet the new requirements.

Commenting after the results of the 

survey were published, Mazars partner 
Liam McKenna said: ‘If they haven’t 
already started, organisations should 
begin now to review their internal 
procedures and controls in light of the 
impending changes under the GDPR, 

and consider what amendments to such 
procedures will be required and what 
other measures should be taken to ensure 
that they are GDPR ready.’ 

He added: ‘The penalties could be 
severe for those who do not comply.’

To help businesses to prepare for the 
GDPR, the Data Protection Commissioner 
has published a guide that includes a 
detailed checklist. The GDPR and You 
is available to download from the DPC 
website at bit.ly/GDPR-guidance. ■

Daisy Downes, journalist 

Preparing for the General Data Protection Regulation 

1. Becoming aware 
Review and enhance your organisation’s risk management processes – identify 
problem areas now.

2. Becoming accountable 
Make an inventory of all personal data you hold. Why do you hold it? Do you 
still need it? Is it safe?

3. Communicating with staff and service users  
Review all your data privacy notices and make sure you keep service users fully 
informed about how you use their data.

4. Personal privacy rights  
Ensure your procedures cover all the rights individuals are entitled to, 
including deletion and data portability.

5. How will access requests change?  
Plan how you will handle requests within the new timescales – requests must 
be dealt with within one month.

6. What is the legal basis?  
Are you relying on consent, legitimate interests or a legal entitlement to 
collect and process the data? Do you meet the standards of the GDPR?

7. Using customer consent as grounds to process data 
Review how you seek, obtain and record consent, and whether you need to 
make any changes to be GDPR ready.

8. Processing children’s data 
Do you have adequate systems in place to verify individual ages and gather 
consent from guardians?

9. Reporting data breaches 
Are you ready for mandatory breach reporting? Make sure you have the 
procedures in place to detect, report and investigate a data breach.

10. Data protection impact assessment and data protection by design and 
default 
Data privacy needs to be at the heart of all future projects.

11. Data protection officers  
Will you be required to designate a DPO? Make sure that it’s someone who 
has the knowledge, support and authority to do the job effectively.

12. International organisations and the GDPR  
The GDPR includes a ‘one-stop shop’ provision that will assist those data 

controllers whose companies operate 
in many member states. Identify where 
your main establishment is located in 
the EU in order to identify your lead 
supervisory authority. 
Source: Data Protection Commissioner, 
The GDPR and You

‘Organisations will 
need technologies 
in place to ensure 

an individual’s 
data is private and 
is correctly deleted 

if they are no 
longer a customer’
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What CEOs are thinking
Nearly 1,400 CEOs responding to PwC’s global survey give their views on the impact of 
globalisation and technological change on growth, talent, trust and society 

Confidence in growth prospects falls

This year marks the 20th anniversary of PwC’s global 
CEO survey. It has found that growth in global trade 
is slowing, and that only 29% of CEOs now have 
confi dence that global economic growth will improve.

CEOs’ top business priorities

With the intersection between man and machine thought 
to generate more value than either alone, CEOs see the 
value of marrying tech with uniquely human capabilities. 

Trust in a digital age

CEOs think technology has made it harder to retain public trust. Data 
security breaches, IT outages and automation are all big worries. Yet trust is 
is also an opportunity – the single biggest enabler of corporate success.

The globalisation effect

CEOs were much more likely to agree 
that globalisation does more for resource 
mobility than for social obligations.

For more information:

PwC’s 20 years inside the mind of the CEO: What’s next? 
report is at bit.ly/CEO-20

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017
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Hold on to 
your hats
With elections looming in Europe and 
populist parties on the rise, companies are 
advised to prepare for a bumpy ride 

a reborn French franc or Italian lira – 
many would withdraw their savings 
from domestic banks and deposit 
them abroad. This capital flight would 
then put strain on the banks, making 
them less able to lend money. ‘Europe 
suffered from exactly these problems in 
2010 to 2012 amid worries that heavily 
indebted nations could be forced to 

leave the currency zone,’ Chandler says. ‘The result was a serious 
hit to growth.’ 

On that occasion the European Central Bank was able to calm 
the crisis, with the ECB president Mario Draghi promising to do 
‘whatever it takes’ to save the single currency. 

‘The commitment to buy the bonds of vulnerable nations 
and push borrowing costs back down helped stop a vicious 
spiral,’ says Jacob Kirkegaard, a European expert at the Peterson 
Institute for International Economics in Washington. But he 
believes it might be harder for the ECB to ride to the rescue 
again if populists win elections in 2017. ‘If the crisis is caused by 

Not long ago political risk was something to be worried 
about only when investing in developing nations. 
That changed in 2016 after the Brexit vote in the 

UK and the election of Donald Trump in the US showed that 
upheavals could happen in rich nations too. After a year 
of turbulence, it is now Europe’s turn to go to the polls. In 
Germany, Angela Merkel is battling to win a fourth term as 
chancellor. Elections in the Netherlands, France and possibly 
Italy have the potential to rattle businesses still more by 
handing power to populist parties that favour a withdrawal 
from the European Union or the single currency. 

‘Investors and businesses may 
need to brace for a rocky ride in 2017,’ 
says Stephen Brown, a European 
analyst at Capital Economics. ‘While 
Europe’s elections could go smoothly, 
they could also threaten the entire 
European project, and that would have 
huge implications for the economy.’ 

So how great is the danger and 
is there anything that companies 
can do to prepare for possible 
turbulence ahead? 

The main concern for businesses 
is that financial markets are likely to 
respond swiftly to a rising threat to the 
euro or to the EU itself. ‘There are a 
number of increasingly well-supported 
political parties that want their nations 
to follow Britain’s lead out of the EU,’ 
says Marc Chandler, chief currency strategist at Brown Brothers 
Harriman in New York. ‘If it starts to look more likely that one 
of these populist groups will gain power, the gut reaction of 
investors will be to sell the bonds of more vulnerable nations – 
such as Italy or Spain.’

 
The spectre of capital flight
This in turn would boost borrowing costs for governments and 
companies, a potential drag on growth. At the same time, 
if European citizens start to fear that their euros could be 
exchanged for less valuable domestic replacements – such as 

‘It is unlikely 
that any country 

will leave the 
eurozone in the 
next two years 

but that doesn’t 
mean Europe is 

off the hook’
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voters casting anti-euro votes, it is trickier to justify intervention 
to solve the problem,’ he argues.  

Populist parties could damage the European economy even 
if they aren’t able to form governments. ‘Although it is still highly 
likely that no country will leave the eurozone over the coming 
two years, that doesn’t mean Europe is off the hook,’ says Capital 
Economics’ Brown. ‘There are several ways in which these parties 
could stunt growth without taking over the reins of state.’ 

First, heightened risks of an exit could be enough to push up 
borrowing costs in nations such as Italy. Rises in the Sentix euro 
breakup index – which surveys more than 1,000 investors on the 
likelihood that a member of the currency club will leave – have 
been linked to rising bond yields in Europe’s periphery. Second, 
merely gaining seats in national parliaments would give populist 
parties more ability to slow the pace of economic reform. 

‘The Netherlands, France and Italy are all badly in need of 
reforms to reduce restrictions on their labour markets, which 
hold back growth,’ Brown says. ‘That becomes harder if anti-euro 
populists have more heft.’ 

Finally, the rise of nationalism could reduce the ability of the 

eurozone to cope with future crises. ‘It was not easy to convince 
national parliaments to back the debt bailout that helped keep 
Greece in the eurozone,’ Brown says. ‘It will become more 
difficult for Europe to help struggling nations if populists have 
greater strength in parliaments.’ 

To make matters worse, opinion polls are less reliable than 
in the past, giving businesses and investors less chance of 
accurately forecasting political outcomes. ‘If you trust the polls, 
you might think that there was not so much to worry about in 
Europe,’ says Kirkegaard. ‘For example, it would seem highly 
unlikely that the French presidency will be claimed by National 
Front leader Marine Le Pen. The trouble is that investors and 
business have lost confidence in the polls.’ 

The polling industry has suffered a series of high-profile 
recent humiliations. Ahead of the US presidential election, 
the Democratic party candidate Hillary Clinton enjoyed a 
commanding lead in the polls, with Trump only occasionally 
pulling ahead. Largely on this basis, days before the vote, 
betting markets assigned him only a 20% chance of victory. Polls 
have also proved wide of the mark in the Brexit vote, the » 
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2015 UK general election and the 2016 Spanish general election. 
‘The reliability of these opinion measures has been severely 
compromised by the advent of the cellphone,’ Kirkegaard 
explains. ‘People are less likely to pick up their cellphone to an 
unknown number than with landlines, and so the response rate 
has been falling.’ A 2012 report from Pew Research, one of the 
most respected pollsters in the US, showed a 9% response rate, 
compared to nearly 40% in the late 1990s. In addition there are 
signs that the rise of ‘fake news’ is affecting political events in 
less predictable ways. 

Adjusting to new norms
That raises the question of how businesses or investors can 
brace for a potentially turbulent year. One lesson that stands 
out from 2016 is to hedge risk. ‘For example,’ says Chandler at 
Brown Brothers Harriman, ‘a UK company reliant on imported 
parts would have been disadvantaged by the fall in the pound. 
Stepping up currency hedging in advance of the event could 
have delayed the pain and given them longer to adjust to a 
weaker sterling.’ Equally, some eurozone importers may now 
consider more active hedging against higher costs from a 
possible fall in the euro in 2017. Companies vulnerable to rising 
borrowing costs, especially in Europe’s periphery, could consider 
locking in interest rates on their debt for longer. 

Of course, it is far from certain that 2017 will be a tough year 
for Europe. One point of reassurance, Brown argues, is that 
markets and economies may be more resilient than expected. 
Public support for the euro is still high, with 69% of French 
citizens and 77% in the Netherlands backing the single currency. 
‘Even if populists win elections, they would face a battle to 
win a referendum on the euro,’ Brown says. ‘It is possible that 

investors will take this into account and react calmly.’ 
After all, financial markets recovered swiftly from the 

jitters that followed the Brexit vote and the election of 
Trump – in the latter case within hours. While uncertainty 
over elections in Europe will unnerve investors, it is 
also possible that markets and growth could emerge 
stronger. In 2016 voters in Spain opted for mainstream 
political parties over the anti-establishment Podemos; 

a similar outcome in the rest of Europe would 
probably be helpful for the economy and 
markets. In the forthcoming German federal 
elections, the Social Democratic party’s 
Martin Schulz – Merkel’s main rival – supports 
higher government spending and is likely 
to put more emphasis on fiscal austerity 
in peripheral European countries such as 
Portugal and Greece. This could be positive 
for growth.

Overall, the message for companies is to 
hope for the best in the elections of 2017 and 
prepare for the worst. ■

Christopher Fitzgerald and Fernando Florez, 
journalists

Netherlands: general election
The eurosceptic Party for Freedom (PVV), which 
campaigned for a referendum on leaving the EU, was in 
a strong position in the polls as Accounting and Business 
went to press. But while the anti-immigration party 
looked capable of emerging as the largest single group in 
parliament, in the runup to the election other major parties 
said they would refuse to join a coalition that included it. 
Even if the PVV were to form a government, it would be 
hard to win a referendum to retreat from the EU. Around 
77% of Dutch people say they support membership of the 
single currency, according to Eurobarometer.

France: presidential election, April/May
The National Front’s Marine Le Pen has promised 
to reinstate the French franc and withdraw from the 
Schengen agreement guaranteeing free movement of 
people. If she carries through on either promise, many 
economists believe it is doubtful that the EU could survive. 

Polls showed that Le Pen may get most votes in the first 
round of the presidential elections in April, with En Marche’s 
Emmanuel Macron running second and the Republican 
party’s beleaguered François Fillon hanging on by the skin 
of his teeth. However, the polls also suggest Le Pen cannot 
win the majority needed to take the presidency in the first 
round and that she would lose a second round against 
Macron. Even if Le Pen should win, she would probably 
lose a referendum on the EU or the euro – around 69% of 
French voters support the single currency. 

Italy: possible general election, first half of 2017
After Italians rejected constitutional reform in a 
referendum last year, calls have been mounting 
for an early general election. This could take 
place in the first half of 2017. Polls, as of early 
February, suggest it could leave the Five Star 
Movement (M5S), which has campaigned for 
a referendum on the euro, as the largest 
party, with public support of around 30%. 
Support for the eurosceptic Northern 
League, which also backs a public vote 
on Europe, has been holding up. What’s 
more, anti-Europeans stand a better shot 
of winning an anti-European referendum in 
Italy. Public support for the euro stands at 
just above 50%. 

Europe’s electoral flashpoints

► Message from Europe
A voter carries a rucksack expressing 
opposition to the hard-right populist party 
Alternative for Germany (AfD) 
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Chain reaction
For all the buzz around blockchain and its transformative potential for the profession, 
accountants should bear in mind that it’s an evolution, not a revolution

Billions have been poured into the development of 
blockchain by financial institutions, venture capitalists and 
governments alike in a frenzied and sustained period of 
investment. Make no mistake, blockchain is in for the long 
haul, and finance professionals, like everyone else linked to the 
financial system, must adapt.

Transforming the infrastructure
One of those financial institutions making a bet on blockchain 
fundamentally rewriting the rules of global commerce is Deloitte. 
The Big Four firm has invested heavily in the technology, and in 
January opened a new blockchain lab in Dublin, Ireland, which by 
the end of the year will be home to 50 developers and designers 
who will work on the technology full time. 

‘We are still at the early stages of the adoption of blockchain 
technology,’ says David Dalton, a financial services partner at the 
firm. ‘But it is becoming increasingly clear that it is transforming the 
infrastructure that underpins financial services and other industries.’

For the accounting profession, the impact could be 
particularly fundamental, with blockchain finally superseding » 

‘L ike a rush-hour gridlock trapping a Formula 1 race 
car,’ is how Harvard professors Marco Iansiti and 
Karim Lakhani described the records of transactions 

that underpin the world’s economic and legal systems and 
are threatening to clog up global financial networks.

Real-time, global transactions taking place 24 hours a 
day, seven days a week and computer-generated trading 
activities that are measured in milliseconds are just a 
couple of examples of how today’s financial system is very 
different from just a few years ago. The challenge is to have 
a system of administration that is trusted, transparent and 
able to cope. With central clearing houses, accountants and 
audit firms stretched to the limit in trying to keep up with 
increasing and changing demand, the arrival of a radical new 
approach to the underlying support structure couldn’t come 
soon enough. 

Enter blockchain, a system based on distributed ledgers 
and computational logic (see box) that could provide the 
means to overcome the congestion, and on which the 
professors were focused. 
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better manage volume and scale (which is an area that can 
benefit from blockchain) and focusing on other activities 
pertinent to the role of professional accountants. There 
are aspects to understanding and driving a company’s 
performance that are not directly definable from the ledger.

‘Sensible valuation estimates might require an 
understanding of information outside a blockchain such as 
future outlook. Effective finance business partnering relies on 
human judgment and communication to balance priorities such 
as supporting a business unit’s divisional growth ambitions, 
alongside applying a risk, governance or ethical lens.’ 

He is essentially referring to going beyond the literal 
definition of a task. For example, conceptually, the 
blockchain allows for all entries to be visible to the auditor 
in a transparent way. So it then becomes a question of 
understanding the extent and manner in which the auditor 

questions what is in front of them as 
part of professional scepticism. 

Sticking with this audit scenario, it 
isn’t outside the realms of possibility 
for a company to want to understate 
its liabilities and not present what the 
auditor might consider a ‘true and 
fair’ view. It’s the auditor’s job to look 
out for these things (and related party 
accounts or other indicators) to suggest 
that certain areas need to be explored 
in more detail. In a blockchain world, 
all this would depend very directly on 
the absolute confidence that there is 
no way the company could exclude a 
transaction on its distributed ledger.

Vaidyanathan says: ‘If you are relying 
on a bit of kit to tell you everything, 
that clearly has some implications. In 

general, technology works best when combined with human 
judgment. It is possible that, in future, accountants may 
increasingly need to adapt from auditing the transactions to 
providing some form of audit or assurance with respect to the 
systems that spit out the transactions.’ 

Innovation spreads
Deloitte isn’t the only Big Four firm to focus on blockchain; 
days after its Dublin announcement, KPMG and Microsoft 
revealed that they were partnering on something called 
Blockchain Nodes, a series of innovation workshops focused 
on the development of the technology. 

‘The Blockchain Nodes will play a critical role in 
identifying new applications and use cases that blockchain 
can address,’ says Eamonn Maguire, head of digital ledger 
services at KPMG. ‘They will enable us to work directly with 
clients to discover and test ideas based on market insights, 
creating and implementing prototype solutions that use this 
innovative technology.’

a system of financial governance and control that’s been around 
for the best part of 2,000 years: double-entry bookkeeping. 

In a recent white paper, again published by Deloitte, the 
firm lays out scenarios for the impact blockchain might have. 
‘Companies would benefit in many ways: standardisation 
would allow auditors to verify a large portion of the most 
important data behind the financial statements automatically,’ 
it claimed. ‘The cost and time necessary to conduct an audit 
would decline considerably.’ 

The paper goes on to explain how the impact of 
blockchain on the accounting process, while fundamental, will 
be evolutionary rather than revolutionary. It can be gradually 
introduced within the chain of activities, bringing increased 
value and security along the way. But, claims Deloitte, ‘at the 
end of the road, fully automated audits may be reality’. 

While the buzz surrounding blockchain is inescapable, 
and it’s clear that the technology is 
here to stay, we shouldn’t overestimate 
the speed with which it becomes 
embedded into our everyday business-
to-business and accounting activities. 
As the Deloitte paper points out, 
blockchain is bringing gradual, rather 
than sudden, change to our world. 
Or, in other words, the technology will 
bring foundational change, where an 
entire system and way of working must 
be rebuilt over time.

This gradual pace of change is a 
good thing, and will allow industries 
and professions to adapt over time 
rather than being forced to react to the 
immediate implications of a sudden 
and disruptive technology change. 

Narayanan Vaidyanathan, who 
develops ACCA’s research on the future of accountancy, and 
is the author of its report on blockchain due out this month, 
explains that the technology has potentially far-reaching 
implications for accounting and business, but needs a few 
years to mature. ‘The headline message of the report is that 
you need a measured approach to it,’ he says. ‘It’s not going 
to solve everything, and it’s important to understand where it 
is relevant and where it is not.’

This second point of Vaidyanathan’s is particularly 
important, given the membership of ACCA and the 
fundamental role of the profession. There have been 
countless headlines about artificial intelligence and machine 
learning leading to rampant job erosion, with accountants 
often being squarely in the firing line. Similarly, blockchain 
has been cited as providing the essential component of trust 
that has traditionally been provided by accountants and is 
required to facilitate a successful financial system.

Vaidyanathan explains: ‘We need to draw a distinction 
between revolutionising the transactional reporting cycle to 

 ‘It’s not going to 
solve everything, 

and it’s important 
to understand 

where it’s 
relevant and 

where it is not’
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like lawyers and accountants? Before we get too excited 
here, let’s remember that we are decades away from the 
widespread adoption of smart contracts.’

However, this doesn’t mean that accountants – in 
practice and in business – shouldn’t be putting a great 
deal of thought into the subject right now. The HBS 
framework can help in guiding that thought and lead to 
the beginnings of a strategic plan being put in place.

Nor, according to Vaidyanathan, should accountants be 
fearful or suspicious of the technology: ‘If this plays out in 
the right way, it will be a huge advantage because it takes 
away from the professional accountant the relatively low-
value tasks, and allows the focus to stay firmly on activities 
with a direct link to business value. What technology does 
better than a human, technology should be allowed to do; 
humans should focus on what humans can do better.’ ■

David Rae, journalist

Ratings and research firm Moody’s is another organsisation 
taking a keen interest in the potential impact that blockchain 
might have on the global financial system, and last year 
published a report highlighting what it believes to be the 
25 top use cases, categorised into four different types of 
stakeholder: financial institutions, corporates, governments 
and cross-industry groups. Applications range from regulatory 
compliance and audit, financial management and accounting, 
and trade finance through to supply chain management, 
identity management and the Internet of Things. 

But while the report clearly recognises the potential impact 
of blockchain, it also brings a degree of realism. ‘There is 
significant enthusiasm for the potential of the technology, but 
there is still a limited track record of large-scale blockchain 
implementation in a regulated environment, and many hurdles 
lie ahead before we see widespread applications,’ says Robard 
Williams, senior vice president at Moody’s.

A framework for adoption
Perhaps the best way of looking at the technology’s pace of 
development and potential is to return to Harvard Business 
School (HBS) professors of business administration, Iansiti and 
Lakhani. They have developed a framework for blockchain 
adoption that, while they conclude that the technology is 
‘decades’ from reaching its full potential, allows them to 
predict which kinds of applications will gain traction first. 

By analysing how foundational technologies take hold, 
Iansiti and Lakhani surmise that it happens in four broad 
phases, each of which is defined by the novelty of the 
application and complexity of the coordination efforts 
needed to make them workable. Those low in novelty and 
complexity are first to take hold, while those high in both 
can take a great deal of time to become embedded into our 
lives. They have named the resulting quadrants single use 
(low novelty, low complexity); localisation (high novelty, low 
complexity); substitution (low novelty, high complexity) and 
transformation (high novelty, high complexity). 

Bitcoin payments fall at the bottom end of the 
scale within the ‘single-use’ quadrant because they are 
typically one-to-one in nature and used as a simple 
alternative payment method. Within the ‘localisation’ 
quadrant, the professors point to private online ledgers to 
process financial transactions; in ‘substitution’, to retailer 
gift cards based on bitcoin; and in ‘transformation’, to self-
executing smart contracts. 

On this last point, the implications for traditional 
professions may be felt the most. ‘Smart contracts may 
be the most transformative blockchain application at the 
moment,’ Iansiti and Lakhani wrote in a recent issue of the 
Harvard Business Review. ‘These automate payments and the 
transfer of currency or other assets as negotiated conditions 
are met. The implications are fascinating. Firms are built on 
contracts. If contracts are automated, then what will happen 
to traditional firm structures, processes and intermediaries 

Projects worth knowing about

Hyperledger An open-source collaboration project, 
including stakeholders from finance, the Internet of 
Things, banking, supply chain, manufacturing and 
technology. Members include Accenture, Daimler, IBM, 
Airbus, American Express and Intel, among many others: 
hyperledger.org.

Ethereum An open-source blockchain platform that 
boasts smart contract functionality. First established by 
Vitalik Buterin, a programmer involved in the explosion of 
Bitcoin, in 2013: ethereum.org.

UCL Centre for Blockchain Technologies A collaborative, 
industry-oriented research centre based at University 
College London: blockchain.cs.ucl.ac.uk.

Distributed ledgers demystified

A distributed ledger is a database of assets or transactions 
that can be shared across multiple nodes in a network 
so that each participant has their own copy, with any 
changes reflected in every copy almost simultaneously. 
Each transaction is recorded as a ‘block’ of data, and 
each new block has an encrypted copy of the previous 
block included within it. Blocks are then linked using 
cryptographic signatures to create a ‘chain’ of activity 
or transactions that are time-stamped, distributed and 
tamper-proof. In short, it creates an incorruptible ledger 
of information.
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The shared option
Offering broader experience than a traditional finance career path, shared services is 
becoming a smart choice for aspiring CFOs, especially as technology evolves

‘It’s no longer 
some place 

you get pushed 
kicking and 

screaming when 
you would 

rather be a “true” 
finance person’

Shared services has come a long way since it first emerged 
as a finance model in the 1980s. The original idea was 
to bring together the financial grunt work – common 

transactional processes such as payroll, accounts payable 
and purchasing – under one roof, resulting in less duplication 
and lower costs. Over the past 30 years the shared services 

model has steadily evolved, encompassing more complicated 
and valued processes, disciplines beyond finance and, in 
multinational organisations, an even wider geographical 
scope. At its extreme, it has created the global business 
services (GBS) organisation, covering tasks as diverse as 
IT, human resources, procurement and sales.

The evolution of shared services has gone so far that 
it is fast becoming an accepted career path for finance 
professionals, muddying the traditional career trajectory for 
those aiming for an eventual CFO role. Yet shared services 
still struggles with an image problem, often seen as a dead-

end career that may fail to develop the skills and experience 
necessary for a top-flight finance role. 

Is that really the case? A new report from ACCA’s Talent 
Equation series, Finance shared services careers: opportunity or 
end game?, looks in detail at how shared services continues to 
disrupt finance career paths, drawing on the insights of 250 shared 
services leaders around the world. The results challenge some 
commonly held beliefs about careers in this area, as well as putting 
forward suggestions for improvements to finance career pathways.

The study shows that shared services roles have become an 
attractive career choice for finance professionals. Increasingly, they 

are choosing a role in shared 
services, rather than ticking it off 
the list of necessary experiences. 
As one respondent said, shared 
services is no longer ‘some place 
you get pushed kicking and 
screaming when you would rather 
be a “true” finance person’.

Of those taking part in the 
study, 36% said that they had 
taken their current shared 
services or GBS role in order 
to gain skills that went beyond 
finance, and 44% said their 
decision had been motivated by 
a desire to work more broadly 
across the business; 45% were 
intending to develop a long-
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term career in business operations, whether that was shared 
services, centres of excellence, or GBS. 

‘Our findings confirm that finance leaders electing to pursue 
shared services careers are challenged and engaged by the 
variety these roles offer, and are not necessarily looking for a 
path out,’ the report’s authors say.

A significant draw for those working in shared services is that 
finance mastery alone is not enough to be successful in their 
role. Finance skills are important, of course, but broader business 
skills – in particular, soft skills such as communication, change 
management and customer interaction – are if anything equally 
essential. Considering that soft skills are becoming a must-have 
for finance professionals in business generally, a career path that 
actively encourages their development has obvious attractions. 

Added to that, shared services is relatively unique within 
an organisation in that it routinely presents opportunities to 
link processes across departments, geographical regions and 
functions. Finance professionals working in this area have a wider 
view of the organisation than they would in a traditional finance 
function. To quote from the report again: ‘Thinking that finance 
shared services is not much more than the processing factory 
of any organisation is a fallacy… shared services roles provide a 
unique opportunity to build broad management skills as finance 
organisation structures become flatter.’

It is hardly surprising, then, that those working in shared 
services are happy about their choice; 60% of those taking part 
in the survey said they were satisfied or very satisfied with their 
current role, and only 8% were unhappy.

A place at the top table
But not everything in the garden is rosy. The report points out 
that, in most organisations, shared services does not form part 
of a formal finance career path. Unless such pathways track in 
and out of shared services to the retained team and back, there 
is a risk that shared services will be seen as the less varied, and 
perhaps therefore less exciting, option for finance training. Only 
20% of those taking part in the study felt that shared services 
had direct representation at the top table in their organisation, 
and a quarter believed that they had little or no corporate 
influence. As one respondent said: ‘We need to change the 
reputation. It is starting to improve. Culturally it is not seen by 
our finance community as a place they’d desire to work as part 
of their career plan.’

The report argues that finance shared services has begun 
to perform high-value, complex work only in the past decade. 
‘It takes time to earn a seat at the table,’ it says, and delivering 
standardisation, compliance and cost reduction alone will not do 
it. Its leaders need to explain, loudly, the value they create.

The game-changer could be technology. Automation 
and artificial intelligence sit well within the shared services 
model, and the report argues that the continued march of 
technology could ‘reposition shared services from back office to 
hotbed of innovation, underscoring the real, tangible business 
value that shared services delivers to the enterprise’.

Almost 78% of those taking part in the study agreed or 

strongly agreed that technology will allow shared services 
professionals to focus on much higher value-added activity, 
ultimately putting to rest the ‘finance factory’ image. ■

Liz Fisher, journalist

Shared services careers

The ACCA report Finance shared services 
careers: opportunity or end game? makes several 
recommendations for employers that could improve the 
value and contribution of their finance professionals:

* Formalise the career path By formally including 
shared services on the finance career path, 
organisations make the talent pool much bigger, 
broader and richer. Shared services experience gives 
finance professionals opportunities to work globally, 
manage large teams, enact change, interact directly 
with the business, and acquire not only finance but vital 
commercial skills. Smart finance organisations map 
these skillsets, and devise pathways that add value for 
the finance professional and the enterprise as a whole. 

* Demonstrate visible sponsorship When top 
executives ‘have the back’ of shared services leaders, 
the art of the possible when it comes to enterprise 
value creation increases exponentially. 

* Look to increase scope and scale Finance 
professionals’ career opportunities (and capabilities) 
are expanded when their organisation adds 
processes, functions and geographies to shared 
services operations. 

* Value broader skills Think of finance shared services 
as a business within a business. To be successful, it 
must demonstrate customer service skills, and the 
ability to manage change, to manage cost across 
the enterprise on a commercial basis, and deliver 
processes end-to-end to create efficiencies. When 
attainment of these capabilities is put on par with core 
finance skills, the finance function can demonstrate 
much more value to the enterprise.

* Use shared services as your innovation lab Shared 
services units have a unique opportunity to trial new 
technologies. As an added benefit, shared services 
becomes an attractive career proposition to millennials.

For more information:

Find out more about what the next generation of finance 
and accounting professionals need to succeed at 

accaglobal.com/thefuture

Read ACCA’s report Finance shared services careers: 
opportunity or end game? at bit.ly/ACCA-fssc 
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Career boost
Be proactive, but not pushy, and you can make a real difference to your organisation, 
says our talent doctor Rob Yeung; plus the perfect international assignment

Dr Rob Yeung is an 
organisational psychologist 

and coach at consultancy 
Talentspace 

Talent doctor: proactivity

When I’m coaching people one-on-
one, I usually spend the fi nal 10 to 
15 minutes encouraging coachees 
to write down actions that they 
will take. No matter what issues or 
opportunities they face, I often say 
that doing something is frequently 
better than doing nothing.

Research backs up the need to 
take action. Nearly 20 years ago, 
researchers led by Scott Seibert at 
the University of Notre Dame created 
a psychometric test measuring 
proactivity, or the extent to which 
individuals take the initiative to 
infl uence their work environments. 
The questionnaire asks people to 
rate the extent to which they agree or 
disagree with statements such as:

* ‘I am constantly on the lookout for new 
ways to improve my life.’

* ‘I love being a champion for my ideas, 
even against others’ opposition.’

* ‘If I see something I don’t like, I fix it.’
Seibert and his colleagues administered 
the questionnaire to hundreds of people 
employed across a range of occupations 
and within different companies. When 
the researchers also collected data on 
the survey participants’ salaries and their 
career progress, they unsurprisingly found 
that more proactive individuals tended 
not only to earn more, but also to have 
attained more promotions than less 
proactive people.

The relationship between proactivity 
and work performance has since been 
corroborated many times – and the need 

to be proactive is more important now 
than ever. Technological disruption, 
political and regulatory issues, and 
customer demands continue to force 
organisations to adapt and fi nd new 
ways of doing business. In such times, 
there are many opportunities for 
proactive individuals. Employers are 
keen to hire individuals who are willing 
to do more than what is stated in their 
formal job descriptions; they want 
people who have not only ideas, but 
also the skills to implement them.

Show an employer that you have 
a track record of fi xing problems and 
translating ideas into reality and you 
will fi nd yourself on the fast track to 
advancement. Set time aside in your 
schedule every week to think of some 
action you could take that contributes 
to the longer-term success of your 
team or wider organisation. If you 
don’t make it a priority and fi nd the 
time to do such thinking, you will 
probably never get around to it.

However, be careful to combine 
your proactivity with sensitivity and 
political skill too. Be too forceful with 
your ideas and you could be perceived 
by your colleagues as interfering or 
annoying. Bring your colleagues with 
you and explain the benefi ts to them. 
Get them feeling that they have a 
stake in what you are proposing. Learn 
to be proactive and perceptive – not 
proactive and pushy. ■

For more information:

talentspace.co.uk

@robyeung

Step forward

Watch Dr Rob Yeung’s 
video on taking the initiative at 
bit.ly/Y-proact
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The perfect: international assignment

Overseas assignments can bring rich rewards for individuals and their employers, but making 
the most of them takes foresight. The typical cost of moving someone from their home post 
to one overseas is said to be three to five times their annual salary, so before you take up a 
tempting offer, ensure you get a clear idea about the gains.

There’s a lot to be said for acquiring an international network of contacts, a global 
perspective on your industry and skills in managing a diverse team, providing you have an idea 
about how you will leverage those advantages both on your assignment and on your return. 
Factor these gains into your forward plans for your career and think about the end-game.

Some experts argue that you shouldn’t spend too much effort on integrating on arrival. It 
may be counter-intuitive, but your calling card is your fresh perspective and the opportunity 
that gives you to bring creativity to your new working environment. Once you’ve touched 
down, stay curious, questioning and committed to working collaboratively.

Also remember to maintain links with your office back home and take up any opportunities 
to convey your experience. Companies routinely waste lots of money by neglecting to seek 
feedback. Taking the initiative on this will enhance your value to your employer.

Above all, take the long view. The value you create goes beyond your own learning and 
development, and will include new relationships, perspectives and visions for the company.

Excitement down under
Having the chance to do more 
challenging or exciting work is 
the main reason accountants 
and other professionals in 
Australia and New Zealand 
look for another job.

Nearly two-thirds (61%) of 
respondents to a survey by 
recruiter Hays cited this as 
their motivation for switching 
roles, followed by a lack of 
career development in their 
current workplace (60%), the 
potential of a salary hike (58%) 
and the possibility of a better 
work-life balance (54%).

Other factors that 
encourage employees to start 
dusting off their CVs include a 
lack of recognition or reward 
for completed work (43%), a 
feeling that their current job is 
too routine and is leading to 
a stagnation of their existing 
skills (41%), management’s 
failure to communicate 
business objectives to staff 
(30%) and not being involved 
in decision-making (24%). 

Commenting on the 
findings, Nick Deligiannis, 
managing director of Hays 
Australia & New Zealand, 
says: ‘People managers take 
the time to make sure they 
recruit the right person, but 
often spend very little time 
on their retention. Why don’t 
more employers link the career 
development of their staff and 
the provision of new, exciting 
and challenging tasks with their 
organisation’s overall goals?’

Hindering success
CFOs who are leading major 
projects such as transformation 
programmes could find their 
status is getting in the way of 
achieving the best results.

According to research 
by Balazs Szatmari, a PhD 
student at Erasmus University’s 
Rotterdam School of 
Management, projects led by 
high-status managers are more 
likely to fail than those led by 
middle-ranking managers.

Szatmari found that 
leaders’ plans can be 

compromised by other people 
being insufficiently critical of 
their projects and turning a 
blind eye to their flaws.

In contrast, project leaders 
with a middle-ranking status 
typically produce the best 
results because they do not 
get unconditional support 
and so receive vital feedback 
that they can use for their 
improved performance.

While status is beneficial 
because it helps leaders to 
get the necessary support for 
their project and speeds up the 
implementation process, the 
downside is it can allow senior 
managers to get away with 
bad ideas, bad execution and 
framing their failures as success.

Szatmari notes: ‘This is 
something organisations 
should be aware of when 
they assign the managers of 

projects or even when they 
evaluate projects in the past.’

Top salary gains
Financial planning and analysis 
managers can expect to 
command the largest salary 
increases in 2017, according 
to research by UK recruiter 
Robert Half.

Their job tops the list of 
10 roles that are set to secure 
the chunkiest salary gains this 
year, with pay rises expected 
to be in the region of 5.8%. 
Next come senior operational 
risk managers, who are in line 
for an increase of 5.2%, and 
project managers in finance 
and accounting, who could 
take home an extra 4.9%.

Robert Half says that 
financial planning and analysis 
managers in large companies 
should be able to earn between 

£64,000 and £82,000 in 2017. 
Their skills are in demand 
because organisations want 
them to review their financial 
modelling and offer insight 
on how to create efficiencies, 
improve productivity and drive 
profit performance.

It should also be a good 
year for financial controllers, 
who rank fifth on the list, with 
expected salaries of between 
£59,500 and £72,750 and a 
predicted pay increase of 
4.3%. ‘With new regulation 
and reporting standards, 
such as FRS101/102 and 
changes to limited company 
taxable benefits, there will 
be a premium for qualified 
accountants who can 
help organisations remain 
compliant,’ says Robert Half. ■

Sally Percy, journalist
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Softly, softly
All change management projects comprise ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ components, and it is a 
failure to understand the latter that can really scupper the plan, says Alison Young

So while it’s true that taking a cookie-cutter approach to 
planning and executing change is not going to yield success, 
we know that particular themes will crop up time and again, no 
matter the nature of the change.

Certain components of change management projects 
are common to all: the need for a robust business case, the 
articulation of tangible benefits, a realistic change management 
plan with a shared set of tools and metrics, and a compelling 

Is every change management project different? It might 
seem so on the face of it. There is a wide range of reasons 
as to why change may be needed: the speed and elapsed 

time from beginning to end will be unique to each situation; 
and how the change is implemented will depend on the 
characters responsible and the culture in which the whole 
change sits. And we all know just how idiosyncratic we 
human beings can be.

46 Insight | Change management

Accounting and Business 04/2017

CPD
 
Get verifiable CPD units 
by answering questions 
on this article at  
accaglobal.com/abcpd

GL_I_Grundy.indd   46 03/03/2017   11:02

www.accaglobal.com/abcpd


vision. Get any of these wrong and potholes will appear fairly 
quickly along the change journey. 

But there are also more elusive components that might be 
harder to control, such as leadership buy-in. If this is missing, the 
change team might just as well pack up and go home.

Commitment to the change – both public and private – by 
all the senior leaders is key. We know that employees rarely 
follow what a leader says; they follow what a leader does – 
what is prioritised, how resources are allocated, and the way 
that decisions are made. If a leader is inauthentic in their 
commitment, not only will it be obvious to those around them, it 
will act like a warning signal, indicating to others that they should 
avoid committing to the change too. When faced with a leader 
who lacks belief in the proposed change, wait until they are 
convinced, or move them aside or out.

Going soft
Beyond their innate belief in 
the proposed change and their 
commitment to it, leaders need a 
battery of soft skills if they are to lead 
change successfully. The good news 
is that most of these skills can be 
learnt. And there’s no better training 
ground to hone and develop new 
leadership muscle than during a change 
programme. In fact, getting real-time 
feedback from colleagues and others 
gives a coach the perfect setting to help 
a leader apply new learning to increase 
their influence and effectiveness.

The so-called soft skills that leaders 
need can be divided into two broad 
categories: ‘outwards’ and ‘inwards’. 
The outwards skills are the observable behaviours, including, for 
example, being visible to employees at all levels, being open 
to ideas in conversations (as opposed to shutting down ideas 
that run counter to the direction of the change), speaking with 
inspiration and being real.

Being authentic with others and learning how to communicate 
clearly using compelling ideas is achievable by even the most 
extreme of introverts. If big, staged events don’t bring out the best 
in a particular leader, then perhaps a smaller and more intimate 
setting with employees might be a better option. 

Most leaders don’t have a ‘be inspirational’ switch that they can 
turn on when they need it. But with support, any leader can create 
the context or situation in which they can be the best version of 
themselves. And that is all that employees ask for – leaders can 
leave the superman or superwoman costume at home.

The ‘inwards’ skills are just as important but are less immediately 
observable and are typically honed over time. They include 
resilience and humility – perhaps the yin and yang at the heart of 
emotional intelligence. Arguably, these are skills that any senior 
leader needs in any situation, but they are particularly important 
during periods of intense change when employees – often devoid 

of concrete next steps or certainty – need to trust their leader. The 
leader then has a key role to engender trust and so help employees 
move towards a future that may seem somewhat unclear. 

Manager’s role
But it’s not only the leader who needs soft skills; the manager 
plays an important role too in translating the bigger change 
messages and overall direction of travel into the here and now. 

Against the broader narrative of change, managers make 
a significant contribution to the change effort in creating clear 
team and individual goals, providing consistency and staying on 
message without being dogmatic. They also need to nip in the 
bud any resistance to change, but equally challenge the change 
team when proposed new local processes simply won’t work.

These change skills are critical: they help create a safe and 
meaningful context for individuals and 
teams who may be struggling to make 
sense of the changes going on all 
around them. Furthermore, managers 
play a key role in helping their people 
through the day-to-day emotional 
journey of the transition to the new.

No change will be successful 
without hefty doses of soft skills from 
leaders and managers. If leaders are 
found to be lacking in certain areas, 
managers may be able to fill in the 
gaps to keep their team’s energy 
focused and correctly channelled. 

Training and development 
needs to be baked into the change 
plan and valued as an important 
investment, rather than reached for as 
an afterthought only when resistance 

is becoming evident. It is as critical to commit resources to the 
development of soft change skills as it is to systems or technology. 

Supporting leaders and managers too little and too late is not 
only a threat to the financial success of the change investment, it 
can cause irreparable damage to individuals and to the culture of 
the organisation or department.

But the final word must go to employees themselves who 
need their own skills to navigate the uncertainties and ambiguity 
of change. Without their resilience, their ability to be curious and 
open-minded, or their willingness to take responsibility and to 
speak up, perhaps no change would take place at all. ■

Alison Young is a consultant at change management specialist 
EchoChanges; echochanges.com

It is as critical 
to commit 

resources to the 
development of 

soft change skills 
as it is to systems 

or technology

Lights! Camera! Action!

Catch up on our collection of management  
and strategy videos at bit.ly/Grundy1
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Seeing the future
In the third article in our series looking at what it takes to be a great leader, 
David Parmenter discusses the importance of being prepared for and embracing change

* be so bold and exciting in their own right that they would 
continue to stimulate progress even if the organisation’s 
leaders disappeared before they were completed

* be consistent with an organisation’s strategy.
One of the greatest BHAGs was former US president John 
F Kennedy’s: ‘I believe this nation should commit itself to 
achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of landing a man 
on the moon and returning him safely to the Earth.’ This simple 
statement galvanised the whole American scientifi c community 
for a Herculean effort.

Outside-in
Drucker said leaders needed to look at their organisation from 
the outside in. They need to defi ne their business from the 
customer’s perspective. They also have to be aware of all the 
potential customers out there, asking how they can tap into 
potential demand. 

He also said that great organisations should ensure senior 
management spend some time each year directly interfacing 
with customers, eg having a week where they serve customers as 
frontline workers. After the hands-on week, senior management 
are refreshed, look at the operations from an outside-in 
perspective, are more aware of the bureaucracy that is getting in 
the way and are a much tighter-knit team.

Leaders need to be aware of signs of corporate decay, 
indications that their organisation is on the slippery slope to 
oblivion. Check out Jim Collin’s How the Mighty Fall.

Next steps
1. Spend three hours a week looking for blue ocean opportunities
2. Create a BHAG for your team
3. Email me parmenter@waymark.co.nz for a checklist on 

‘seeing into the future’. ■

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

M anagement guru Peter Drucker once said ‘the future 
is already here’. He was pointing out that signs of 
change present now are signalling the massive shifts 

to come. Great leaders spend time looking for these signals 
and then prepare the way forward for their organisation.

Drucker said that leaders need to organise themselves to 
see the opportunities. He warned them not to be complacent, 
pointing out that it was inevitable that someone’s revolutionary 
idea is around the next corner. All organisations will face 
times when change is catastrophic, and comes suddenly and 
forcefully. Insightful leaders have to see the warning signs 
and make the painful decision to ditch businesses that were 
once successful but are now in decline. This allows them the 
opportunity to move into new business areas where they can 
once again be market leaders. 

Blue Ocean Strategy by W Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne 
is the quintessential book on the topic of exploring new 
opportunities. They point out that it is easier to fi nd new areas of 
business (blue oceans) than fi ght tooth and nail for a dwindling 
market (red oceans). Stage show franchise Cirque du Soleil is 
an example of blue ocean thinking. Dance, opera and circus 
were merged together into a great new spectacle where there 
were few competitors. As an added advantage, because all their 
performers are treated equally, they moved away from billing star 
performers, with their high costs and associated demands.

Leadership expert Jack Welch was at the forefront of many of 
the moves that General Electric (GE) made under his leadership. 
He saw change as an opportunity. He led the e-commerce 
and Six Sigma revolutions that were to have such a profound 
impact on GE. Welch is quoted as saying: ‘Control your destiny 
or someone else will’, ‘Change before you have to’, and ‘If you 
don’t have a competitive advantage, get out of the game’.

Big, hairy, audacious
Big, hairy, audacious goals (BHAG) were fi rst mentioned in Jim 
Collin’s book Built To Last. Collins said BHAGs should:

* be so clear and compelling that they require little or 
no explanation

* fall well outside the comfort zone of an organisation’s staff, 
although they should have reason to believe they can pull it off

For more information:

davidparmenter.com
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Grand designs
In the second in a series on the IASB’s changes to the Conceptual 
Framework, Adam Deller examines some contentious issues

Some of the proposals from 
the International Accounting 
Standards Board (IASB) for 
updating its Conceptual 
Framework for Financial 
Reporting 2010 have led 
to detailed discussion as 
revisions approach the 
completion stage.

The IASB has proposed 
changes to the definitions of 
assets and liabilities in chapter 
4 of the framework. To casual 
observers, it might seem 
like some of these are the 
equivalent of repainting white 
walls as cream; to other users 
it might feel like a whole new 
palette. 

The changes under 
discussion are explained in 
the box on page 50. The 
IASB has proposed a shift in 
the fundamental definition of 
assets and liabilities. While the 
concept of control remains, 
the key change – alongside 
the concept of a present 
obligation for liabilities – is 
the replacement of the 
term ‘expected’. For assets, 
expected economic benefit is 
replaced with the potential to 
produce economic benefits. 
For liabilities, the expected 
outflow of economic benefits 

is replaced with the potential 
to require the entity to transfer 
economic resources.

The reason for this change 
is that some people interpret 
‘expected’ to mean that 
an item can be an asset or 
liability only if some minimum 
threshold were exceeded. 
As the IASB has applied no 
such interpretation in setting 
recent International Financial 
Reporting Standards, it has 
altered the definition in an 
attempt to improve clarity.

The IASB has 
acknowledged that some 
standards do include 
probability criteria for 
recognising assets and 
liabilities. For example, 
IAS 37, Provisions, Contingent 
Liabilities and Contingent 
Assets, states that a provision 
can be recorded only if there 
is a probable outflow of 
economic benefits, while IAS 
38, Intangible Assets, highlights 
that for development costs to 
be recognised there must 
be probable economic 
benefits arising from the 
development. 

The proposed 
change to the 
definition of 

assets and liabilities will leave 
these unaffected. The IASB has 
explained that these standards 
don’t rely on an argument 
that items fail to meet the 
definition of an asset or liability. 
Instead, the standards include 
probable inflows or outflows 
as a criterion for recognition. 
The IASB believes that this 
uncertainty is best dealt 
with in the recognition or 
measurement of items, rather 
than in the definition of assets 
or liabilities.

Practical additions
No separate section on 
measurement bases currently 
exists in the Conceptual 
Framework, as it was thought 
to be unnecessary. However, 
when you’re undertaking a 
project of the magnitude of 
redrafting the framework, you 
may as well put in some 
additions 
that are 

helpful and practical, even if 
you’ve previously managed 
without them. 

In the existing framework, 
there are a few paragraphs 
outlining possible 
measurement bases, but 
they are limited in detail. 
The proposed changes, in 
chapter 6, will add an entire 
section on the measurement 
of elements in the financial 
statements. Of all the 
proposed changes in the 
framework, this is the one 
that is still under detailed 
discussion, so here are the 
main decisions to date.

The first of the 
measurement bases discussed 
is historical cost. The 
accounting treatment of this is 
unchanged, but the framework 
now outlines that the »

The IASB has 
proposed a shift in 

the fundamental 
definition of 

assets and 
liabilities in 

an attempt to 
improve clarity
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carrying amount of non-
financial items held at historical 
cost is adjusted over time to 
depict the usage (in the form of 
depreciation or amortisation) or 
items suggesting the historical 
cost is no longer recoverable 
(impairment). Financial items 
held at historical cost will 
reflect subsequent changes 
such as interest and payments, 
following the principle often 
referred to as amortised cost.

The framework also outlines 
three measurements of current 
value: fair value, value in use 
and current cost. Fair value 
continues to be defined as the 
price in an orderly transaction 
between market participants. 
Value in use is defined as 
an entity-specific value, and 
remains as the present value 
of the cashflows an entity 
expects to derive from the 
continuing use of an asset 
and its ultimate disposal. 
Current cost is different from 
fair value and value in use, as 
it is an entry value. It looks at 
the value at which the entity 

would acquire the asset (or 
incur the liability) at 
current market prices; 
by contrast, fair value 
and value in use are exit 
values, focusing on 
the values that will be 
gained from the item.

Definitions of assets and liabilities

Existing defi nition Proposed defi nition
Proposed supporting 
concept

Asset (of an entity)

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

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

Economic resource
A right that has the potential 
to produce economic 
benefi ts

Liability (of an entity)

A present obligation of 
the entity arising from past 
events, the settlement of 
which is expected to result 
in an outfl ow from the entity 
of resources embodying 
economic benefi ts

A present obligation of 
the entity to transfer an 
economic resource as a 
result of past events

An entity’s obligation 
to transfer an economic 
resource must have the 
potential to require the 
entity to transfer an 
economic resource to 
another party

Examples for guidance
In addition to outlining these 
measurement bases, the 
framework discusses them 
in the light of the qualitative 
characteristics of fi nancial 
information. It stops short of 
recommending the bases that 
items should be held under, 
but gives some guidance 
in the form of examples to 
show where certain bases 
may be more relevant.

Relevance is a key 
issue here. As discussed 
in the revised framework, 
historical cost may not 
provide relevant information 
about assets held for a 
long period, and is certainly 
unlikely to provide relevant 
information about derivatives. 

50

Accounting and Business 04/2017

Technical | Conceptual Framework

GL_T_Deller.indd   50 02/03/2017   16:39



Switch

If you’re 
redrafting, you 

may as well put 
in additions that 
are helpful even 
if you previously 

managed without 
them

In both cases, it is likely that 
some variation of current value 
will be used to provide more 
predictive information to users.

Conversely, the framework 
suggests that fair value may 
not be relevant if items are 
held solely for use or to 
collect contractual cashflows. 
Alongside this, it specifically 
mentions items used in 
combination to generate 
cashflows by producing goods 
or services to customers. 
As these items are unlikely 
to be able to be sold 
separately without penalising 
the activities, a cost-based 
measure will probably provide 
more relevant information, as 
the cost is compared to the 
margin made on sales.

Constructive criticism
Some key issues in chapter 7 
on presentation and disclosure 
have changed since previous 
drafts. Originally this chapter 
included two rebuttable 

presumptions regarding 
other comprehensive income 
(OCI). While the conclusion 
reached remains largely the 
same, many commentators felt 
that rebuttable presumptions 

shouldn’t exist in the 
framework. The IASB agreed, 
and has replaced them with 
stated principles regarding the 
use of OCI.

The first of these principles 

is that income and expenses 
should be included in the 
statement of profit or loss 
unless relevance or faithful 
representation would be 
enhanced by including a 

change in the 
current value of an 
asset or a liability 
in OCI.

The second 
relates to the 
recycling of items 
in OCI into profit 
or loss. Under 
IAS 1, Presentation 
of Financial 
Statements, items 
should be shown 
as reclassified into 
profit or loss, or not 
reclassified.

The recycling 
of OCI is a contentious issue. 
Some argue that all OCI items 
should be recycled; some 
that OCI items should never 
be recycled; and some that 
only certain items should be 

recycled. Sometimes the best 
way forward isn’t necessarily to 
seek the wisdom of crowds.

Middle ground
The IASB has found a middle 
ground. The framework will 
now state that income and 
expenses included in OCI 
should be recycled when 
doing so would enhance the 
information’s relevance or 
faithful representation. Items 
in OCI may not be recycled 
if there is no clear basis for 
identifying the period in which 
recycling should occur.

These are the key findings 
to date. In most cases, they 
will be seen as minor changes 
to terminology, or simply 
outlining what already exists. 
However, debate on the 
concepts of measurement and 
OCI is sure to rumble on. ■

Adam Deller is a fi nancial 
reporting specialist and 
lecturer

51Conceptual Framework | Technical

GL_T_Deller.indd   51 02/03/2017   16:39

www.accaglobal.com/ab


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

Practising certificates
A small number of ACCA 
members who neglected 
to renew their practising 
certificate (PC) in 2016 have 
been in contact, concerned 
to find that their Auditor 
Registration Number 
(ARN) and audit firm are 
no longer listed with the 
Companies Registration 
Office. Reactivating the 
PC is proving problematic 
because technically they were 
practising without one. If you 
are a statutory auditor with 
ACCA, check with cro.ie to 
make sure your details are still 
in place and correct. 

Beneficial owners
Some practitioners 
are confusing the new 
requirements for companies 
to keep a register of beneficial 
owners with an accountant’s 
requirement to do customer 
due diligence (CDD) on 

beneficial owners. Although 
both requirements are under 
anti-money legislation and 
both apply to the same 
beneficial owners, the 
requirement for the directors 
is different from that for the 
accountant/auditor. The 
directors simply need to 
document who the beneficial 
owners are in a register. 
The accountant needs to 
risk-assess the company 
and owners, and ensure 
appropriate CDD (proof of 
address and ID). The directors 
of a company may delegate 
the maintenance of the 
beneficial ownership register 
to their accountant. See bit.ly/
Beneficial-Ownership-2017. 
  
Rented accommodation 
Simon Coveney, minister for 
housing, has enacted SI 17 of 
2017, Housing (Standards for 
Rented Houses) Regulations 
2017. The SI creates an 

issue and an opportunity 
for accountants, auditors 
and tax advisers. Of most 
concern is the requirement for 
some previously acceptable 
accommodation to have 
structural or other alterations 
made to ensure compliance 
with the regulation. This will 
necessarily result in additional 
expense for landlords, and 
auditors and accountants will 
need to ensure that adequate 
provision is made for this. 
Non-compliant property might 
trigger going concern and 
impairment considerations. 

There is a legal obligation 
to make the upgrades and, 
even if the landlord has not 
yet contracted for or paid 
for the improvements, a tax 
deductible provision should 
be available if a reliable 
estimate can be made. 
Accounting periods ending 
on or after 1 July 2017 might 
include a provision to bring 
the property up to standard, 
including the cost of items 
such as safety restraints on 
upstairs windows and heating 
in every habitable room. The 
legislation will also benefit 
small-scale tradespeople 
and suppliers, and of course 
some of the work may qualify 
under the Home Renovation 
Incentive Scheme. 

UK insurance audits 
The UK Financial Reporting 
Council (FRC) has published 
a revised Practice Note 20, 
bringing together guidance for 
auditors of insurance entities 
in the UK. More details at  
bit.ly/Practice-Note-20.

Brexit concerns
The Department of Jobs, 
Enterprise and Innovation 

(DJEI) has set up an email 
account, brexitunit@djei.ie, to 
allow members of the public 
contact them with queries, 
suggestions or observations. 

One of ACCA’s immediate 
concerns is to ensure that 
members working in Ireland 
in firms affected by the UK’s 
decision to leave the EU are 
aware of risks from Brexit. They 
include the possible adoption 
of World Trade Organisation 
(WTO) tariffs; some of these 
are as much as 40% and in 
certain circumstances can be 
100%. WTO is the default tariff 
on products if no deal can be 
reached between the UK and 
the EU on access to and from 
the single market.

ACCA is planning events 
on the topic, and preparing 
additional technical resources.

Credit unions 
A Fitness and Probity regime 
for credit unions came 
into effect on a phased 
basis (based on asset size), 
commencing on 1 August 2013 
and being implemented fully 
on 1 August 2016. 

The requirement for staff 
to be fit and proper is also a 
requirement for continued 
membership of ACCA. The 
Central Bank states that 
employees must be ‘…
capable, competent and 
financially sound, with the 
appropriate skills, experience, 
knowledge and integrity’. 
Members working in the 
financial services area will be 
aware of detailed analysis 
of terms such as ‘financially 
sound’, where some personal 
insolvency procedures may 
be acceptable but others, 
such as bankruptcy, are not. 
A bankrupt is not fit and 

Aidan Clifford is advisory 
services manager,  

ACCA Ireland
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proper, as defined in the 
regulation, whereas someone 
who underwent mortgage 
forbearance usually is. Not 
being fit and proper will 
disqualify a person from most 
roles in financial services. 

The requirement for 
‘appropriate skills’ is 
problematic for credit unions, 
which depend on voluntary 
community involvement. A 
director of a credit union may 
have sound judgment gained 
over decades of voluntary 
service, but that does not 
necessarily provide them with 
the skills to run a financial 
institution. There is also a 
requirement for personal 
details, including bank account 
details and past credit history, 
for every credit union director 
and many employees to be 
submitted to the Central Bank. 
Some voluntary directors have 
balked at the idea of telling 
the Central Bank about, say, a 
period in their life when they 
had credit issues and had to 
turn to the local credit union 
for help – perhaps the very 
thing that spurred them into 
becoming involved in the 
credit union movement. 

The Central Bank, 
however, is charged with 
both writing and enforcing 
the rules, and one key rule is 
the requirement for staff and 
directors to be fit and proper 
and for the credit union to 
have documentary evidence of 
how they satisfied themselves 
of this. In a recently published 

thematic inspection of the 
implementation of the Fitness 
and Probity regime, the 
Central Bank identified:

* a minimalist compliance 
approach in an 
unacceptably large number 
of credit unions

* lack of meaningful 
succession planning

* failure to document 
processes and to maintain 
due diligence records.

In the past when the Central 
Bank did a themed inspection 
of a particular area, this was 
followed shortly afterwards 
with specific inspections, and 
non-compliance at this stage 
resulted in a substantial fine. 
Most recently, a fine of €98,000 
was imposed on Bray Credit 
Union following anti-money 
laundering inspections.   

Embedding fitness and 
probity into the daily work of a 
credit union will bring benefits 
as well as a compliance cost. 
The process of matching staff 
skills to the skills required 
under the 2016 regulations will 
assist in identifying training 
needs, and probably also start 
a few employees along the 
road to ACCA membership 
to fill the skills gaps. The full 
report is at bit.ly/Credit-
Unions-Fitness. 

Audit tendering
The FRC has published 
a best practice note for 
audit committees on how 
to approach the process of 
tendering and audit rotation 

to get the best 
outcome. The 
report deals with 
the timing of the 
tender, which firms 
to invite to tender, 
the balance of 
audit and non-
audit services, 
engagement with 
investors and 
approaches to 
decision-making. 
Although based on 
the UK Corporate 
Governance Code, 

its recommendations are 
relevant to all organisations. 
See bit.ly/FRC-Audit-
Tendering.

Audit update
For the past few years in 
Ireland, about 10% of all 
licensed auditors have either 
surrendered their audit licence 
or had it removed by their 
professional body. This has 
left a vacuum in the market, 
with unlicensed firms looking 
for auditors to conduct their 
clients’ audits, and many 
retired auditors seeking to 
renew long-dormant licences 
to meet the new demand. 

The vast majority of the 
licence removals were not 
from ACCA practices; under 
1% of ACCA members in 
Ireland have had licences 
removed (three firms in 
2016). ACCA used to allow a 
member who dropped audit 
registration for whatever 
reason to reactivate that 
licence fairly easily, but its rules 
changed in 2016 and an old 
licence can now be reactivated 
only after current experience 
has been demonstrated. 

Unlicensed firms have been 
approaching audit-licensed 
firms looking to get their 
clients ‘rubber stamped’, or 
get the audit done for only 
€200. An ACCA member 
rubber-stamping audits will 
be referred to the Admissions 
and Licensing Committee 
to have their audit licence 
removed and also to the 
Disciplinary Committee for not 
being fit and proper, which is 
inconsistent with membership 
of ACCA. While auditors 
can undertake audits for an 
unqualified practice, ACCA 
considers such audits to be at 
high risk of non-compliance, 
and files are almost 
guaranteed to be selected 
during a monitoring visit.  

Auditors can if they wish 
undertake audits for €200 
but they are still expected to 
complete a full audit file. A 
€200 audit fee is also likely 

A credit union 
director may have 

sound judgment 
gained over 

decades of service, 
but not the skills 
to run a financial 

institution

to spark the interest of a 
compliance officer. However, 
where practices end up 
having to perform an audit 
for a dormant company, these 
can often be carried out with 
just a few working papers, 
and for a fee as low as €200. 
An example of a dormant 
company audit file is available 
from advisory services.   

Companies (Statutory 
Audits) Bill 2017
The EU Audit Regulation and 
Directive was implemented in 
Ireland in SI 312 of 2016. This 
bill elevates SI 312 to primary 
legislation but also proposes 
options in EU audit measures 
not available through a 
statutory instrument. Rules 
relating to audits for industrial 
and provident societies and 
for friendly societies have 
been updated, allowing for 
‘statutory’ as well as public 
auditors allowed to conduct 
them. This is important, as the 
public auditors may not be 
incorporated, while statutory 
auditors may practise through 
a limited company. 

The bill also provides for an 
extension to the rules allowing 
certain firms to continue to use 
US GAAP, something ACCA 
firmly supported in a recent 
submission to government.

For some members, 
this proposed legislation – 
which can be found at  
bit.ly/GeneralScheme 
– is as important as the 
Accounting Bill. It has a few 
nasty surprises: head 167, for 
example, in effect removes 
the possibility of applying to 
the courts to have an annual 
return deemed to be on time. 
ACCA will be engaging with 
government on this and other 
issues in the bill. 

FRS 103
The FRC has issued a revised 
edition of FRS 103: Insurance 
Contracts, published at bit.
ly/FRS-103. It incorporates 
amendments arising as a result 
of Solvency II. ■
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Tax update
Cora O’Brien highlights the importance of declaring offshore assets or income, changes 
to R&D tax credit rules, and a new review of the corporate tax code

Offshore campaign
Revenue recently sent nearly 
500,000 letters to taxpayers 
to invite them to review their 
income tax returns. These 
letters are part of Revenue’s 
communication campaign to 

remind taxpayers that it will no 
longer be possible to make a 
qualifying disclosure in relation 
to offshore assets, income and 
so on after 30 April 2017. New 
rules introduced in the Finance 
Act 2016 mean that any 

undeclared or underdeclared 
foreign income or assets 
discovered after this date will 
attract severe penalties and a 
taxpayer may be prosecuted 
and published. 

Revenue has been keen 

to emphasise that the letters 
should not be a cause for 
alarm. Receipt of a letter 
does not mean that Revenue 
thinks the taxpayer has done 
anything wrong. However, it is 
important to take action now if 
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it is the case that tax has been 
undeclared or underdeclared 
on any income or assets 
outside the Republic of 
Ireland. This could arise where 
a taxpayer has, for example:

* rental income on a holiday 
home abroad

* a foreign pension

* foreign dividend income

* a foreign inheritance

* investments in offshore 
funds or other products

Not only will the penalties for 
under or undeclared foreign 
income or gains be more 
severe from 1 May, an offshore 
issue could potentially impact 
on a taxpayer’s ability to make 
a qualifying disclosure on an 
Irish matter. The legislation 
excludes a taxpayer from 
the opportunity to make 
a qualifying disclosure 
in relation to an Irish tax 
matter after 30 April 2017 
where undeclared offshore 
matters amount to more 
than 15% of the total tax 
due in a return.

Revenue will be obtaining 
access to myriad information 
on taxpayers’ foreign financial 
account information later 
this year from foreign tax 
authorities, under international 
information exchange 
agreements. This is on top 
of the information Revenue 
already receives from other 
member states on foreign 
property or income earned 
by Irish residents. As such, 
Revenue will be in a strong 
position to identify any offshore 
income or assets that have 
not been declared. All this 
means that it is really important 
to come forward now if a 
disclosure is needed. 

Revenue has information 
on its website about the 
legislative changes and this 
offshore campaign, which 
includes an FAQ section 
and a calculation tool 
for disclosures.  

Property tax ruling
Readers will recall that a 
€200 charge on non principal 

private residences was 
introduced in 2009. This Non 
Principal Private Residence 
(NPPR) charge was abolished 
with effect from 2014, 
following the introduction 
of the local property tax. 
Revenue’s position had 
always been that the NPPR 
was not a tax-deductible 
expense for landlords in 
calculating rental profits. 
However, in a recent case 
the High Court held that the 
NPPR was tax deductible as a 
rental expense. Revenue has 
lodged an appeal against the 
Court’s decision. 

In light of the four-year 
time limit for submitting a tax 
refund claim, it would appear 
a refund can only be claimed 
in relation to the 2013 tax 
year. The refund claim must 
be submitted before the end 
of this year. Revenue will not 
issue refunds until the case has 
concluded in the courts, but 
refund claims lodged now will 
be held over until the case has 
been decided. 

Revenue is developing 
a standard procedure for 
taxpayers who wish to submit  
a refund claim. Information 
on the procedure is expected 
to be made available on the 
Revenue website shortly. 

Tax appeals vacancies
The Department of Finance is 
currently recruiting a number 
of temporary tax appeals 
commissioners. A large 
number of tax appeals cases 

were transmitted 
to the Tax Appeals 
Commission 
from Revenue 
last autumn, 
around 2,000 
cases in total. As a 
result, additional 
resources are 
required to process 
this large volume 
of cases.

R&D tax credits
In a development 
targeted at small 

businesses, Revenue has 
announced that it will not 
seek to challenge an R&D 
tax credit claim under the 
‘science test’ in circumstances 
where an IDA Ireland or 
Enterprise Ireland grant 
has been approved for the 
project. This will only be the 
case where the claim does 
not exceed €50,000 in the 
accounting period, the project 
is focused on a prescribed 
field of science or technology 
outlined in regulations and 
the business is a micro or 
small business.  

Revenue eBrief No. 17/2017 
provides more information on 
this development. 

Corporation tax review
Minister for finance 
Michael Noonan confirmed 
on Budget day that an 
independent expert would 
conduct a review of Ireland’s 
corporation tax code. 
Economist Seamus Coffey 
was appointed to carry out 
this work. The Department 
of Finance recently facilitated 
a public consultation to 
obtain stakeholder views 
on the matters in the terms  
of reference of Coffey’s  
review. These matters  
include:

* achieving the highest 
international standards in 
tax transparency

* further implementation of 
the OECD’s base erosion 
and profit shifting (BEPS) 
recommendations 

It is important to 
take action now 

if tax has been 
undeclared or 

underdeclared 
on any income or 
assets outside the 

Republic of Ireland

* delivering tax certainty for 
business and maintaining 
the competitiveness of 
Ireland’s corporation 
tax offering

* the sustainability of 
Ireland’s corporation 
tax receipts.

Stakeholders had until 
4 April to share their 
views on the corporation 
tax code. It is expected 
that recommendations 
arising from the review 
will be made by the end 
of the second quarter of 
this year. 

BEPS roadmap
On the European front, the 
Maltese presidency of the 
European Council has set 
ambitious plans for continuing 
the Council’s work on 
BEPS-related matters. It has 
published a draft roadmap 
setting out the priority work 
issues for the months ahead.  
These include:

* hybrid mismatches with 
third countries (released 
under the ATAD 2 
agreement)

* proposal for improvement 
of dispute resolution 
mechanisms within the EU

* EU list of third country non-
cooperative jurisdictions

* proposal for a renewed 
Common Consolidated 
Corporate Tax Base

* interest and royalties 
directive 

* good governance in 
tax matters clause in 
EU agreements with 
third countries

* OECD BEPS issues 
in double taxation 
agreements.

It is likely that a number of 
these items will be discussed 
at the next Econfin meeting, 
which takes place on 23 May. 
The term of the Maltese 
presidency runs until 30 June 
this year. ■

Cora O’Brien is director of 
technical services at the Irish 
Tax Institute
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Tax diary
Financial professionals working in Ireland will need to take note of the following 
important dates and deadlines for April and May 2017, supplied by the Irish Tax Institute

Companies

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

Corporation tax 
21 April 
Due date for payment of 
preliminary tax for companies 
with a financial year ended 
31 May 2017 (ROS extension 
to 23 April 2017).

Corporation tax
21 April 
Last date for filing corporation 
tax return and making final 
payment for financial year 
ended 31 July 2016 (ROS 
extension to 23 April 2017).

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

Form 46G – return of 
third party information
30 April
Last date for filing third party 
payments return 46G for 
companies with a financial year 
ending on 31 July 2016.

Dividend withholding tax
14 May
Dividend withholding tax return 
filing and payment date (for 
distributions made April 2017)

Corporation tax
21 May
Due date for payment of 
preliminary tax for companies 

with a financial year ended 
30 June 2017 (ROS extension 
to 23 May 2017)

Corporation tax
21 May
Last date for filing corporation 
tax return and making final 
payment for financial year 
ended 31 August 2016 (ROS 
extension to 23 May 2017) 

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

Form 46G – return of 
third party information
31 May

Last date for filing third party 
payments return 46G for 
companies with a financial year 
ending on 31 August 2016.

General

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

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

VAT – Mini One Stop 
Shop 
19 April
MOSS VAT return and 

payment for the period 
1 January 2017 to 31 March 
2017.

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

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

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

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

Relevant contracts tax 
23 May
Monthly RCT return and 
payment date (if required) 
for April 2017 (principal 
contractors file via ROS). ■

Information supplied by the 
Irish Tax Institute

Disclaimer: This calendar of main 
tax compliance deadlines is not 
intended to be an exhaustive 
list. While every effort has been 
made to ensure the accuracy 
of this information, the Irish Tax 
Institute does not accept any 
responsibility for loss or damage 
occasioned by any person 
acting, or refraining from acting, 
as a result of this material.
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Apprenticeship levy 
The current issue being 
faced by many levy-paying 
employers is how they will 
structure and manage their 
online accounts. If you pay the 
levy and want to employ an 
apprentice, you’ll need to:

* create an account

* add in all group businesses

* link your PAYE schemes

* invite your employees to 
use the service.

The government highlights 
that ‘you must have:

* Government Gateway login 
details for the PAYE schemes 
that you want to include in 
your account’. This is for 
each PAYE scheme that 
needs to be added. 

* ‘details for each 
organisation that will be 
making an agreement 
with a training provider for 
apprenticeship training, 
including the Companies 
House or charity number’. 

It’s also highlighted that ‘if you 
are registering on behalf of 
multiple connected companies 
or charities, you need to 
think about:

* the structure of your 
organisations and PAYE 
schemes

* how you are going to 
spend your funds.

You’ll need to register every 
organisation that will make 
an agreement with a training 
provider for apprenticeship 
training. For example, if you 
have multiple PAYE schemes, 
you could create multiple 
accounts or have one account 
for all of them.’

Once the account has been 
created and organisations and 
payrolls linked, including those 
from connected organisations, 
acceptance of the agreement 

by the Skills Funding Agency 
needs to take place before 
funds can be accessed. 

The ACCA Be Ready for 
the Levy support series of 
materials is available at bit.
ly/ACCA-appr. If you want to 
know more about the ACCA 
apprenticeship, please email 
apprentices@accaglobal.com.

New lifetime ISA 
April sees a new savings 
product, the lifetime ISA 
(LISA), which is designed 
to help those in the 18- to 
40-year-old age group to save 
flexibly for the long term. 

As well as having the same 
benefits as other ISA products, 
the LISA allows savers to make 
contributions of up to £4,000 
in each tax year and receive 
a bonus from the age of 18 
to 50. There is also a one-off 
2017/18 bonus for those who 
use the ‘help to buy ISA’. Full 
details are available at bit.ly/
gov-lisa.

Benefits reporting
As the tax year comes to an 
end it is worth remembering 
that there is no longer an 
£8,500 remuneration limit. 
The benefits code applies to 
directors and employees. 

Also, from 6 April 2016 
all dispensations ceased to 
exist and ITEPA 2003 s289 
applies. This exempts from tax 
business expenses reimbursed 
on an actual basis without the 
need for a dispensation to the 
extent they are tax deductible. 

Common items covered by 
the exemption include:

* travel, including subsistence 
costs associated with 
business travel 

* business entertainment 
expenses 

* credit cards used for 
business

* fees and subscriptions. 
More at bit.ly/hmrc-480.

IR 35 in the public sector
We have received reports that 
many local authorities, due 
to resource issues, are not 
able to apply the tests and 
as a safeguard are informing 
businesses they will be paid 
net of tax. If this has impacted 
you please let ACCA know at 
advisory@accaglobal.com.

Loss relief
Losses for companies arising 
from 1 April, when carried 
forward, can be offset against 
the total taxable profits of 
a company and its group 

members. They will be able 
to use the losses against up 
to 50% of profits subject to 
the annual allowance. Each 
standalone company or group 
will be entitled to a £5m annual 
allowance. More at bit.ly/rel-cf.

ATED
ATED returns are due by 
the end of April. HMRC has 
introduced a new online service 
that requires pre-registration. 
See bit.ly/env-dwell.

State pension top-up
Applications need to be made 
by 5 April. They can be made 
by men born before 6 April 
1951 or women born before 
6 April 1953 who are entitled 
to a UK state pension. For any 
application made between 
6 March 2017 and 5 April 
2017 there is a 30-day period 
in which to make a payment 
beginning on the day HMRC 
send out the payment pack. 
See bit.ly/sp-topup.

VAT
The limited cost business test 
comes into force from 1 April 
for users of the VAT flat-rate 
scheme. You can see details in 
the Budget update at bit.ly/
ACCA-TA. ■

NI tax update
Glenn Collins, ACCA UK’s head of technical advisory, provides a monthly roundup of the 
latest developments of relevance to practitioners in Northern Ireland

Non-dom changes come into force

April will finally see the changes to the UK non-dom 
taxation regime. The tax treatment of the most long-term 
UK resident non-doms is brought in line with UK domiciled 
residents. Tax will be charged on worldwide income and 
gains. The reforms also mean that a UK-born individual 
whose domicile of origin was in the UK cannot choose a 
foreign domicile and then subsequently return to the UK 
as a non-dom. It also changes IHT rules to ensure that non-
doms cannot hold a UK property indirectly – for example, 
through an offshore company. More at bit.ly/non-dom-ref.
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Audit’s evolution
Auditing standards are catching up with the world of big data, with the standard-setter 
issuing a consultation on how to update ISAs to incorporate technological advances

Big data has become big 
business for the auditing 
profession. It’s diffi cult 
these days to talk to a 
senior audit partner without 
them proclaiming the huge 
advantages of data analytics 
in the audit process, and 
how it is revolutionising the 
way fi rms are checking their 
clients’ fi nancial statements.

But have auditing 
standards kept up with this 
fast-moving world, where it 
is now possible for 100% of 
transactions to be interrogated 
for anomalies, outliers and 
outright inaccurate trades?

This is the concern of the 
International Auditing and 
Assurance Standards Board 
(IAASB). Last September 
it issued a consultation 
document looking specifi cally 
at how international 
standards in auditing (ISAs) 
should or could be updated 
to incorporate the latest 
technological advances. 
Interested parties had until 
15 February to respond to 
the document, though it is 
clear that it is a debate that 
will rumble on for a while 
yet as the standard-setters 
play catch-up with the 

technologists. Indeed, the 
Financial Reporting Council 
has been looking into this area 
as one of its thematic reviews 
for 2016/17.

In Exploring the growing 
use of technology in the 
audit, with a focus on 
data analytics, the IAASB 
argues that stakeholder 
expectations regarding the 
use of technology in fi nancial 
statement audits are evolving 
as they look at how data 
analytics fi ts in with the current 
risk-based audit model. This 
is becoming increasingly 
so where auditors are using 
data analytics as a way to 
differentiate themselves 
during the audit tender 
process – which, 
of course, is far 
more common 
now thanks to 
the EU’s audit 
directive.

The use of 
data analytics on 
larger sets of audit-
relevant data goes much wider 
than traditional analytical 
procedures. This gives auditors 
a broader and deeper insight 
into the entity under scrutiny, 
but also provides auditors, 

and their clients, 
with additional 

valuable information that can 
be used to inform the client’s 
own risk assessment and 
business operations.

Sue Almond, head of 
assurance at Grant Thornton 
in the UK and a member of 
the IAASB’s working group on 
this, says that data analytics is 
seen by the IAASB as a rapidly 
emerging and evolving area. 
‘Different audit fi rms, different 
businesses and different 
regulators were starting to 
come across analytics, so a 
working group was formed 
by the IAASB to see what 
is happening in the market 
and how this would mesh 

with the existing auditing 
standards.’

Almond 
picks out 

‘You use data all 
the time in an 

audit context, but 
it is about trying 
to draw specific 

knowledge or 
intelligence from 

the data itself’

a number of key issues that 
auditors, regulators and 
businesses are facing as they 
increasingly use big data to 
inform the audit process. 
These include the challenge 
of fast evolution, the impact 
of effi ciencies, the need to 
understand the answers given 
by data analytics, the role of 
auditor scepticism, and how 
analytics can add value to 
audit clients.

Multiple challenges
The IAASB consultation 
itself highlights a number of 
unanswered questions that are 
currently creating challenges 
for auditors as they grapple 
with the new technology. 
These challenges cover: 
data acquisition, changing 
conceptual approaches to 

the audit that 
might not be 

familiar 

to the 
audit 

client, legal 
and regulatory 

challenges around 
jurisdiction and 
security, availability 
of appropriate skills, 
regulatory oversight, 
and retraining 
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and reskilling auditors 
themselves.

‘We need to look at 
how client data is transferred 
to the auditor’s systems,’ says 
Andrew Gambier, head of 
audit and assurance at 
ACCA. ‘For instance, 
what happens if the 
auditor’s system is not 
physically in the UK? 
Clients will need to do due 
diligence on these systems. 
Data can also get lost, and we 
are also seeing more attempts 
to breach data security.’

‘This is a real priority for 
the audit profession,’ says 
Nick Frost, UK head of audit 
technology at KPMG. ‘We are 
working with clients on this. 
A key part of the discussion is 
around how we get the data, 
what data is it that we want, 
what we are going to do with 
the data, and how long we 
are going to keep it. We will 
even talk with general counsel, 
especially when looking at 
customer data.’

On the use of data in 
audit evidence, Gambier 
says that the traditional 
audit model would be to 
gain an understanding of 
the controls environment 
in an organisation and then 
carry out testing to make 
sure these controls work in 
practice. ‘Conceptually, an 
approach that relies upon 
sampling should produce the 
same estimate of the level 
of misstatement as testing 
100% of the population,’ 
Gambier says. ‘But a focus 
on transactions may not be 

appropriate,’ he 
adds. ‘Changes 
in the fi nancial reporting 
framework have increased 
the importance of estimates 
and valuations to fi nancial 
reporting, thereby reducing 
the relevance of transactions. 
How an audit approach that 
relies upon data analytics will 
support judgments is unclear.’

Informing the audit
For Almond, data analytics is 
about using data to inform 
the audit. ‘You use data all 
the time in an audit context,’ 
she says, ‘but it is about trying 
to draw specifi c knowledge 
or intelligence from the data 
itself. The judgment comes 
in with the questions that you 
ask of the data. You can ask 
robust questions of the data, 
but you need to understand 
what is coming out and 
what you do with it. And this 
creates a more interesting and 
challenging environment for 
our auditors.’

It also creates an 
environment that requires new 
skills. ‘What we are now doing 

is changing,’ says Frost. ‘It 
is different from even 
just two years ago.’ 
As an example, 
Frost says that 
the ability to write 
code forms part of 
the assessment for potential 
graduate recruits into audit. 
‘We are also reskilling some 
of the people already in our 
audit practice,’ he adds.

There will be opportunities 
to use the knowledge gained 
from analysing the data to 
provide more insight to the 
client, though Frost is mindful 
that auditors are bound by 
ethical standards to maintain 
their independence from the 
client. ‘The ethical standards 
are always front of mind, we 
are very cognisant of this,’ 
he says.

It is no surprise, however, 
that there are also fears that 
data analytics, alongside 
other technologies such as 
blockchain, could lead to 
an existential crisis in the 
audit profession – if the 

technology can check 100% 
of transactions, why is there a 
need for an audit?

‘The fundamental role of 
the auditor won’t change,’ 
argues Frost. ‘There will 
always be the need for an 
independent view, but how 
auditors execute this will 
change, and they will be able 
to have richer, more insightful 
conversations with the client.’

‘There’s no burning 
platform,’ says Gambier, 
‘but there are concerns that 
auditors could be made 
redundant, so the IAASB is 
doing the groundwork now. 
ISAs are not incompatible 
with data analytics, but they 
do not indicate how they can 
be used.’ ■

Philip Smith, journalist
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ACCA’s X factor
ACCA-X, the learning platform and resource that serves 232 countries and territories, 
wows judges to scoop a top prize at PQ Magazine’s awards ceremony

ACCA’s online learning 
platform has been awarded 
study resource of the year by 
PQ Magazine at a ceremony 
held in London. 

ACCA-X was recognised 
for providing high-quality, 
affordable and relevant 
fi nancial literacy learning 
to people all around the 
world. It aims to change how 
accountancy is taught, through 
its use of online tutors who 
guide students through the 
interactive content.

Celebrating its second 
anniversary in April, ACCA-X 
has welcomed 175,000 
course enrolments from 232 
countries and territories. The 

courses prepare learners for 
Certifi cates in Financial and 
Management Accounting 
and the ACCA Diploma in 
Accounting and Business. 
It has a diverse learning 
community, including university 
students, job changers, 
entrepreneurs and SMEs.

‘The judges all agreed this 
product has a “wow” factor 
that’s making a real difference,’ 
said Reza Ali, ACCA’s 
director of new ventures. ‘It is 
wonderful to be recognised 
at the awards, as it confi rms 
we are a truly unique learning 
resource for those looking to 
gain fi nance and business skills 
to achieve their aspirations.’ ■

For more information:

For more information on ACCA-X, visit bit.ly/acca-x

▲ Award-winning
Training provider IAB’s CEO Malcolm Trotter (left) presents 
the award to ACCA’s head of products Mark Kennard

▲ Tackling corruption
Former ACCA president Anthony Harbinson chaired a lively 
debate on corruption in public service

Public ethos
ACCA’s seventh global public sector conference brought together senior fi gures from 
governments, regulators, donor agencies and fi nancial management experts

The two-day event, held 
in South Africa, welcomed 
150 guests from around 
the world and explored the 
theme, Drivers of Change, 
through an extensive series 
of talks and activities aimed 
at highlighting the crucial 
role of fi nance professionals 
in the public sector.

Professor Mervyn King, 
chairman of the King 
Committee and chairman of 
the International Integrated 
Reporting Council (IIRC), 
delivered a keynote address 
about the evolution of fi nancial 
reporting and how it can help 
increase transparency and 

accountability in the sector.
Maggie McGee, ACCA 

director of professional 
insights, presented 50 drivers 
of change in the public sector, 
ACCA’s fi rst global report to 
focus exclusively on identifying 
the key factors driving public 
sector change and assessing 
their impact. The report says 
global changes will have a 
local impact and governments 
will need to tackle their effects. 

The event also featured 
a lively panel discussion 
on corruption in public 
service, chaired by ACCA 
past president Anthony 
Harbinson FCCA. ■
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Upcoming events
ACCA Ireland runs an exciting programme of events across the country, featuring 
high-profi le speakers and offering networking and CPD opportunities

Athlone 

Credit union 
conference 
17 May
9.30–16.30
Venue to be confi rmed
Various speakers will address 
the conference
The event is organised 
by Leinster Members’ 
Network in partnership 
with the Credit Union 
Managers Association 
(CUMA) 
Attendance at the event is 
worth seven CPD units
bit.ly/Ath-17May

Belfast 

Crossborder taxation 
5 April
18.00–20.00
Park Inn Hotel
Speakers: Clodagh Hegarty, 
lecturer in accounting in the 
Department of International 
Business at the University of 
Ulster, and Rose Tierney of 
Tierney Tax Consultancy, 
Cork 
Organised by Ulster Members’ 
Network 
Attendance at the event is 
worth two CPD units
bit.ly/Bel-5Apr

Practitioners’ 
conference 2 
18 May
9.30–16.45
Hilton Hotel, 
Templepatrick
Session A: small and micro 
entities: implementing the 
new FRS 102 and FRS 105 
regime 
Session B: legal issues 
affecting SME practitioners 
– a company, business and 
employment law update
Speaker: Phil Frost of 
Mercia Group 
Organised by the Practitioners’ 
Network in partnership with 
Mercia 
Attendance at the event is 
worth seven CPD units 
bit.ly/Bel-18May

ACCA Ulster 
chairman’s lunch 
26 May
12.15–2:15
Venue to be confi rmed
Organised by Ulster Members’ 
Network 
bit.ly/Bel-26May

Cookstown 

Practitioners’ 
conference 2 
17 May
9.30–16.45
Venue to be confi rmed
Session A: small and micro 
entities: implementing the 
new regime 
Session B: legal issues 
affecting SME practitioners
Speaker: Phil Frost of 
Mercia Group 
Organised by the Practitioners’ 
Network in partnership with 
Mercia Group
Attendance at the event is 
worth seven CPD units 
bit.ly/Coo-17May

Cork

Networking evening 
11 April
18.00–20.00
Clayton Hotel, Lapps Quay
Speaker: Patrick Buckley of 
EPS Water
Organised by Munster 
Members’ Network 
Two CPD units 
bit.ly/Cor-11Apr

Practitioners’ 
conference 2 
25 May 
9.00–16.45, Radisson Blu, 
Little Island
Session A: Companies Act 
2016 impact, and audit 
exemption (double session)
Session B: company secretarial 
briefi ng
Session C: taxation update
Speakers: Kathryn Burns 
of Mercia (session A), Sean 
Kavanagh of Company 
Formations International 
(session B), and Gerry Higgins 
of Cooney Carey (session C)
The Practitioners’ Network in 
partnership with Mercia
Seven CPD units 
bit.ly/Cor-25MayA

Derry 

Practitioners’ 
conference 2 
16 May
9.30–16.45
City Hotel
Session A: small and micro 
entities: the new regime 
Session B: legal issues 
affecting SME practitioners
Speaker: Phil Frost of Mercia 
Group 
The Practitioners’ Network in 
partnership with Mercia Group 
Seven CPD units 
bit.ly/Der-16May

Limerick

Business breakfast update
27 April
7.30–9.00
The Savoy Hotel
Speaker: Kieran Harte, regional head of cities for Uber
Organised by the Business Leaders’ Forum
Attendance at the event is worth one and a half CPD units 
bit.ly/Lim-27Apr

▲ Uberview
Uber’s regional head 
of cities Kieran Harte 
will be speaking at 
Limerick’s business 
breakfast
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Business breakfast  
17 May
7.30–9.00
Venue to be confi rmed 
Organised by the Business 
Leaders’ Forum 
One and a half CPD units 
bit.ly/Dub-17May

HR policy and 
employment 
legislative update 
24 May
9.30–16.30
Gibson, Point Village
The day will cover, among 
other issues, paternity and 
parental leave, grievance 
procedures, sickness and 
absenteeism, and disciplinary 
procedures
Speaker: Deirdre McHugh 
of 353 Management & Legal 
Training Services 
Seven CPD units 
bit.ly/Dub-24May

Technical update 
30 May
18.15-20.15
Hilton, Charlemont Place
Performance measurement 
past, present and future 
– including the balanced 
scorecard, the performance 
prism, the pyschological 
role of a performance 
management system, the 
value of subjectivity, and 
yin-yang application
Speaker: Michael Farrell, 
lecturer in accounting at 
DCU Business School 
Organised by Leinster 
Members’ Network 
Two CPD units 
bit.ly/Dub-30May

Galway

Brexit panel discussion 
17 May
18.00–20.00
Clayton Hotel, Ballybrit
Speaker: Aidan Scollard of 
Grant Thornton 
Organised by Connaught 
Members’ Network
Attendance is worth two 
CPD units 
bit.ly/Gal-17May

Limerick 

Regional tax update 
2017 and Revenue audits 
23 May
18.00–20.00
Speakers: Caroline McGrath 
and Carmel Marnane of Deloitte
Munster Members’ Network in 
partnership with the Irish Tax 
Institute 
Two CPD units 
bit.ly/Lim-23May

Naas

Technical update
3 May
18.15–20.15
Two CPD units 
bit.ly/Naa-3May

Sligo

Regional tax update 
2017 and Revenue audits 
16 May
18.00–20.00
Venue to be confi rmed
Review of current Revenue 
projects plus revisions to the 
code of practice for Revenue 
audit and other compliance 
interventions 
Speaker: Liam Kenny of Grant 
Thornton 
Organised by Connaught 
Members’ Network in 
partnership with the Irish Tax 
Institute 
Attendance is worth two 
CPD units
bit.ly/Sli-16May ■

Waterford 

Business update 
4 May
18.00–20.00
St John’s College
Speaker: Tom Lyons, business editor of Sunday Business Post 
Organised by Munster Members’ Network 
Attendance at the event is worth two CPD units 
bit.ly/Wat-4May

Dublin

Solvency II
11 April
18.15–20.15
Venue to be confi rmed
Speaker: Angela McNally of 
Deloitte 
Two CPD units 
bit.ly/Dub-11Apr

Risk management
19 April
9.30–16.30
Gibson, Point Village
Speaker: Aidan Horan of IPA
Seven CPD units 
bit.ly/Dub-19Apr

Cybersecurity 
26 April
18.15–20.15
Hilton, Charlemont Place
Speaker: Martin Adams of 
Arachas, Cork 
Two CPD units 
bit.ly/Dub-26Apr

Practitioners’ 
conference 2 
6 May
9.30–16.45
Fitzpatrick Castle Hotel, Killiney
Session A: accounting for tax
Session B: impact of the 
Companies Act 2016 
Session C: travel and 
entertainment
Session D: auditing update
Speakers: John McCarthy of 
John McCarthy Consulting 
(session A), Kathy Burns of 
Mercia (session B), Garry 
Higgins of Cooney Carey 
(session C), Iain Pickering of 
Mercia (session D)
The Practitioners’ Network
Seven CPD units 
bit.ly/Dub-6May

Transfer pricing, data 
and intellectual property
11 May
9.30–16.30
Speakers: Noel Maher of EY, 
and Adrian Walker of Deloitte 
The Practitioners’ Network 
in partnership with the Irish 
Tax Institute 
Seven CPD units 
bit.ly/Dub-11May

 For more information:

For details of more ACCA Ireland events throughout the 
rest of the year, go to bit.ly/ACCA-IE-events

► The write stuff
Award-winning 
journalist Tom Lyons, 
business editor of the 
Sunday Business Post
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Reach for the sky
Ryanair CEO Michael O’Leary advises Ireland’s finance leaders to invest in digital to drive 
growth and continuous improvements in an uncertain economic climate

The first ACCA Ireland 
forum of 2017 in what will 
be a series of leadership 
events saw Ryanair CEO 
Michael O’Leary provide 
some forthright insights 
into the business challenges 
presented by Brexit, 
coupled with an analysis 
of the opportunities for 
business growth in the 
current volatile political and 
economic climate.

Stewart Dunne, a panel 
member of ACCA Ireland’s 
Business Leaders’ Forum, 
welcomed members and 
guests to the event. There was 
a full house at the Westbury 
Hotel in Dublin, with more than 
170 in attendance keen to hear 
the straight-talking and highly 
entertaining entrepreneur and 
founder of Ryanair.  

O’Leary explained that 
the potential implications 
of a hard Brexit present 
unknown challenges for all 
Irish businesses, with very 
real threats that should be 
taken extremely seriously 
within the affluent travel and 
tourism industries. He strongly 
urged government to heed 
the warnings of industry 
leaders when considering the 

restoration of the air travel 
tax. Its reintroduction, he said, 
would be debilitating to travel 
in the face of Brexit, and that 
its abolition in 2014 has been a 
leading contributor to growth 
in the sector.

The Amazon of travel
O’Leary outlined ambitious 
plans for the airline’s growth 
over the next seven years to 
become the ‘Amazon of travel’ 
as Brexit unfolds. The airline’s 
goals include raising customer 
numbers by more than 80 
million (more than a third of 
Ryanair’s current customer 
base) by 2024. 

ACCA members and their 
guests heard how Ryanair 
long ago embraced its Always 
Getting Better ethos – a 
customer-centric strategy that 
takes digital and accessibility as 
focal points. 

He said that investment in 
the airline’s online functionality 
was the driving force behind 
its significant growth in recent 
years – growth that has 
continued throughout the 
Brexit turmoil.

Touching on Ryanair’s digital 
direction and customer focus, 
O’Leary said: ‘The reality is 

that the definite 
outcome of Brexit 
is unknown, but 
it is looking more 
and more like it 
will be a hard exit 
of Britain from the 
EU. That will most 
certainly impact us 
and our businesses, 
and could 
severely damage 
many industries, 
like travel. 

‘There’s merit 
in being prepared 

in all aspects of business, and 
in order to grow now, and be 
Brexit-ready then, businesses 
need to address their customer 
needs now. 

‘For Ryanair that meant 
taking a good look at ourselves 
and our customers, and 
listening to what they wanted. 
It was our website, it was 
developing our app, it was 
being remotely accessible and 
easily accessible to over 100 
million customers worldwide at 
the touch of a button.’

According to O’Leary, 
businesses should be mindful 
of the Brexit impact, and adopt 
customer-centric platforms 
as a priority in response to 
the consumer trends driving 
growth.

He concluded: ‘We are in 
the fourth year of our Always 
Getting Better campaign, 
and we are experiencing real 
growth in tandem with key 

‘In order to 
grow now, and 

be Brexit-ready 
then, businesses 
need to address 
their customer 

needs now’

business developments. It 
is our absolute – and, yes, 
ambitious – objective to build 
on this momentum throughout 
the year ahead and beyond, 
despite external factors, 
whatever they may be.’

Mike McDonagh, business 
director at Hays Ireland, who 
sponsored the event, said the 
lively discussion and exchange 
of ideas at the forum had given 
businesses, across a wide range 
of sectors, plenty of food for 
thought.

Recruitment spike
He added that research for 
the 2017 Hays salary and 
recruiting trends guide for 
Ireland showed that 79% of 
organisations expect more 
business in 2017, and 84% plan 
to increase headcount.

‘Business leaders need 
to plan for the unexpected. 
Mr O’Leary’s analysis showed 

▲ Headliners
Left to right: ACCA Ireland chair Etain Doyle; Ann Marie 
Fox, business director, Hays Ireland; Liz Hughes; Michael 
O’Leary; Rachel Galvin, financial controller, Hays Ireland; Mike 
McDonagh; and Stewart Dunne
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that, despite some strong 
headwinds, there is no need to 
be blown off course,’ he said.

Liz Hughes, head of ACCA 
Ireland and mainland Europe, 
stressed the importance of the 
event to ACCA members. She 
welcomed the insights that 
O’Leary had given the forum 
into the success of Ryanair, and 

how it had been able to adapt 
to economic changes and 
challenges. 

She also pointed out that 
ACCA members can apply 
those insights to the growth of 
their own businesses: ‘There is 
no doubt that Mr O’Leary and 
Ryanair are enjoying continued 
success in a time of financial 

and political turmoil, and the 
new developments that Mr 
O’Leary has implemented at 
Ryanair and subsequent growth 
in its customer base as a result 
is testament to this.’

Striking a balance
She added: ‘There can be 
a tendency for businesses 
to be cautious rather than 
ambitious in times of economic 
uncertainty, and to listen 
more to concerns rather than 
take note of opportunities, 
especially in the wake of the 
UK’s decision to leave the EU. 
Mr O’Leary certainly gives a 
fascinating perspective on 
finding the balance between 
caution and ambition to 

drive business growth for 
our members, regardless of 
their industry.’

Highlighting the importance 
of leadership and professional 
development in the current 
environment, Hughes said: 
‘Our members are experienced 
and knowledgeable and they 
have contributed greatly to 
our recovery. As the largest 
global accountancy body, 
ACCA and its members have 
a responsibility as business 
leaders and decision-makers to 
actively embrace and invest in 
industry and consumer trends 
to support this growth in the 
longer term, and to support 
Ireland economically in the 
midst of challenging times.’ ■

▲◄ Close-up
Above: ACCA Ireland’s Liz Hughes with Ryanair’s Michael O’Leary
Left: Ann Marie Fox, Mike McDonagh and Rachel Galvin, all of 
Hays, the event sponsor
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Nature’s numbers
Embedding natural and social capital in business decision-making 
was the theme of the first of this year’s ACCA President’s Debates

Social and natural capital 
imperatives are increasingly 
seen as issues that 
businesses and investors 
should manage and quantify, 
panellists at ACCA’s recent 
President’s Debate in 
Brussels agreed. 

However, they 
acknowledged that these 
goals are not easy to achieve. 
The focus in accounting for 
natural capital is often on 
ecosystem services and the 
challenges associated with 
their valuation. The valuation 
of biodiversity has proved 
even more challenging. 

This year’s debate took 
as its theme accounting for 
public goods – the social and 
natural capital imperatives. 
Policymakers, investors, 
land managers, businesses, 
natural capital specialists and 
accountancy professionals 
assembled to discuss how 
accounting can help integrate 
the values and services of 
nature into economic decision-
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making, and how that could 
help businesses make more 
sustainable choices.

Brian McEnery, ACCA 
president, said: ‘The growing 
interest in the concept of 
natural capital is already 
driving a wide range of 
initiatives aimed at developing 
tools and frameworks for 
accounting and reporting, as 
illustrated in ACCA’s recent 
paper, Natural capital and 
the accountancy profession. 
But we need to do more, 
and a meaningful measure 
must be found to incorporate 
biodiversity in the process.’ 

In his keynote speech, 
Phil Hogan, EU commissioner 
for agriculture and rural 
development, said: ‘We all 
agree that agriculture plays 
a key role in the provision 
of measurable global public 
goods and the safeguarding of 
natural capital. Further policy 
action is needed to strengthen 
the ability of farmers and land 
managers to generate these 

public goods. But the devil 
is in the detail: it is always 
very nice to talk about public 
goods, but it is worth asking 
what exactly this means. How 
can we measure their value 
and how can we all contribute 
to their provisions?’

The debate recognised 
that the world is facing 
sustainability issues on a 
global scale, with biodiversity 
loss and ecosystem collapse 
ranked as highly likely risks 
with high impact in the World 
Economic Forum’s Global 
Risks Report 2017. Natural 
capital accounting should 
improve the management of 
these risks. 

Panellists stressed that 
tackling today’s ecological 
crisis is not only an 
ethical issue. Preserving 
the variety and abundance 
of life on earth is also an 
economic imperative. 

The second President’s 
Debate of the year will be held 
in Dublin on 27 June. ■

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

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

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

Personal development
CPD, training and career 
progression support.

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

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

Go to accaglobal.com/
memberbenefits

► Bring in 
biodiversity
Phil Hogan, 
EU agriculture 
commissioner, at 
the debate 
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