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Welcome
As finance professionals across the globe navigate the post-pandemic business 
landscape, our new, all-digital Accounting and Business will support you all the way

app, and we’ll unveil the new website 

at accaglobal.com/ab. Do get in touch 

with any comments or suggestions.

Meanwhile, in this issue, we assess the 

impact of Covid-19. ACCA Ireland chair 

Tara Clements looks at the changes in 

business and professional life (page 

18), and we also consider the future for 

Ireland’s aviation finance sector (page 

44), and how accountants can help 

clients make sense of what’s happening 

by using data analytics (page 36). 

Our international coverage includes 

the controversial use by central banks 

of quantitative easing to combat slow 

growth and prevent deflation (page 20) 

and the effect on the world’s economies 

of negative interest rates (page 22).

Our big interview is with John Slyne 

FCCA, of genealogy specialist Ancestry, 

on how technology is helping unlock 

people’s fascination with their family’s 

history (page 12). As AB opens a new 

chapter in its own story, we look forward 

to seeing you online in September. AB

Pat Sweet, Ireland editor

pat.sweet@accaglobal.com

It is hard to think of an entity – 
professional bodies included – that has 
been left untouched by Covid-19. Even 
ACCA has had to rethink its approach 
to how it delivers AB to members.

From this issue, we are moving away 

from sending printed issues out around 

the world. We know members will miss 

the monthly magazine arriving at their 

home or in the office. But we’re using 

all our years of digital experience to 

create a new version of AB that we 

intend to make more engaging than 

ever – producing high-quality, relevant 

and interesting content through articles, 

podcasts and videos. And we will 

continue to publish content especially 

for members in Ireland.

In the next few months we will be 

working on a redesigned magazine app 

for all members, with content being 

published on a rolling basis, as well as 

being packaged up into monthly digital 

editions. We are also redesigning the 

AB presence on the ACCA website to 

ensure we remain a key part of your 

professional life. In September we’ll let 

you know how you can download the 

Our alliance with CA ANZ
More about ACCA’s alliance with Chartered 
Accountants ANZ: accaglobal.com/alliance

Leadership
President: Jenny Gu FCCA
Deputy president: Mark Millar FCCA
Vice president: Orla Collins FCCA
Chief executive: Helen Brand OBE

Member services
ACCA office details, page 66 
ACCA Connect: +44 (141)582 2000
members@accaglobal.com
accaglobal.com/members

About ACCA
ACCA (the Association of Chartered 

Certified Accountants) is the global 

body for professional accountants. It 

offers business-relevant, first-choice 

qualifications to people of application, 

ability and ambition who seek a 

rewarding career in accountancy, finance 

and management. ACCA supports its  

219,000 members and 527,000 students 

in 179 countries. accaglobal.com

Accounting and Business
The leading monthly magazine for 

finance professionals, available in seven 

different versions: China, Ireland, Malaysia, 

Singapore, UK, Africa and International.

* Magazine contacts, page 66

* Available in app and pdf

* AB Direct: weekly news bulletin

AB is circulated to all members in digital 

format. ISSN No: 1460-406X 

More at accaglobal.com/ab
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As visitors return to the 
Sistine Chapel after 
the Vatican Museums 
reopened, Unesco and 
the International Council 
of Museums warn that 
almost 13% of museums 
may remain closed 
permanently as a result of 
the Covid-19 pandemic.

Two Nasa astronauts 
took off from Florida in 
a SpaceX rocket – the 
first time a commercial 
company has carried 
humans into Earth’s 
orbit. The pair travelled 
to the International 
Space Station before 
returning safely.

Roger Federer has 
become the world’s 
highest paid athlete and 
the first tennis player 
to take top position, 
according to Forbes. 
The Swiss player made 
US$106m in pre-tax 
earnings, overtaking 
footballer Lionel Messi.

Swarms of locusts are 
ravaging East Africa and 
India. Linked to climate 
change, the East African 
outbreak – the worst in 
70 years – puts almost 
five million people at 
risk of famine, according 
to the International 
Rescue Committee.
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News in brief
This issue’s stories and infographics from Ireland and Northern Ireland, as well as a 
look at the latest developments affecting the finance profession around the world

Uncertain future
Ireland is facing its 

worst recession since 

independence, according to 

a report from the Economic 

and Social Research 

Institute (ESRI). Researchers 

concede there is substantial 

uncertainty about recovery 

prospects, given the risks 

of second and subsequent 

new surges of Covid-19. 

ESRI’s Quarterly Economic 
Commentary, Summer 
2020, concluded that ‘All 

aspects of the economy will 

be considerably affected 

with significant declines in 

consumption, investment 

and exports of goods 

and services. Consumer 

spending is assumed to 

fall sharply by 13% and 

investment by nearly one-

third in the baseline [most 

likely outcome].’

Tax powers for EU?
European Union budget 

commissioner Johannes 

Hahn has called on 

member states to agree 

tax-raising powers for the 

European Commission. He 

said new revenue streams 

were needed for the EU 

to handle the proposed 

€750bn Covid-19 stimulus 

programme. One option 

is for the Commission to 

charge 70,000 companies an 

annual levy to trade within 

the single market, potentially 

raising €10bn a year. He 

told the Financial Times: ‘I 

don’t see real alternatives. 

A smaller budget will not 

be acceptable for the huge 

majority of member states.’ 

He added that he did not 

believe that countries 

were willing to increase 

their contributions.

EU strengthens AML
The European Union is to 

strengthen its anti-money 

laundering regime. The 

European Commission 

adopted a new action 

plan to enforce existing 

rules and provide a single 

EU rule book; EU-level 

supervision of national 

authorities; a support and 

cooperation mechanism 

for financial intelligence 

units; and improved 

information exchange and 

use. The action plan is to 

be implemented over the 

next year. The Commission’s 

executive vice-president 

Valdis Dombrovskis said: 

‘We are also strengthening 

the EU’s global role in terms 

of shaping international 

standards on fighting money 

laundering and terrorism 

financing.’

Investment essential 
Ireland should focus on social 

projects and decarbonising 

the economy as it responds 

to the economic damage 

caused by the pandemic, 

says the European 

Commission. The seven 

priorities laid out by the 

Commission are healthcare 

investment through the 

existing SlainteCare 

programme; house building; 

carbon emission reduction; 

broadband improvement; 

research and development; 

tackling money laundering 

and tax avoidance; and 

reducing inequality. The 

Commission stressed that 

while the recession is the 

worst downturn since the 

Great Depression, the 

challenges that existed a 

few months ago still need to 

be addressed.

Save our SMEs
ACCA has struck a partnership agreement with the 

International Chamber of Commerce (ICC) UK to join forces 

on the ICC’s ‘Save our SMEs’ global campaign. The campaign 

highlights the challenges many SMEs are facing from the 

impact of Covid-19, and offers six clear recommendations 

for how governments can offer tangible support to SMEs in 

these difficult times. ACCA and ICC will work together to 

share insights and guidance with their memberships to help 

sustain small businesses and the small accountancy firms that 

support them. They will also invite their stakeholders to take 

part in each other’s events and research initiatives. Go to  

bit.ly/ACCA-ICC for more.
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Border some way off
Negotiations on a trade 

agreement between the EU 

and the UK after the end of 

this year are not proceeding 

quickly enough for 

arrangements to be in place 

by the time the transition 

period ends, according 

to the UK’s Institute for 

Government. ‘It is unlikely 

that border arrangements 

[between Great Britain and 

Northern Ireland] will be fully 

operational by 31 December 

2020,’ it argued in its report 

Implementing Brexit: the 
Northern Ireland Protocol. 
The report predicted: ‘The 

Irish Sea border will look 

more like the border between 

Great Britain and France, 

than the border between 

England and Scotland, 

but opportunities to “de-

dramatise” new processes 

should be explored.’

EY: time to prioritise
Ireland needs to prioritise 

investment in infrastructure 

as it emerges from recession, 

with big spending projects 

able to act as a ‘real 

economic multiplier’, EY 

advises. ‘If we are sensible 

about how and what [the 

country] borrows money for, 

we will reap the benefits 

in a number of years’ time, 

and that’s probably what 

we didn’t do 10 years ago,’ 

said Shane MacSweeney, 

head of government and 

infrastructure at EY Ireland. 

He added: ‘Infrastructure 

tends to be quite 

construction employment-

intensive. Automatically, you 

FDI falls
Foreign direct investment 

(FDI) in Ireland fell 7% last 

year, according to the latest 

EY Europe Attractiveness 

report. However, the figures 

were distorted by above-

average levels of FDI in 

the country in 2018. The 

report also noted Ireland’s 

vulnerability to changing 

global trade flows, pointing 

out that 40% of private sector 

activity is dependent on US 

companies. Last year, Ireland 

received the continent’s 

eighth largest level of FDI.

Not so competitive  
Long-standing challenges 

to Ireland’s competitiveness 

need to be addressed 

are getting people off the 

live register, you’re getting 

them paying tax, and you’re 

getting them spending in the 

communities, in shops and 

restaurants, and creating that 

kind of rippling effect.’ 

Help hospitality
KPMG has proposed that 

the government adopt 

a zero-rate VAT regime 

for the hospitality sector, 

to enable it to recover 

from the economic crisis. 

The move would apply 

to hotels, restaurants, 

cafés and bars, but also to 

retailers other than food 

shops. The proposal came 

in a submission to the 

Department of Finance. 

KPMG also proposed a one-

year waiver on business rates 

and a refund of tax paid in 

prior years for 2020 losses.

Nama repays
Nama – the National Asset 

Management Agency – has 

completed its final repayment 

to creditors. It said this last 

€56m payment ‘eliminates 

Nama’s final outstanding 

investor obligation and 

increases the state’s stake in 

the special purpose vehicle 

that owns the Nama Group 

entities from 49% to 100%’. 

That ownership structure 

had been agreed with the 

European Commission and 

was designed to ensure 

that Nama was not treated 

as part of the public sector. 

The debt unwinding allows 

Nama to pay €2bn to the Irish 

Exchequer of the expected 

eventual €4bn surplus.

as part of the Covid-19 

recovery strategy, concluded 

the latest report from the 

National Competitiveness 

Council. Areas identified 

for focus were the need for 

greater investment in skills 

development; environmental 

sustainability; strategic 

investment in the future 

economy; and supporting an 

open international economy. 

Dr Frances Ruane, chair of 

the NCC, said: ‘The data in 

the [latest NCC] Scorecard 

show our relative strengths 

and weaknesses just as the 

pandemic took hold, and 

point to areas where these 

weaknesses may impair 

the speed of a sustainable 

economic recovery.’

ACCA backs global ethics prize 
This year’s global Ethics and Trust in Finance for a Sustainable 

Future Prize was launched in June, with ACCA, CFA Institute, 

Euroclear, Swift & Swift Institute and Pictet Group as partners. 

Open to candidates under 35 working in or studying finance, 

the prize aims to help shape a more sustainable and resilient 

financial system that balances growth, security and stability.  

Helen Brand, ACCA chief executive, said: ‘As global business 

looks to how it can reconstruct post-pandemic, rebuilding in a 

way that benefits all in society has never been more vital, and 

makes the prize even more relevant and resonant.’ 
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Reasons to be cheerful
The majority of Irish businesses are 
confident they will be able to 
recover quickly from the impact 
of Covid-19, according to 
a survey of more than 240 
senior executives during a 
KPMG webinar in June.

Two-thirds (67%) of 

those surveyed also 

believe their business 

model will be permanently 

changed as a result of the pandemic and 88% said they plan to 

increase investment in digitalisation as a result of the Covid-19 

experience, with 36% saying they expect this investment to 

increase significantly.

Speaking at the event, Danny McCoy, CEO at Ibec, said: 

‘This could be a relatively shallow recession for Ireland. I 

expect a real surge in the second half of the year if we can get 

consumer confidence back.’ 

Length of time businesses 
expect to recover:

64%

31%

5%

Within one year

Within two years

More than two years

Taxpayers at risk
The Revenue Commissioners 

believe that as many as 

3,000 taxpayers may have 

been tricked into giving 

their bank account details to 

fraudsters pretending to be 

tax officials promising them 

tax refunds. Those believed 

to have disclosed their 

details have been written to 

by the commissioners and 

advised that their existing 

online access facilities have 

been temporarily withdrawn.

Drop in startups
Dublin has fallen 10 places 

in a table of the world’s best 

cities to start a business, 

and now sits outside the 

top 50 cities at number 54. 

San Francisco, New York 

and London head the list. 

The best Republic of Ireland 

startup cities after Dublin are 

Galway, in 313rd position, 

and Cork, which is listed 

432nd; Belfast was 174th. 

Ireland was listed as the 18th 

best startup country, down 

from 14th last year. One of 

the reasons for the weak 

ranking is the dominance of 

major technology companies 

in Ireland, reducing the 

motivation for entrepreneurs 

to start their own businesses. 

The rankings were compiled 

by StartupBlink.

Stimulus encouraged
It is likely to take between 

two-and-a-half and three 

years for the Irish economy 

to return to the level of 

activity that preceded the 

Covid-19 crisis, concluded 

the latest assessment 

report from the Irish Fiscal 

and Advisory Council. 

Further risks threaten the 

economy, including the 

impact of a possible hard 

Brexit, the global trade 

environment and changes 

to the international tax 

regime. It advised short-

term fiscal stimulus before 

moving on in later years to 

fiscal adjustment.

DNM joins Deloitte
Deloitte Ireland has acquired 

DNM, a cloud services 

provider. Both DNM and 

Deloitte are consulting 

partners in the Amazon 

Web Services Partner 

Network, while DNM also 

provides digital innovation, 

big data and analytics 

projects for clients in a wide 

range of industries. Harry 

Goddard, CEO of Deloitte 

Ireland, commented: ‘The 

combination of skills in 

technology and business 

transformation is a powerful 

proposition and gives us 

a real platform for growth 

in an area of heightened 

importance for clients.’

Ebitda to Ebitdac
Some companies have 

begun explaining the 

impact of Covid-19 on 

their financial results by 

using Ebitdac (earnings 

before interest, tax, 

depreciation, amortisation 

and coronavirus) in place of 

Ebitda. German company 

Schenck Process used the 

measure to add in €5.4m 

(US$6.2m) of notional profits 

in the first quarter, which 

it claimed it would have 

earned but for Covid-19. 

Moody’s senior credit officer 

Trevor Pijper responded: 

‘The provision of explanatory 

information is preferable to 

the introduction of a new 

metric such as Ebitdac.’ 

Kehoe helms IIRC
Conor Kehoe has been 

appointed chair of the 

International Integrated 

Reporting Council. He 

takes over from Dominic 

Barton, who has been chair 

since 2018 and stepped 

down to take on the role 

of Canada’s ambassador to 

China. Kehoe is a former 

senior partner with McKinsey 

& Company. He said: ‘The 

concepts at the heart of 

integrated reporting – the 

connectivity of information 

reflected in integrated 

thinking; the board 

leadership it demands; and 

the broadening of business 

models to ensure they 

respond to the legitimate 

needs and expectations 

of stakeholders – must 

become the permanent 

features of a new global 

system for reporting.’ AB

Paul Gosling, journalist
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Green pays off
The world’s 100 most sustainable companies, the Global 100, not only have a lasting 
and positive impact on people and the planet but also make impressive profi ts

World’s greenest
This graphic shows how the G100 

– the world’s 100 most sustainable 

companies (in terms of resource/

fi nancial/employee management and 

revenue from ‘clean’ products/services) 

– are distributed across the globe.

Global 100’s top 10
The highest ranked are based in Europe and the Americas.

Sustainability, profitability, durability
The G100 most sustainable companies have consistently 

outperformed and outlasted the average company in the 

MSCI All Country World Index between 2005 and 2019.
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The data is from Corporate Knights’ annual Global 100 
ranking, mapped by Visual Capitalist at bit.ly/Global-100.

More information
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Meet the ancestors 
John Slyne FCCA, vice president international at Ancestry, explains how new 
technology is taking the growing fascination with family history to the next level

Most of us have a good knowledge 
of the closest generations on 
our family tree and many can 

pluck a story or two about a character 
from its more distant branches. Until very 
recently, however, any more comprehensive 
genealogy belonged to the fortunate few 
– those for whom it came part and parcel 
with grand titles or great estates. 

Although state and parish records of 

births, deaths and marriages have long 

been accessible, the work involved made it 

largely the preserve of amateur historians or 

the enthusiastic descendants of emigrants, 

for whom knowledge of long-departed 

forebears provided a sense of place.

In the last decade, something of a 

revolution has occurred and, supported by 

the vast digitisation of historical records 

and DNA testing technology, the hobby 

of a diligent few has become far more 

mainstream. For many, it has opened 

tantalising windows on the past and for 

some it has even proved life altering. 

A key driver of this transformation has 

been the online genealogy company 

Ancestry, which, unusually in the dotcom 

world, can trace its origins back to pre-

internet days and 1990 in particular, when its founders set up 

the publishing company Infobases. 

Ancestry itself would first appear online some six years 

later and while the company’s origins in Utah are more 

than happenstance – many of the world’s historical records 

are located there – the company’s move to international 

prominence has been driven by a commitment to research, 

product development and customer service, allowing it 

to attract more than three million regular subscribers and 

facilitate over 16 million DNA tests to date. Also key to its 

success was the transformational impact of one TV show, and 

with it the recognition by the public that forgotten family 

members could be as fascinating as any other character drawn 

from the pages of history. 

Created by the BBC in 2004, Who Do You 
Think You Are? first aired in the US in 2010, 

and an early episode, which saw actress 

Lisa Kudrow explore her Jewish heritage 

in Europe, created a huge public stir and 

proved just how revelatory such research 

could be. ‘That episode in particular 

and the TV show in general had a huge 

impact on audiences in the US,’ says John 

Slyne FCCA, vice president international, 

Ancestry. ‘It got the public hooked on the 

concept and can be seen as one of the 

bigger moments in the development of 

online genealogy.’

The company’s first hire in Ireland when 

it opened its European HQ in Dublin in 

2012, Slyne was initially recruited as senior 

finance director and oversaw its early 

expansion, to the point where it had a 

headcount of 50 employees within five 

months of opening. Today, that figure is 

around 120, and the Dublin offices are 

home to the company’s international 

leadership, as well as key finance and 

marketing functions, analytics and 

data science teams, and the member 

services centre.

In the DNA 
The Ancestry offering can broadly be seen as two-fold. Firstly, 

there is the more traditional concept of record searching, with 

the site designed to facilitate the building of individual family 

trees by giving subscribers access to some 24 billion digitised 

records held by the website. These include records of births, 

marriages, deaths, military service and immigration drawn 

from more than 80 countries. 

‘The user starts with the names and dates they know and the 

site then does the work for them, offering hints – what we call 

“shaky leaves”– which lead to further research and the firmer 

identification of family members,’ Slyne explains. 

The launch of AncestryDNA in 2012 opened up a fresh 

research opportunity by providing ethnicity and heritage 
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information in a whole new way. In 

just eight years that technology has 

advanced at exceptional speed, 

as Slyne reflects from his own 

experience. ‘When I first did the 

test, the data would have told me 

my heritage was predominantly 

Irish. Over time, that evolved to 

the point where it could tell me my 

background was in Munster and now 

it can pinpoint it to Cork.’ 

Put to the test
The offering has proved to be a 

huge driver of growth as it introduced the company to new 

audiences and markets. ‘Many people have an interest in their 

family history and want to do the research, but not right now. 

DNA testing has been a way to unlock that interest and, when 

the results come back, they become a real accelerator for 

people to investigate more.’ 

The DNA data also facilitates a key 

service of the site – ‘cousin matching’ 

– that can deliver sometimes 

extraordinary insights. An example 

of how powerful the company’s data 

reach can be came in the first year of 

operations in Dublin, Slyne recalls. 

‘Our customer services team 

received a call from a gentleman 

in the UK who was particularly 

appreciative of our services. When 

they enquired more, he explained 

that his wife had bought him a 

subscription, essentially to keep him 

busy during retirement. He knew he was adopted but had only 

recently began to research his background. He discovered he 

was born in Ireland and, on a visit here, managed to obtain a 

copy of his birth certificate. This led to the discovery that he 

was a twin. He put his details into the site and discovered his 

brother was a member living in Canada.’

‘DNA testing has 
been a way to 

unlock that interest 
and, when the 

results come back, 
they become a 

real accelerator 
for people to 

investigate more’
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CVi

2012 
Joins Ancestry as senior 

finance director in Dublin, 

rising to vice president 

international

2008
Joins digital publishing 

company Populis, becoming 

MD and group CFO

2004
Director of treasury 

and planning, Artesyn 

Technologies

1994 
Becomes a member of ACCA

Summit Technology and, from there, he 

moved to Boston Scientific as a senior 

business analyst, a role that would see him 

work in the US for the first of two times in 

his career. 

His affinity for IT has been matched by an 

enduring focus on the customer, something 

that he credits with deeper roots. ‘The 

family business was a petrol forecourt and, 

growing up, I did the books for my father. 

He was obsessed with customer service and 

about making sure things were 100% right. 

That’s an approach that fed through to me 

and which I’ve applied with both internal 

and external customers over the years. I’ve 

always tried to meet every challenge with a 

smile on my face.’

As with other online companies, Covid-19 

has brought a rapid and relatively smooth 

transition to working from home. ‘We’ve 

signalled to our employees that even when 

our offices reopen they can continue to 

work from home to the end of the year,’ 

he says. ‘We’ve also given everyone €1,000 to help with extra 

expenses this has created and, above all, we’ve tried to be 

empathetic and calm, and conscious of people’s new reality.’ 

The lockdown has also resulted in a large body of people 

with ample time on their hands and the opportunity to 

research their family history for the 

first time. ‘We host online classes 

every day to help people get started 

on the journey. The topic one day 

might be Irish records. We answer 

questions and then provide records 

free for the rest of the day.’

In a world where people are apart 

but connected, personal stories that 

link to the past undoubtedly have a 

whole new resonance. As Ancestry 

gears up for opportunities in new 

markets, Slyne says Dublin will be at 

the heart of developments. ‘We have 

a really strong leadership team here. 

People are passionate about what 

we offer and where we want to go. Right now, the potential for 

international growth is huge and Dublin will be at the centre of 

it in the coming years.’ AB

Donal Nugent, journalist

‘Above all, 
we’ve tried to be 
empathetic and 

calm, and conscious 
of people’s 

new reality’

Such powerful opportunities to connect 

come with responsibilities. Slyne says: 

‘Privacy is hugely important and paramount 

in all we do. Everyone is in full control of 

their own privacy and can choose whether 

to use or be accessible in our services.’

While AncestryDNA has been successfully 

launched in more than 30 markets, the 

core research offering remains strongest 

to date in English speaking countries, built 

on the company’s ongoing commitment 

to digitising public records across North 

America, Ireland and the UK, and Australia 

and New Zealand. Among the more 

recent additions to its trove of records 

are newspaper obituaries from the US, 

UK, Ireland and Canada. ‘Some do their 

research and move on but there are a lot 

of people for whom it becomes a lifelong 

passion,’ Slyne says. ‘They constantly want 

to learn more about their family history 

and, for us to meet that need, the product 

experience has to keep evolving.’ 

Such is the regard for the site that it was approached by the 

UK government to partner in online celebrations for VE Day this 

year. ‘We opened all our records free to the public for a week 

to help people on their family history journey.’ Similar steps 

have been taken for Anzac Day in Australia and New Zealand, 

and Memorial Day in the US.

European ambition
Ancestry’s long-held ambition to 

extend into continental Europe 

has seen a particular focus on 

Germany, where, after considerable 

preparations, the company recently 

launched a localised website and is 

committed to growing the market 

in the coming years. ‘Launching the 

core offering is about accessing 

records and archives, and digitising 

them. A product without content 

isn’t going to be of value to our 

audience,’ Slyne says.

Although he has spent most of his career working with 

technology companies, Slyne’s career began in practice, as 

he trained with a small firm in Cork city in the early 1990s, 

becoming a member of ACCA in 1994. The move to industry 

came when he took up the position of cost accountant with 
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Chairing a body in 
transition, with the 
recommendations 

of three reviews 
ringing in its ears, 
is a daunting task

Tough at the top 
The search for a new chair for the Financial Reporting Council is a golden opportunity 
to appoint a leader from the ranks of financial reports users, believes Jane Fuller 

including monitoring adherence to 

the flagship codes. 

What may be compromised in 

the functional approach is pursuit 

of excellence in the disciplines. The 

advisory councils on standards (I served 

on the audit and assurance council) may 

fall away, but in any case they lacked 

clout. They had neither a direct line to 

the board nor formal involvement in 

quality reviews. 

Joined-up thinking is tricky because 

practising professionals work for firms 

that are subject to these reviews. Yet if 

you exclude them from the regulatory 

forum, you lose expert voices. 

Strong executives are needed to 

ensure that pursuing professional 

excellence does not get lost in the 

supervisory process. 

Such excellence is also essential if 

the UK is to influence international 

standards-setting. So, it is confusing 

that the post-Brexit UK Accounting 

Standards Endorsement Board is set 

to carry out thought leadership and 

influencing roles independently of 

the FRC.

But the most sensitive relationship 

that the chair will have is with the 

Department for Business, Energy 

and Industrial Strategy. This is a 

more political overseer than the 

Securities and Exchange Commission 

in the US. Keeping the FRC/Arga 

robustly independent in pursuit of its 

investor-driven purpose will be the 

bottom line. AB

Jane Fuller is a fellow of CFA Society 

of the UK and co-director of the Centre 

for the Study of Financial Innovation.

The UK’s Financial Reporting Council 
(FRC) suffered an apparent setback in 
May when Simon Dingemans resigned 
as its chair after only eight months. I 
view this as an opportunity to appoint 
a leader whose background lies in 
the regulator’s core constituency: 
consumers of financial information.

The list of people with a stake in 

honest reporting by companies is a 

long one, but those in the investment 

industry remain the primary audience 

as the FRC transforms itself into the 

Audit, Reporting and Governance 

Authority (Arga).

Chairing a body in transition, with 

the recommendations of three reviews 

ringing in its ears, is a daunting task.

It will start with reconstruction of the 

board. Once a body of 14, only seven 

were serving in early June – and three of 

those were approaching the end of their 

tenure. Another five or six need to be 

found over the next year or so. 

A revised structure for the FRC has 

been set out in the Strategy 2020/21 

document. The model is functional 

rather than following the disciplines 

of accounting and auditing, corporate 

governance and the actuarial profession. 

The crucial role of enforcement is 

crystal clear and has already led to a 

step-change in sanctions. A litmus test 

will be the outcome of the Carillion 

investigation. 

The pivotal division is supervision, 

the new name for the conduct 

committee. With its headcount set to 

rise by 50% to 149 by March 2021, this is 

by far the biggest division. Supervisory 

activity cascades through the ‘key 

outputs’ sought by the FRC’s board, 
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Unfavourable comparison

Robert Bruce contrasts business 
and government responses 
to the Covid-19 pandemic, at 
accaglobal.com/ab/podcasts.

A fresh start
As we ponder the lifting of enforced home working and a return to dormant offices, 
we have an opportunity to start again and do it better this time, says Robert Bruce

hotdesking model. People couldn’t get 

satisfying work done in the stripped-

down office space available once they 

had commuted in. And they couldn’t 

get satisfying work done at home 

either, though it was a much more 

pleasant environment.

Social glue
The reason for that was simple. It came 

down to lack of human contact. The 

social glue that keeps teams together 

starts to come unstuck. The messaging 

that comes from body language is 

diluted or non-existent on conference 

calls and Zoom experiences. And 

the quiet chats about the real issues 

– that take place on the stairs, by 

the printer or in the café round the 

corner – vanish. Casual conversations 

and social networks fall away. And this 

is true in all areas where tricky issues 

need to be negotiated or simply 

discussed, or where one person wants 

to feed a quiet thought or an off-the-

record idea to another. Connections 

become impossible.

It is not just business; it is politics too. 

A friend talks of how impossible it is 

proving to negotiate Brexit by Zoom. 

There aren’t the cappuccino or Pils 

breaks where the deals are really done, 

and everything on Zoom is minuted and 

doesn’t allow for secret alliances and 

back-room compromises. Pretending we 

all live in a virtual world simply doesn’t 

Well, that’s it for the summer. Normally 
at this time, with this column to stretch 
across the summer break, we would be 
talking of strategy, long-term thoughts 
as we take our few short weeks in the 
sun, our view of the world stretching 
even further away than the edge of the 
infinity pool. 

But the world is, as we have been 

learning since February, upside down. 

Musing quietly on our future is not on 

the agenda. But what we are learning 

is how it is possible to think all manner 

of previously unthinkable things as our 

world dislocates all around us. We may 

not be able to think too straight as we 

hold meetings on Zoom while trying 

to keep the kids occupied and quiet 

elsewhere, and then do the day’s work 

and the reports that need to be written, 

all late at night or before sunrise. But 

out of the chaos, both in our own 

homes and in the world outside, come 

thoughts of what the future will look like.

I suspect the quote of the lockdown 

will come back to bite Jes Staley, the 

CEO at Barclays. Doubtless he will 

say that he was simply preparing the 

ground. But ‘putting 7,000 people in 

a building may be a thing of the past’ 

became a memorable though possibly 

counter-productive thought to hang 

over the summer.

Underlying the idea is a logic. Large 

office buildings don’t work if we all wear 

masks and are paranoid about other 

people coming too close. And they 

had become unpleasant places to be 

even before the pandemic. But that 

was mostly because of the systematic 

stripping out of personal, or indeed any, 

desk space in favour of the unpopular 

Now is the time 
for us to talk, to 

discuss, to rebuild 
teams, to travel and 

spend time with 
people in other 

markets
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Home or away?
It has been suggested by people like Barclay’s CEO Jes Staley that it is daft for 

companies to provide and service huge office buildings. Does this stem from a real 

belief that working from home is better? Or is it a realisation that companies could 

now strip out the cost of office infrastructure and let employees pick up the costs as 

they work from the homes they already fund. It is a much more attractive proposition 

to the CEO than maintaining a corporate headquarters in a high-priced city. 

work. Working in a home office is too 

distanced. The stimulus of the rest of 

the team you work with evaporates. 

The Anglo-Saxon business world calls 

it ‘working from home’, which makes 

it sound logical, sensible and, well, 

workable. The French call it télétravail, 

which makes it sound much more 

drudge-like.

None of this chimes with the ideas 

coming out of the great coronavirus 

experience. People are genuinely 

looking forward to increased 

sustainability from greener energy, to 

travelling less and to greater diversity 

and equality. We have been living in 

dislocated times for too long. Further 

dislocation is not what we need. 

Now is the time for us to talk, to 

discuss, to rebuild teams, to travel 

and spend time with people in other 

markets. The fundamentals have not 

changed; it is the detail of the ways that 

it works that needs to be renegotiated. 

It will be time to start again and do it 

better this time. And that, as we cycle 

in to our sanitised office environment, is 

what we need to think about. AB

Robert Bruce is an accountancy 

commentator and journalist.
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Lessons for the future
Covid-19’s disruptions to economic and working life were certainly unwelcome but are 
ushering in changes that may prove beneficial to all, says Tara Clements FCCA

for investment in public infrastructure, 

public transport, energy, childcare 

and healthcare provision, and that 

they should capitalise on the goodwill 

towards the green agenda.  

For SMEs, funding initiatives at EU 

and government level will be pivotal 

and we are already seeing positive 

developments. Enterprise Ireland and 

the Local Enterprise Offices currently 

have funding available for firms to 

upgrade their technology, while the 

Strategic Banking Corporation of Ireland 

has begun offering working capital 

support in response to the pandemic.  

Much more will be needed and 

the role of many ACCA members, in 

business or in practice, will be key in 

terms of orienting organisations to their 

future, reworking budgets and cashflow 

plans, developing strategies for growth 

and working with finance providers to 

access resources.  

In this focus on business recovery, 

however, we shouldn’t lose sight of some 

of the positive personal experiences the 

lockdown has provided. Let’s hope that 

we continue to walk, cycle and garden 

more, spend more time with our family, 

appreciate the natural beauty around us, 

and continue to take pleasure in baking 

bread (banana or brown soda!) long into 

the future. 

I wish you and your families a great 

summer and a safe and healthy year 

ahead. Ní neart go cur le chéile – There 

is no strength without unity! AB

Tara Clements FCCA is associate 

director, service and technical training, 

RBC Investor & Treasury Services and 

chair of ACCA Ireland.

As restrictions ease and our economy 
slowly comes back to life, many will 
reflect on what the experience of 
lockdown tells us about the direction 
we should now take as a society. 

Those heartwarming ads on TV, 

featuring video calls between families 

and friends, remind us how we have 

all embraced technology at a pace 

never experienced before and point to 

a transformation for the long term. In 

the ACCA Ireland committee, we have 

seen digital adoption among members 

accelerate hugely. Since 18 March, 

ACCA Ireland has delivered more than 

20 webinars to 7,800 attendees. Three 

of these involved more than 1,000 

delegates each. Having participated in a 

number of virtual ACCA regional panel 

meetings, I’ve been impressed with 

the can-do attitude among members 

and their efforts to continue to provide 

services to clients. 

Looking to the future, we believe a 

blend of online live webinars and larger 

one- or half-day events will be central 

to CPD delivery. We know our members 

appreciate the ease of online meetings, 

but also wish to retain opportunities 

to network, to meet with peers and to 

make real connections.

In the broader world, there’s an active 

debate about returning to the office, 

when and how it happens, and whether 

it happens at all. There is no doubt the 

experience of the last few months has 

the potential to instigate a massive 

social shift. The opportunity for parents 

to spend more time with their children, 

to avoid the drudge of a daily commute 

and to live more sustainably in smaller 

communities is a tantalising one and will 

Governments 
should 

capitalise on the 
goodwill towards 

the green  
agenda

have major implications for planners and 

service providers around the country.  

This bright new future is, of course, 

contingent on the restarting of the 

economy. Investment will be key. 

In the funds industry, we’ve seen 

investors increasingly drawn towards 

environmental, social and governance 

(ESG) as an investment strategy in 

recent years. Very positively, funds that 

follow ESG parameters outperformed 

others by between 5% and 8% in Q1 

2020. This tells us there’s a ready market 

for governments looking to raise debt 
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Integral to recovery
As businesses start to rebuild in the wake of the pandemic, integrated reporting will 
be essential in measuring and defining our success, says ACCA president Jenny Gu

minus side, the quality of compliance 

has fallen. In other words, more firms 

recognise that IR is vital but fewer are 

acting on that knowledge.

There is more cause for optimism 

than pessimism, though, and the trend 

is bending towards IR as an essential 

way of measuring and defining success. 

It is up to us to advocate for IR in our 

organisations, and in that way we can 

do our bit to ensure an outlook that is 

just as bright as Schwab’s in Hoboken all 

those years ago. AB

Jenny Gu FCCA is chief executive officer 

at Richemont China.

On 17 February 1902, the US city of 
Hoboken witnessed an extraordinary 
event that changed the world forever. 
The United States Steel Corporation 
published a report to stockholders at 
its annual meeting – a flimsy 10-page 
document that listed its net earnings 
in the nine months to 31 December 
1901 ($84,779,298), as well as a terse 
summary of assets and liabilities, 
stock inventory and disbursements 
of dividends. It ended with a sunny 
summary from the corporation’s 
president, Charles M Schwab: ‘The 
outlook for the year 1902 is very bright.’

What made this a historic document is 

the fact that it was the earliest modern 

corporate annual report, and the first to 

be verified by an independent auditor: 

Price, Waterhouse and Co.

Fast forward to 2020. The annual 

report remains a big feature of business 

life but we have changed our view on 

what it should do. We no longer keep 

score solely by balancing earnings 

against expenditure and counting 

the profit. Shareholders, employees 

and society at large want to know 

more – about the public value created, 

how operations affect the planet, and 

whether the business is sustainable in a 

broader sense than simply financial.

ACCA is absolutely committed to this 

philosophy. That’s why we are pioneers 

in integrated reporting (IR) – an 

approach that assesses value creation 

over the short, medium and long term. 

It gives a panoramic picture of business 

activity, not just a snapshot of fleeting 

financial performance.

This was on my mind as I wrote 

this column because ACCA had just 

published Insights into Integrated 
Reporting 4.0 (see page 46), which 

examines the performance of 48 

members of the International Integrated 

Reporting Council Business Network.

The report makes clear that IR is a 

key method for helping firms tackle 

risk after Covid-19. After all, this crisis 

has reminded us that issues such as 

sustainability, preparedness and social 

responsibility are critical for any business 

that wants to keep the support and 

consent of its customers and community.

There was good news and bad 

news in our report. On the plus side, it 

reveals wider acceptance of IR. On the 
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Mint condition
In using quantitative easing to combat slow economic growth and prevent deflation, 
the world’s central banks may be stoking up trouble, as Alison Thomas explains

Quantitative easing, or QE, was first used in 1991 
in Japan, when the country’s central bank became 
concerned about structurally slow economic growth. 

The classic macroeconomic remedy of stimulating investment 
and consumption by lowering interest rates offered little 
potential given that rates at that time were already close 
to zero (see ‘Running on empty’, on page 22). How then to 
stimulate the Japanese economy? QE was the answer.

QE involves the large-scale purchase of assets, usually 

government bonds (though sometimes corporate bonds, 

mortgage-backed securities and even equities), to expand 

the central bank’s balance sheet and increase system-wide 

liquidity. Central banks have always engaged in these types 

of open market activity. This is, for 

example, the mechanism they use to 

change the demand for – and so the 

price of – bonds, which in turn allows 

them to achieve interest rate targets. 

What was new about QE was, first, 

the idea that central banks still have 

tools to stimulate growth even when 

interest rates are close to zero; and 

second, the sheer scale of the asset 

purchases involved. 

To see how it works, consider 

what happens when a central bank 

buys a bond. In a normal transaction 

between two private parties, the 

bond purchase involves the bond 

moving from one party to the other, while money moves in the 

opposite direction. The amounts of both bonds and money in 

the system remain unchanged. However, central banks are not 

like you and me; they are able to ‘pay’ for the bond by simply 

crediting the counterparty bank’s account at the central bank – 

in effect, conjuring money out of thin air with a few keystrokes. 

This newly created money is then multiplied in the system 

through the magic of fractional reserve banking, which allows 

banks to lend out a large proportion of their deposits. This is 

how liquidity is created in all modern economies.

According to mainstream economic theory, the additional 

liquidity will exert downward pressure on interest rates and 

stimulate the economy by increasing spending on both 

consumption and investment. However, a QE stimulus is not 

a free lunch. The stimulative effect will be of short duration 

and subsequently unwind because it is based on artificially 

created liquidity rather than being a result of real economic 

activity. Even worse, the false economic signals triggered by 

this extra liquidity might induce activity that would not occur 

under normal circumstances – such as investment in projects 

that make no economic sense simply because there is so much 

money sloshing about and the cost of that money is so low. 

Furthermore, the borrowing encouraged by super-low rates 

could result in an unhealthy debt overhang when the stimulus 

is removed. Finally, the creation of so much money might 

reasonably be expected to drive up 

consumption to such a degree that it 

eventually leads to higher inflation.

Flatlining
So has QE worked? Since the 

financial crisis of 2008, QE has been 

embraced by the world’s major 

central banks, including those in 

the US, the EU and the UK. In terms 

of stimulating growth, QE must be 

considered a failure. As was the case 

in Japan, the world has experienced 

an extended period of sluggish 

growth that does not appear to have 

been boosted by QE. On the other 

hand, some of the more pessimistic inflation predictions have 

not materialised despite massive money creation.

But there is another effect of QE that needs to be 

considered, and that has been the consequences for 

government spending. As central banks have ramped up their 

QE programmes, governments have found a ready buyer 

for their debt. This has allowed them to increase borrowing 

without raising the cost of borrowing. In effect, the demand 

for debt by central banks has kept pace with the supply of 

debt from governments. With supply and demand roughly 

in balance, there is no upward pressure on rates, even as 

deficits continue to mount. As a result, it can be argued that 

The idea is that 
government 

spending can be 
financed by central 

banks simply 
creating money. 
No need to raise 

taxes at all!
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QE has enabled and encouraged government deficits. This 

phenomenon has given rise to yet another novel monetary 

approach called modern monetary theory.

Modern monetary theory is the idea that government 

spending can be financed by central banks simply creating 

money, as long as inflation is well controlled. No need to 

raise taxes at all! It seems like an idea that is too good to be 

true, and it probably is. But with no episodes of hyperinflation 

occurring despite years of QE, it’s easy to see why modern 

monetary theory seems appealing and plausible to cash-

strapped governments with huge deficits. 

It is interesting to note that, in the midst of the Covid-19 

pandemic, governments ramped up spending to address 

healthcare needs as well as to cushion the economic impact 

of lockdowns. There is remarkably little discussion of how 

to pay for all this new spending, as central banks have 

accommodated this tsunami of spending by rolling out 

massive new QE programmes. As is the case for the pandemic 

itself, we will simply have to wait to see how it all plays out – 

and hope for the best.  AB

Alison Thomas is a consultant.
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Running on empty
John Kattar takes us on a short journey down the rabbit hole of one of the most 
perplexing phenomena of the modern monetary landscape: negative interest rates

‘I would gladly pay you Tuesday for a hamburger 
today.’ So said J Wellington Wimpy, the burger-eating 
character in the Depression-era comic strip Popeye. 

Most people feel the same – they’d prefer to have money, 
hamburgers and most other things sooner rather than 
later. The time preference of money is well established in 
economic theory. To convince someone to lend you money, 
you generally have to pay them interest.

In recent years, and despite what economic theory and 

common sense may say, negative interest rates have emerged 

in many countries – not just in bank rates directly under the 

control of central banks, but also for large-balance deposits 

at some commercial banks, in corporate bond markets, and 

well out along the curve for government debt. We have even 

begun to hear arguments from respectable economists and 

policymakers for deliberately pursuing these policies. 

But do negative interest rates 

make sense? Would any rational 

person or company actually pay to 

lend someone else their money? 

The short answer to both of these 

questions is no. And yet here we are. 

Buckle up as we take a short journey 

down the rabbit hole of one of the 

most perplexing phenomena of the 

modern monetary landscape.

As I write this, among major 

economies, Germany, Japan, France, 

the Netherlands and Switzerland 

currently have negative interest rates 

on government debt out to 10 years. 

The UK has negative rates out to two 

years. Although the US has positive rates, President Trump 

has recently voiced his support for negative rates. As the US 

dollar is the world’s reserve currency, such a move would have 

unpredictable, and potentially problematic, consequences – a 

scenario best left for another article. 

Negative rates as a deliberate policy has its roots in the idea 

that if you discourage people and businesses from saving by 

charging them interest on their savings, they will spend more 

and thus stimulate the economy. There is some evidence that 

this is so, at least in the short term. However, other research 

shows that some people behave in exactly the opposite way: 

when they realise their savings will not generate enough 

income to retire comfortably, they compensate by saving 

more. Yet another reason for the popularity of negative rates 

with policymakers is that they reduce the financial burden on 

debtors, especially the largest and most important debtors of 

all – governments around the world. This is no small advantage 

in a world of spiralling government spending and deficits.

Name your price
Regardless of the objective, how did negative interest rates 

come about? The phenomenon is closely related to the 

practice of quantitative easing (QE), which involves central 

banks buying up ever larger chunks of government debt 

(see ‘Mint condition‘, page 20). QE arose out of a desire to 

ease monetary policy at a time when interest rates were at 

or near zero. But as central banks 

came to own ever greater swathes 

of the bond market, a new idea 

emerged – why not push interest 

rates below zero? Since central 

banks are effectively controlled 

by governments, the same entity 

represents both the buy and sell 

side of the market. That entity can 

therefore pretty much name the 

price at which that market trades – a 

convenient state of affairs if you are 

a policymaker who wants to lower 

the cost of government borrowing. 

Central banks operate according 

to their own policy objectives, but 

why would anybody else buy a bond requiring them to make 

further payments as long as they own it? Surely it makes more 

sense to hold cash at no interest. So why do it?

Well, for starters, while you and I may be able to withdraw 

our money from a bank that wants to charge interest and stick 

it under the mattress, that’s not so easy for a large corporation 

with billions of dollars. It would need an awfully large mattress, 

and then there is the problem of protecting the cash from theft. 

So some people might be willing to pay a little for a secure and 

convenient place to park their money – but only a little.

Negative interest 
rates reduce the 

financial burden on 
debtors, especially 

the largest and most 
important debtors of 

all – governments
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The bottom line on negative interest rates is that they 

are possible to a limited extent only – the rates cannot be 

very negative, and they can take place only in a few markets 

dominated by offi cial players such as central banks, and 

only as long as there are no good alternatives. Don’t expect, 

for example, banks to pay you interest on your mortgage. 

Potential policies to limit alternatives, such as eliminating cash 

itself, probably won’t work well; people are very creative at 

creating cash equivalents. Amazon gift cards and prepaying 

expenses such as taxes are examples. For larger sums, I’ve no 

doubt that imaginative investment bankers in New York and 

London could create structured products that would fi t the bill.

Whatever policy advantages negative interest rates may seem 

to have, there are downsides as well. Pensioners, insurance 

companies and banks are some of the players who fi nd it diffi cult to 

cope or even survive in low or negative rate environments. There is 

also the possibility of market distortions leading to poor economic 

outcomes, such as overinvestment in uneconomic projects.

My guess is that negative interest rates will in time be viewed 

as a curious policy experiment that was more trouble than it was 

worth, and will gradually disappear. But who knows? The rabbit 

hole may yield a few more surprises yet. AB

John Kattar is a professional investor.
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Shielded by blockchain
The data protection issues raised by governments’ Covid-19 control initiatives have 
made the benefits of blockchain clearer than ever, as Georgina Kyriakoudes explains

The healthcare sector’s response to the Covid-19 
pandemic has brought into sharp focus the danger of 
sidelining data protection rights. 

The need for access to health data has become a priority 

during the crisis, but it has become clear that governments 

are not always successful in gathering that data or keeping it 

safe. There are even concerns that the rollout of apps to track 

and trace individuals infected with coronavirus could equip 

governments with vast databases of information about their 

citizens that would allow the creation of ‘surveillance states’. 

The European Data Protection Board has warned that 

national parliaments across the European Union may end 
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up restricting individuals’ rights by 

mandating the sharing of health 

data. While information-sharing may 

be deemed in the public interest, it 

can be highly controversial. Hungary, 

for example, has suspended 

individuals’ rights under the EU’s 

General Data Protection Regulation 

(including access to and erasure of 

personal information) and relaxed 

the obligation for authorities to 

notify individuals about personal 

data collected for the purposes of 

coronavirus prevention. In Serbia, 

a database that held all data on 

coronavirus-monitored individuals was accidentally left publicly 

accessible for eight days.

The storing of vast amounts of medical data in a single 

central location is like a honeypot to hackers – medical 

information is worth up to 40 times more than a credit card 

number on the black market. And the pandemic has attracted 

opportunistic hackers looking to exploit vulnerable healthcare 

institutes; vaccine testing facilities, for example, have been 

subject to ransomware attacks.

While the global internet has been available for 30 years 

or so, no definitive solution has yet been created to give 

people secure ownership of their own digital assets. However, 

innovative technology does exist that can help alleviate 

worries that large organisations may be able to suddenly take 

control of personal data, or that individuals may be exposing 

their data to single point-of-failure risks.

Enter, blockchain
Blockchain is a relatively new technology whose vast and 

varied applications are only just being unlocked. It can unify 

healthcare (and other) records by allowing different systems to 

connect to each other, thus creating one digital and verified 

source of a patient’s entire medical history, without putting 

a central party in charge of protecting what may be highly 

sensitive data. Specifically, a blockchain-based healthcare 

solution has the following features: 

* Data is stored in multiple servers controlled by different 

parties (nodes), so no single party is able to take control or 

make decisions without the explicit consent of the patient.

* Not all the data needs to be held by all parties, thus 

removing the risks associated with a single data location.

* Certain parties – including patients – have their own ‘key’, 

which the nodes cannot access. Only a patient can decrypt 

their own records and decide who can access them.

The internet has 
been available for 

30 years or so, but 
no solution has 
been created to 

give people secure 
ownership of their 

own digital assets... 
until blockchain 

*  Hackers need every key to 

access all the information. While 

one key could be exposed, the 

value to a hacker is minimal and 

unlikely to be worth the effort.

*  Data can be pseudonymously 

encrypted, with a separate 

database linking to the identity 

of the person, effectively 

anonymising what are already 

strongly encrypted records. 

*  Because the data is held on 

multiple nodes, it is backed up 

across the system, reducing the 

risk of data being lost.

This unified system enables individuals’ personal data to be 

shared with others without compromising patient privacy.

Unlocking the data doors
With no fear of privacy being compromised or of a third 

party taking advantage of personal data, all patients have 

the freedom to share their records (with the potential to earn 

financial reward by doing so) in a blockchain-based system. 

This creates a multitude of opportunities in the healthcare 

sector. Clinical trial research, population health management 

and insurance are just some areas that would benefit greatly 

from the application of blockchain technology. 

For example, multiple countries are currently running 

Covid-19 immunity tracking studies (patients undergo regular 

tests to ascertain whether they have had the virus and 

developed immunity). The ability of patients participating 

in such studies to seamlessly share their results is essential 

to ensure complete trial data, which is the basis for optimal 

scientific conclusions to be drawn. 

Additionally, governments could have comprehensive and 

real-time information on the state of citizens’ health locally, 

such as the uptake of vaccinations or increases in particular 

illnesses, which would allow for faster response and better 

control of potential health risks. 

In today’s economy, data has become an essential 

commodity – one that can be more valuable than any 

other resource. Every individual deserves the right to have 

ownership over their own data, yet the value of this data is only 

truly unlocked when it can be shared. A decentralised data 

ecosystem may be the only way to unlock this value without 

compromising the rights of the individual. AB

Georgina Kyriakoudes FCCA is CEO of Dcentric Health and 

co-creator of the blockchain-based Aria medical app.
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Shine a light
As governments pour trillions of dollars into limiting the human and economic impact 
of Covid-19, better measures of public sector fiscal health are urgently required

Having first estimated the global governmental 
financial response to Covid-19 at US$8 trillion, the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) subsequently 

upped the figure to US$9 trillion.  
These figures are unprecedented. The upward revision was 

largely due to a second wave of measures by governments as 

the economic fallout from the pandemic proved more severe 

than anticipated. The total revenue and spending measures 

for G20 countries (US$8 trillion) account on average for 4.5% of 

their GDP, larger than the percentages seen during the global 

financial crisis more than a decade ago.

The IMF’s US$9 trillion estimate consists of US$ 4.4 trillion 

in direct budget support by governments. Additional public 

sector loans and equity injections, guarantees and other 

quasi-fiscal operations (such as the non-commercial activity 

of public corporations) account for the remaining US$4.6 
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World Bank collaboration
ACCA and the World Bank are partnering on a research 

project that demonstrates the critical role for accounting data 

in informing government responses to Covid-19. 

More outputs based on the collaborative research will be 

available on the ACCA website over coming months. See  

bit.ly/ACCA-pub-insights for more information.

trillion. The two figures are, however, treated differently 

from a public sector accounting viewpoint. The US$4.4 

trillion is current account expenditure, but the US$4.6 

trillion of loans and other injections sit ‘below the line’ in 

government accounts. 

Balance sheet view
According to Alex Metcalfe, ACCA’s head of public sector 

policy, below-the-line expenditure tends not to show up 

in typical measures of government fiscal health, such as 

the government debt to GDP ratio. ‘We need a more 

comprehensive view of public sector finances, and to do that 

best you need accounting data,’ he says. ‘You need to have 

a balance sheet perspective.’ This would give governments 

a clearer view of their financial liabilities and obligations, 

along with an understanding of how to manage those balance 

sheets, and therefore the risks. ‘As such, there’s a critical role 

here for accountants,’ Metcalfe says.

This is why ACCA is partnering with the World Bank to 

understand how accounting data can help governments 

navigate the impact of the Covid-19 crisis on their financial 

position. The research will look at the importance of governance 

structures and government institutions in supporting the public 

sector response.

For its part, the World Bank has a US$160bn programme 

of interventions, covering 100 countries and around 70% 

of the world’s population, over the next 15 months. Its 

focus is threefold: to protect lives, support livelihoods and 

underpin businesses. 

‘The most critical thing that the crisis has demonstrated 

to us is the capability of central governments responding to 

Covid-19,’ says Srinivas Gurazada, the bank’s global lead for 

public financial management. ‘The ability for inter-agency 

and intra-government coordination has been fundamental in 

getting the best results in the emergency.’

As far as public financial management systems are 

concerned, Gurazada says the World Bank is supporting 

governments in working through issues such as budget 

preparation against the background of rising expenditure and 

falling revenues. ‘We need to look at how ministries of finance 

can move in an agile way to support other ministries, such as 

health,’ he says. ‘They need to make sure money is available at 

the right time, in the right quantity and at the right place.’

However, he also warns that traditional controls over 

spending and procurement can be modified, or diluted, 

during times of crisis. ‘Compliance can be low because people 

want to spend fast,’ he points out. ‘Ultimately, governments 

will need to produce financial reports, and these reports will 

need to be audited.’

Gurazada believes that the Covid-19 crisis could prove 

a public finance watershed. There has been a greater 

appreciation for appropriate public financial management 

that allows the easy flow of public funds not just during the 

crisis, but also subsequently when governments embark on 

economic stimulus packages. ‘The government’s balance sheet 

will be of critical importance,’ he says. ‘There will be more 

loans, more expenditure, two to three years down the line.’

The journey from cash to accrual is fundamental to the 

transition to balance sheet accounting, and the crisis could be 

a catalyst for more governments to adopt this approach. 

‘If we are on this journey, how do we make sure it is not just 

a compliance exercise, and that we can make the best use of 

the information that becomes available as the result of using 

an accrual basis for government accounting?’ says Metcalfe. ‘A 

really critical feature of this is the balance sheet approach.’

Policy innovations
The World Bank/ACCA study will review innovative forms of 

fiscal policy that have emerged, and apply them to balance 

sheets to create forecasts that permit an understanding of 

the balance sheet effects. ‘This will create a holistic lens 

through which we can understand what the crisis is doing to 

government balance sheets,’ Metcalfe explains.

Perhaps more importantly, the study will analyse the 

implications for recovery. ‘The trade-off between traditional 

austerity and increased taxation is going to be a really 

interesting dialogue in the next few months and years,’ 

Metcalfe says. ‘But there are other ways of tackling this 

problem, such as looking at public sector productivity and 

maximising the return of public sector assets, as well as the 

role of public sector finance professionals within all of this.’

Gurazada agrees: ‘We need to understand how policy 

translates into action and through to a sustainable recovery, 

and the role the public finance professional can play in that.’

With US$4.6 trillion about to land on government balance 

sheets, the need for such an understanding is critical. AB

Philip Smith, journalist
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More than just a job
A recent survey reveals that technology helps businesses withstand shocks and that 
successful companies are mapping employees’ tech skills to identify workforce gaps

Meaningful and rewarding work experiences are 
what most of us aspire to – we want to know that 
what we do for a living goes beyond just getting 

a job done. 2020 has been an extraordinary year, one where 
the Covid-19 pandemic has brought profound changes to 
the working lives of many finance professionals, yet the 
underlying challenges and opportunities of forging a fulfilling 
career have not gone away.

A new report jointly published by ACCA and EY, Meaningful 
work for the digital professional, considers whether the quest 

for meaningful work is influenced by the wider context, most 

notably the role of digital technologies in the accountancy 

and finance professional sector. Long before the pandemic 

hit, the question of what rewarding work means in a digital 

context was being raised. While Covid-19 has accelerated 

some existing trends such as the move to remote working, the 

underlying discussion is still valid. A 

deeper, more resilient connection 

to work is always important, and 

at times of severe economic 

uncertainty matters more than ever.

Digital reward
Narayanan Vaidyanathan, head of 

business insights at ACCA, says: 

‘The impact of digital technology 

is a long-term trend, while the 

coronavirus pandemic has been a 

severe but short to medium-term 

disruption. The long-term trends 

remain valid despite the pandemic.’ 

While the report discusses the 

impact of Covid-19 on meaningful work, it also examines the 

wider considerations as the world begins to emerge from the 

crisis, by suggesting ways in which the profession can embrace 

digital to achieve work experiences that are truly meaningful.

The report draws on a worldwide survey of more than 4,000 

respondents along with 50 interviews (including with over 

25 senior leaders at EY). Around 20% of respondents scored 

highly on how their organisation is currently performing across 

a set of control questions – how they use technology to create 

new products and services for clients, their support for flexible 

working, and approach to employee wellbeing. The 20% 

group was benchmarked against the rest of the sample to help 

understand how workers at leading organisations (in these 

terms) think about meaningful work in the digital age.

The study’s focus is on how professionals engage with 

technology and how this contributes to meaningful work, 

rather than on what technology can do. In terms of the 

immediate impact of the pandemic, most respondents said 

their organisation was well prepared for using technology to 

support work during the crisis, but the proportion was notably 

larger among the group of highest-scoring respondents. 

In other words, those organisations already thinking about 

innovative ways to use technology, and for whom employee 

wellbeing was an important consideration, were better 

prepared for the sudden change than others.

The structural changes may outlast the immediate 

response to the pandemic, with 

some organisations considering 

a permanent move to full or 

substantially remote working. But it 

is also clear that the sudden changes 

made to ways of working have been 

more difficult for those in the earlier 

stages of their career. ‘The data 

suggests that younger workers are 

finding it harder,’ says Vaidyanathan. 

‘One of the factors may be that 

typically, the more senior you are in 

an organisation, the more autonomy 

you have and the less guidance you 

need, which may lend itself more 

easily to home-working.’

Among the 20% group of high scorers, the biggest area 

of digital outperformance relative to the overall sample 

was in data management technologies (analytics, big 

data, visualisation). Across the sample, digital adoption 

is most advanced in community technologies (eg social 

media, messaging and mobile), followed by cloud and data 

management-related technologies. The trend is expected to 

affect all technologies in the coming decade, suggesting a 

sharp rise in demand for finance professionals who can lead 

this digital engagement. This has implications for skills too, 

‘The more senior 
you are, the more 

autonomy you 
have and the less 

guidance you need, 
which may lend 

itself more easily to 
home-working’
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with the study finding that the high-scoring respondents were 

more likely to work at organisations that had carried out an 

employee skills mapping exercise to identify expertise gaps. 

‘As new ways of working are changing the skills landscape, 

digital is one of the areas that’s significantly increasing in 

importance,’ says Caroline Henderson, global assurance 

talent director at EY. ‘It’s important that today’s workforce are 

developing the skills to be ready for the needs of the future.’

The report offers a practical roadmap for accountancy and 

finance professionals who hope to pivot their work towards 

digital tools, and supplements this with practical examples of 

job roles, using practitioner input to give a realistic sense of 

the key responsibilities and skills requirements.

Deriving meaning in work matters for resilience and 

engagement, and it is important to reassess what this means in 

the digital age so that finance and accountancy professionals 

can plan their future career and navigate unexpected shocks 

and uncertainties from an informed position. AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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Learn your crisis lessons
The pandemic is a wake-up call of monumental proportions to management, who 
must radically rethink strategy and imagine the ‘next normal’, says Alison Young

the air, but more that the deck may turn 

out to be a very different set of cards if 

and when they eventually land.

Crises such as a global financial crash 

or pandemic represent a wake-up call of 

monumental proportions. They require 

organisations to radically rethink how 

they go about delivering their strategy 

and to question whether the current 

Business strategy is largely a logical, 
top-down, defined process based on 
known knowns and known unknowns in 
the pursuit of maximising opportunities 
and mitigating risks. 

From the strategy follows the design 

of the organisation, and then job 

responsibilities and reporting lines. 

Finally, processes and policies that 

focus on quality, speed, customer 

requirements or other key strategic 

priorities are wrapped around. 

So far so good in this simple Strategy 

101. But what happens when a global 

crisis comes along that disrupts 

absolutely everything? Nothing is the 

same any more. It is not so much that 

the deck of cards has been thrown into 
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meal plus the remaining ingredients 

accompanied by a link to a video on 

how to create the final dish at home. 

How might this product extension be 

built into the next normal to exploit 

fixed assets or limited dining capacity?

The forced closure of offices is another 

useful illustration of how to get back to 

basics – an opportunity to ask colleagues 

what they really want and need from 

each other to do their best job. How 

could the benefits of this be baked into 

the next phase of working life?

It has been said that at one point 

during the 2020 pandemic, more than 

60% of the US working population was 

working from home. Previously, ‘WFH’ 

was in some organisations reluctantly 

permitted only to some groups of 

employees such as parents (mainly 

women) struggling to juggle work and 

childcare, or to hard-working employees 

‘enjoying’ the slower pace of a WFH 

Friday. In these organisations, remote 

working had often carried negative 

connotations that sometimes affected 

team dynamics and trust. 

But with offices shut almost overnight, 

WFH became the new normal for 

everyone from the CEO to the office 

co-ordinator. While it is a challenge for 

those who have to balance a laptop 

on their knees in a cramped studio 

apartment, there are many advantages. 

strategy is still even relevant. Keeping 

the organisational fingers crossed until 

things are ‘back to normal’ is only a 

short-term fix and may even prove 

fatal over the longer term. How, then, 

can organisations learn through crisis? 

How can they adapt as they go along, 

adopting best practices from the new 

requirements and crafting them into the 

new strategy and ways of working? 

Step back and reconsider
If designing strategy and planning 

its execution is largely a left-brain 

process – one that demands analytical 

and methodical thinking – achieving 

long-term organisational resilience can 

benefit from a more emergent mindset 

of letting go in order to ask some 

fundamental questions such as why the 

organisation exists and what its purpose 

is. Gaining clarity here opens up space 

to consider an even more powerful 

question: what is the next normal for the 

organisation and its people?

During the process of letting go 

and recreating, past patterns of how 

colleagues work together across the 

organisation need to be challenged. 

Access to a reliable supply chain may 

have been cut off, or extreme financial 

cost controls or remote working 

introduced. To thrive rather than just 

survive through major disruption on 

this scale, it helps to reframe what is 

happening by looking through a lens 

that enables a revisioning of what might 

be possible in the future rather than 

what used to be practised in the past.

Forced to close, restaurants and 

cafes asked themselves: why do we 

exist and what are we here to do? This 

mindset allowed them to let go of their 

traditional channel to market (having 

customers on their premises) and offer 

instead a limited range of food and 

drink from their doorstep or by delivery. 

Even fine-dining became possible: 

customers are offered a part-cooked 

In fact, once the novelty and then 

the intensity of working in this new 

way stabilised, many appreciated the 

freedom it offers, the additional time to 

think, and the new and real connections 

that people gain with colleagues. 

In other words, technology was not 

viewed through the old lens, as an 

excuse to avoid visibility or accountability 

for delivering tasks. Instead, teams 

welcomed dogs, cats and children into 

online meetings and found new ways of 

doing things to create deeper personal 

connections and meaning. The idea 

that it takes 21 days to form a new habit 

seems to have held true.

New priorities
According to surveys and anecdotes, 

what has emerged from letting go of 

old ways of office-bound working is a 

set of principles about what people 

really need in their working lives from 

their organisation, their team and their 

manager: connection, communication, 

care and community. Resilient 

organisations stop to notice moments 

like this and then build what they have 

learnt into new ways of working.

In most organisations, working at 

home for all is not a long-term solution. 

But if remote working is reframed 

into ‘distributed teams’, it becomes 

possible to create the next normal. That 

restructuring could, for example, include 

keeping connection and community 

at the heart of treating all working 

locations on an equal basis whether 

that’s the home, the office or even a 

local hub office closer to home.

Strategic disruption by itself need not 

be the challenge. But a mindset that 

doesn’t allow space to ask fundamental 

questions and re-imagine the next 

normal may block off organisational 

resilience and future success. AB

Alison Young is a director of Leaders in 

Change. @Leader_Insights

Keeping the 
organisational 

fingers crossed 
until things 
are ‘back to 

normal’ is only a 
short-term fix
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Be yourself

Watch our video in which Dr Rob 
Yeung talks about understanding your 
personality at bit.ly/ACCA-RobYeung.

The right fit
How useful are personality tests when it comes to selecting and developing your 
people? Dr Rob Yeung looks into the reliability and validity of questionnaires

questionnaires have good reliability 

data but low validity in terms of 

predicting people’s interpersonal skills 

or performance.

No test measures personality 

perfectly – they only measure it more 

or less accurately. However, having 

good predictive validity separates 

more useful from less useful tests. 

Unfortunately, several well-known 

personality questionnaires have 

been criticised for their poor validity. 

For instance, the Myers-Briggs Type 

Indicator (MBTI) is described as 

being based on the theories of the 

psychoanalyst Carl Jung, but in 2018 

researchers in Germany and the UK 

headed by Richard Bailey raised doubts. 

A separate team led by the University of 

Ottawa’s John Hunsley concluded that 

‘the MBTI bears little correspondence 

to measures of vocational preferences 

and job performance’.

In contrast, substantial research 

evidence shows that personality is 

best assessed in terms of between 

five and seven dimensions. Perhaps 

the most researched modern 

classification measures extraversion, 

conscientiousness, openness to 

experience, emotional instability and 

agreeableness. Hundreds of studies 

show that these predict workplace 

outcomes such as job performance, 

aggression, delinquency and 

leadership potential.

Many organisations use personality 
tests in both selecting and developing 
people. However, some questionnaires 
are much more strongly grounded in 
scientific evidence than others.

When measuring the usefulness of 

any test, psychologists look at two 

properties: reliability and validity. 

Reliability is the extent to which a 

test’s results are reproducible; validity 

is the degree to which it correlates with 

valuable outcomes in the real world.

Reliability is important because 

personality is reasonably fixed by early 

adulthood and only changes gradually 

with life experience. People may feel 

more sociable, curious or aggressive 

on some days than others; however, a 

personality questionnaire should give 

us fairly reproducible or reliable results 

if we were to administer it several weeks 

or months apart.

Validity matters because a worthwhile 

personality questionnaire should 

correlate with outcomes such as current 

job performance or even predict 

future performance and behaviour. 

Some better tests predict emotional 

intelligence, leadership behaviour, rate 

of promotion and burnout.

A personality questionnaire can 

be reliable but not valid. Reliability 

is necessary but insufficient for a 

useful test. For example, we could 

measure the resting blood pressure 

of employees – and we would 

expect it to stay more or less the 

same over different days. Despite 

this reliability, though, it would not 

be a valid test of outcomes such 

as interpersonal skills or behaviour 

at work. In the same way, many 

Many 
questionnaires 

have good 
reliability data 

but low validity in 
terms of predicting 
interpersonal skills 

or performance
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More information

Dr Rob tweets @robyeung.

If you have a question for the talent 
clinic, email abeditor@accaglobal.com.

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

in person. Any advice on making the best of the 

situation and getting to know the team?

APhysical proximity accelerates and deepens 

  working relationships. Seeing people around 

the offi ce or bumping into them during breaks and lunchtimes can 

spark ideas and makes it easy for people to converse. To manage a virtual team, 

you will need to be more resourceful.

To begin with, consider holding a joint virtual meeting in which you introduce 

yourself to the whole team at the same time. Tell them about you, your background, 

and something of your values and life outside of work, too. Then set up one-to-one 

conversations to get to know each of your team. Allow plenty of time so you can 

learn about them both as employees and human beings. Aim to listen rather than 

speak. Enquire about what they each do and the issues that have frustrated them 

about their work. Also allow them (if they wish) to talk about their interests, families 

and pressures outside of work.

Ask how they each like to work and explain that you will try to accommodate their 

preferences and working patterns. The more your people feel that you care about 

them, the more invested they will be in your success.

Aim to have more frequent discussions than you would with an in-person team – 

sometimes these will be one-to-one, but also bring groups together when relevant. 

Also consider that employees working from home may prefer boundaries, so agree 

ground rules for when and how people should contact each other.

Tips for the top 
To what extent do you believe that most people would take advantage of you if they 

got the chance? This question measures cynicism – a tendency to expect that others 

will use exploitation, deception or other nasty behaviours to maximise their self-

interest. Cynics tend to experience more workplace confl ict and often believe they 

are right to be cynical because of mistreatment in the past. However, new research 

led by Olga Stavrova of Tilburg University suggests that cynical individuals may be 

both victims and perpetrators. Unsurprisingly, data confi rmed that 

individuals who experience disrespect tend to become more 

cynical. Also, cynical individuals themselves behave more 

negatively towards others – perhaps as a pre-emptive 

strike to protect themselves from being victimised. 

Unfortunately, this defensive strategy not only fails 

but backfi res: others who are treated cynically tend to 

respond negatively, which only reassures cynics that 

they should be more cynical. The implication: aim to 

be somewhat warmer and more trusting of others so 

that they treat you better in turn.

Dr Rob’s talent clinic

Q I have been offered a new job 

that will involve managing 

an entirely virtual team. All my 

interviews were online so I have not 

met my director or a single colleague 

Professor of psychology Adrian 

Furnham suggests that one reason for 

the MBTI’s continuing popularity 

is because it does not measure 

emotional instability, which allows 

its fans to say that the test makes 

no judgment about what is 

desirable versus undesirable – or 

right versus wrong.

Business school professors 

Randy Stein and Alexander 

Swan suggest that the MBTI is best 

considered ‘divorced from scientifi c 

process’. Some people do believe in 

so-called post-truth ideas that are not 

backed by robust data.

The results of even a robust 

personality test should be seen as 

hypotheses that a person has certain 

preferences and patterns of behaviour. 

A psychologist should ideally interview 

the individual to gather further 

evidence either to support or to refute 

the hypotheses generated by the 

questionnaire, mirroring the use of tests 

in medicine. 

Personality tests can add 

substantial value when used to 

evaluate candidates for director 

and executive level roles; they can 

also help people to identify strengths 

and blind spots. However, be sure 

to seek advice on choosing tests 

that are based on rigorous data 

rather than mere anecdote and 

personal beliefs. AB

Dr Rob Yeung is an organisational 

psychologist at leadership consulting 

fi rm Talentspace: talentspace.co.uk.
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The complete package 
We examine the role of a head of finance – healthcare contracts, the skills 
required, how to get into the specialism and where it can take you in your career

conditions or procedures and their own 

specialist clinicians. 

Key skills
Aside from financial management 

expertise, proven business acumen and 

the ability to negotiate best price and 

deliver income gains, adaptability is 

vital, alongside dealing with a complex 

operating framework. Also essential are 

solid stakeholder management skills and 

the ability to communicate with non-

financial professionals.

Getting in and getting on
There are a wide range of highly 

rewarding finance career options in 

healthcare, with the sector known for 

welcoming professionals from ‘outside’, 

be that from different industries or from 

parts of the world. Mutori, for instance, 

grew up in Zimbabwe but gained all his 

healthcare experience in the NHS. 

‘Having NHS experience gives you a 

bit of an advantage when applying for 

jobs in the sector,’ he says. ‘I worked 

as a contractor for many years, which 

gave me wide sector experience. This 

diversity was a crucial factor for me 

getting my current role.’

With the exposure to the ‘whole 

business’ that finance professionals 

garner, careers can extend beyond 

the finance function. ‘There are 

opportunities to move sideways into 

commissioning, policy and strategy,’ 

says Mutori. ‘You can easily move into 

other service sector roles. My ambition 

is to move into policy and strategy one 

day – I like shaping up things.’ AB

Neil Johnson, journalist

‘The coronavirus pandemic has changed 
the financial management landscape,’ 
says David Mutori FCCA. This is the 
view from the sharp end of the crisis: 
Mutori is head of finance – healthcare 
contracts at NHS Liverpool Clinical 
Commissioning Group in the UK. 

As national guidance on Covid-19 

changes, so too does the underpinning 

financial management framework. This 

is where the role of the public sector 

finance head truly comes into its own, 

stepping up to provide clarity, guidance 

and leadership across the organisation.

The role
The healthcare contracts finance head 

is a multidisciplined and challenging 

role, varying significantly between 

service providers and countries. They 

can oversee finance teams responsible 

for reporting clinical income and 

advising clinical teams of their financial 

positions, while ensuring income 

opportunities are maximised and 

providing advice for a broad spectrum 

of interdepartmental stakeholders. They 

also have to negotiate, agree, monitor 

and ensure the efficient delivery of 

high-value contracts, as well as advising 

the organisation on current and future 

financial implications of changes to 

legislation, national guidance, volumes, 

prices and so on to support planning.

Mutori works within a Clinical 

Commissioning Group (CCG) in 

the National Health Service (NHS), 

which is effectively a commissioner of 

healthcare. He compares his role to 

managing the finance department of 

an organisation that buys hundreds or 

thousands of product lines, but with 

the only difference being that in NHS 

commissioning, he deals with service 

lines. These are the units from which 

the services for a trust (a unit of NHS 

provision) are delivered, each with 

their own focus on particular medical 
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27% 
increase in hiring 
at US and UK Big 
Four firms in May, 
following a fall in 
recruitment at the 
start of the pandemic.
Source: Burning Glass

PwC recovery warning
Ireland needs to expand and improve 

its corporate recovery sector as it deals 

with the repercussions of the recession 

arising from the pandemic, says PwC 

Ireland managing partner Feargal 

O’Rourke. Writing in the Irish Times, 

O’Rourke said: ‘In Ireland, we seek 

to rescue only 3% to 5% of insolvent 

businesses. This figure is over 10% in the 

UK and closer to 25% in the US. We will 

need a dedicated rescue fund to invest 

in distressed businesses and to look at 

streamlining our examinership process.’ 

He added that the financial crisis can be 

used ‘as an opportunity to change some 

things in our economy and society for 

the better’, including through improving 

digital skills.

Apprenticeship scheme
A national accountancy apprenticeship 

programme has been designed to 

create 150 jobs. The Accounting 

Technicians Ireland apprenticeship 

is a funded, work-based learning 

programme in which locally-placed 

apprentices earn at least €19,700 a 

year. The scheme is backed by ACCA, 

and also by CIMA, CAI and CPA. 

Apprenticeships will be based in Dublin, 

Cork, Limerick, Monaghan, Galway, 

Wicklow and Waterford.

The view from
Ian Dillon FCCA, managing partner, Dillon Kelly Cregan, 
Dublin, on Covid-19 and small businesses

My role as managing 
partner has altered as a 
result of remote working by 
clients and our staff. How 

we now undertake audits 

and provide other services 

has absorbed considerable 

management time and 

required new thinking. I also manage 

employees’ expectations, remote 

schedules and wellbeing. We have all 

quickly got used to meeting via Zoom, 

Teams, etc. I think the response to these 

changes has been extremely positive. 

Many of these changes will carry into 

the future, with more people working 

remotely from home in a more flexible 

manner becoming the new normal.  

We are very proud of our statutory 
auditor status and intend to retain it 
so we can continue to provide clients 
with a full range of quality services. We 

constantly keep our ear to the ground 

for developments within the profession, 

technology and business to ensure we 

adopt best practice for clients and staff.  

The most important business lesson 
I have learned is to listen to and 
understand clients and staff. By 

getting to know and understand 

clients’ businesses, we can offer them 

better and more responsive quality of 

service. Clients value honesty, loyalty 

and simply being there for them as the 

most important qualities in their choice 

of accountant. Being focused on our 

staff’s expectations and creating team 

spirit within the workplace is key, and 

highly rewarding for both the firm and 

its employees. AB

Clients value 
honesty, loyalty 

and simply being 
there for them 

as the most 
important qualities 

in their choice 
of accountant

Dillon Kelly Cregan was 
established more than 
70 years ago and focuses 
on the SME sector. Our 

clients are typically owner-

managed or subsidiaries of 

international organisations, 

quoted and unquoted. We 

encourage our clients to think of us as 

problem-solvers and as a one-stop shop 

for their ongoing business needs. 

 

The Covid-19 pandemic has created 
immediate challenges for our clients 
that were impossible to predict or 
prepare for. Clients expect us to think 

outside the box in relation to support 

and problem-solving. 

One of the most consuming issues 
for clients at this difficult time is the 
government’s temporary wage subsidy 
scheme. Due to its initial complexity, we 

regularly communicated updated details 

about it and other government Covid-19 

support to clients. We have received 

positive feedback for keeping in touch 

with clients and updating them. 
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Let there be insight
Accountants supporting businesses to reposition themselves for a post-Covid future 
are using data analytics to drive decision-making, as Jamie Renehan FCCA explains

that enable companies to operate and 

serve customers remotely. Data analytics 

is one of the technologies that has 

risen to prominence as a way to help 

companies ensure that crucial decisions 

are properly informed. 

Digital transformation involves the 

use of emerging and rapidly changing 

The Covid-19 pandemic has caused 
massive disruption across many 
industries. The crisis is likely to 
have a lasting impact on the global 
economy, consumer behaviour 
and technology adoption, not to 
mention its seismic human and social 
implications. Businesses are being 

forced to make tough decisions within 
short timeframes in order to adapt 
and prepare to face what many are 
referring to as the ‘new normal’.

Restrictions implemented by 

governments to prevent the spread 

of the virus have precipitated a frantic 

adoption of new applications and tools 
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people analytics, risk management, 

cashflow management, anomaly 

detection and demand forecasting.

Insight over instinct
Many leaders are unsure what decisions 

they must take to steer their companies 

through the pandemic, juggling 

concerns for the wellbeing of their 

workforce with the need to meet new 

government guidance and regulations. 

While many will have a gut feel for the 

actions they should take, data-driven 

decision-making can help companies 

respond to challenging circumstances in 

a more holistic way. 

Informed decisions based on 

insights from data analytics methods 

can help senior managers navigate 

the uncertainty of rapidly changing 

environments. The abrupt onset 

of Covid-19 has changed both 

the priorities and the behaviour of 

consumers, many of whom are no 

longer working, shopping or spending 

their leisure time in the same way as 

before. Data analytics can help track 

behaviour change, identifying patterns 

in consumers and markets.

As in any crisis, key decisions need to 

be made with limited information and 

under time pressure. Governments and 

companies are using publicly available 

open datasets such as the Covid-19 case 

technologies such as cloud computing 

and data analytics to improve 

performance, solve problems and 

change the way in which organisations 

deliver value to their customers. Prior 

to the onset of the current pandemic, 

digital transformation was a top 

priority for many companies across 

the globe, as companies sought to 

make innovations in their products and 

services tailored to users’ needs and 

to enter new markets. Recent events 

have made it a business imperative to 

embrace technology simply to survive 

and adapt to the pressures and changes 

the pandemic has generated.

In recent years, large accountancy 

firms have built impressive data analytics 

and cloud computing capabilities to 

help them deliver value-added services 

to their clients. Many smaller practices 

have not had the resources to develop 

the offerings needed to service their 

clients in these key areas. However, 

now more than ever, businesses 

need expert advice and guidance to 

help them navigate the challenges 

awaiting them in the new normal. 

There is an opportunity here for smaller 

accountancy firms to provide that 

leadership and guidance by supporting 

clients to embrace digital technologies.

Many accountants are already 

helping their clients adopt cloud-based 

accounting software such as Xero, 

FreshBooks and QuickBooks, which 

offer seamless integration with Microsoft 

Power BI, Tableau, Alteryx and other 

powerful data analytics tools. These 

tools empower clients to analyse and 

visualise data using an easy drag-and-

drop interface. Insightful reports and 

dashboards can be built to track the 

key financial metrics that allow clients to 

understand what is happening with their 

business and act accordingly. 

Data analytics is an expanding field. 

More advanced methods include 

robotic process automation (RPA), 

data from Johns Hopkins University’s 

Coronavirus Resource Center to plan 

the reopening and recovery of their 

nations and businesses. 

Financial institutions are using data 

analytics to understand the impact 

of the crisis on their customers’ 

financial health and help them make 

decisions about the support they 

require while undergoing financial 

hardship. Companies can use data 

analytics to generate business and 

recovery scenarios based on forecasts 

and predictions of the impact of 

the crisis on operations, resources, 

products, services, supply and demand. 

Businesses are using data analytics 

to support workforce planning and 

make decisions about how quickly they 

can rehire workers. Companies can 

use text analytics and survey insights 

to understand the issues facing staff 

and customers, along with identifying 

proactive ways to address them.

Accountants who do not have the 

necessary resources or skills in data 

analytics in-house can still play an 

important role here, acting as enablers 

or translators and connecting their 

clients with domain experts, consultancy 

partners and technology vendors. 

They can provide further direction by 

facilitating in-house or online training, 

by recommending agencies that can 

support the hiring of analytics talent, 

and by encouraging clients to network 

and attend virtual industry events.

Adding data analytics expertise to the 

practice’s services gives accountants 

the opportunity to deepen their 

relationships with clients. By helping 

clients utilise data to extract insights 

that will drive actions leading to positive 

business outcomes, they will be able to 

demonstrate convincingly why they are 

trusted business advisers. AB

Jamie Renehan FCCA leads Bank of 

Ireland’s advanced analytics team.

Accountants 
without in-house 

data analytics 
resources can still 
play an important 
role as enablers or 

translators for their 
business clients
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Audit during a pandemic
Going concern, audit evidence and accounting estimates are just some of the key 
issues auditors around the world are responding to during the Covid-19 crisis

Accounting standards of particular 

relevance to the crisis that are 

highlighted by the report include:

* ISA 315 (Revised), Identifying 
and Assessing the Risks of 
Material Misstatement through 
Understanding the Entity and 
its Environment. For audits that 

are under way relating to periods 

that end after 31 December 2019, 

the impact of Covid-19 is likely to 

require the auditor to revisit their 

risk assessment and the proposed 

response to identified risks. At the 

same time, the pandemic is likely 

to be a ‘triggering’ event, requiring 

more frequent impairment testing 

and greater scepticism.

* ISA 330, The Auditor’s Responses 
to Assessed Risks. Covid-19 in 

many cases will require auditors 

to consider if the design and 

implementation of their responses 

to the identified risks is still relevant 

or needs to be revised.

* ISA 500, Audit Evidence. Where 

it is not possible to obtain 

sufficient appropriate audit 

evidence regarding the existence 

and condition of inventory by 

performing alternative audit 

procedures, auditors will need to 

consider the implications for their 

audit opinion.

* ISA 540 (Revised), Auditing 
Accounting Estimates and 
Related Disclosures. Uncertainty 

in the light of Covid-19 creates 

challenges for management, and 

auditors are reminded they should 

remain sceptical when assessing 

management’s judgments.

Based on practical experiences 
shared by members of ACCA’s Global 
Forum for Audit and Assurance, a 
new report, The impact of Covid-19 
on audit and assurance: Challenges 
and considerations, shines a light on 
a number of areas that auditors are 
required to focus on during these 
challenging times.

Antonis Diolas, ACCA’s head of audit 

and assurance, says: ‘Audit hasn’t 

stopped because of Covid-19 – auditors 

are still providing their services. But 

we need to focus on what the practical 

challenges are, and what needs to be 

considered when dealing with them.’

Diolas acknowledges that the auditing 

profession has already travelled some 

way down the road to embracing 

digitally transformative processes 

ahead of the Covid-19 crisis. As a result, 

auditors around the world have been 

able to adapt their processes effectively 

when face-to-face meetings and audit 

inspections are ruled out under various 

lockdown requirements.

‘A non-face-to-face environment 

showcases that audit can be carried out 

if both sides are working towards the 

same goal,’ Diolas says.

Key areas
The report identifies eight major areas 

where auditors need to consider, or 

reconsider, how their work has been or 

will be affected by the pandemic. The 

areas are:

* identifying and assessing risks of 

material misstatement

* auditor’s response to assessed risks

* audit evidence

* auditing accounting estimates

‘Audit hasn’t 
stopped because 
of Covid-19. We 

need to focus on 
what the practical 

challenges are’

* subsequent events

* going concern

* modifications to the audit 

report opinion

* emphases of matter in the 

audit report.

The ACCA report brings together 

responses from regulators and audit and 

accounting standard-setting bodies, 

such as the International Auditing and 

Assurance Standards Board (IAASB), 

with guidance on how particular 

standards should be applied during the 

coronavirus crisis.

Audit evidence will be high up on any 

auditor’s list of concerns as they work on 

March and June financial year-ends, as 

well as any interim reports they may be 

asked to carry out. 

‘This is the key consideration and 

challenge, and can take various forms,’ 

says Diolas. ‘Stocktakes will be more 

challenging, and auditors may not be 

able to physically observe the process. 

Everything will need to be accessed 

remotely and electronically – some 

audited entities will be able to cope 

with this, but others might not.’
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* ISA 705 (Revised), Modifications to 
the Opinion on the Independent 
Auditor’s Report. The uncertainty 

caused by Covid-19 and the 

challenges that auditors are currently 

facing in obtaining sufficient 

appropriate audit evidence could 

result in modifications to the 

auditor’s opinion.

* ISA 706 (Revised), Emphasis of 
Matter Paragraph and Other 
Matter Paragraphs in the 
Independent Auditor’s Report. The 

uncertainty caused by Covid-19 

is likely to result in many auditors 

having to include an emphasis of 

matter or other matter paragraph 

in their report highlighting the 

uncertainty caused by Covid-19.

The ACCA report looks in detail at each 

of these situations, offering guidance 

and links to helpful resources. 

* ISA 560, Subsequent Events. The 

Covid-19 outbreak was treated 

as a non-adjusting post-balance 

sheet event by most entities with 

December 2019 year-ends, but there 

is more doubt about whether for 

January or February reporting dates 

the consequences are adjusting or 

non-adjusting events.

* ISA 570 (Revised), Going Concern. 

Going concern is probably the 

most challenging area for both 

management and auditors 

because of the uncertainty caused 

by Covid-19. It is management’s 

responsibility to assess whether the 

going concern basis for accounting 

is appropriate, and for auditors to 

obtain sufficient appropriate audit 

evidence and conclude on the 

appropriateness of management’s 

use of the going concern basis.

The auditor’s opinion report will be an 

area of particular scrutiny. While auditors 

will not want to give qualified opinions 

‘just to be on the safe side’, there will 

be some issues, such as opinions on 

going concern or the impracticability 

of observing stock counts, that will 

create difficulties for auditors. Diolas 

expects to see more emphasis of matter 

statements in the auditor’s opinion, 

in much the same way as during the 

financial crisis in the last decade.

While the report will be of use to 

all auditors, it will be of particular 

interest to small and medium-sized 

practices that may not have the depth 

of resources available to the very largest 

practices. But, as Diolas points out, they 

will need to carry out the audit work all 

the same. AB

Philip Smith, journalist
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Carry on marketing

Firms that continue marketing and advertising through the Covid-19 crisis will reap 
the rewards when businesses start to spend again, explains Jason Ball 

damaging effect on a fi rm’s bottom line 

because, while your fi rm is out of sight 

and out of mind, your competitors – 

who are (spoiler alert) following the third 

route – are staying visible and building 

an unassailable lead. What’s required is 

a change in tack.

Back to real marketing
For some time, much of accountancy 

fi rm marketing has been a numbers 

game, focused on chasing prospects 

that are as ready to buy as possible. 

It’s a strategy that has been driven, 

Just like their clients, fi rms will be 
exercising restraint and prudence 
as we experience the economic 
aftershock of Covid-19.

 Your marketing people will be 

leading your fi rm down one of three 

possible routes. The fi rst: to continue 

with the same strategy of generating 

and converting leads. In the current 

climate, this is the mother of all tasks. 

We fi nd ourselves facing a situation 

where a vanishingly small number of 

businesses are buying anything that 

isn’t mission-critical. As a result, leads 

have all but dried up. (The exceptions 

will be with those clients who’ve had a 

spectacular falling out with their current 

fi rm or where the fi rm itself has ceased 

to exist.)

 The second route is to slash your 

marketing and advertising budgets, 

go ‘dark’ and disappear from view 

until budget can be fully restored. For 

fi rms in dire straits, this option may be 

unavoidable. For others, however, it’s 

simply a rash overreaction. 

 Business reactions to past recessions 

tell us that going dark is likely to have a 
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Top tips
Here are some pointers to guide your thinking:

* What does your firm’s brand really stand for – who are you at your core and why 

should that matter to clients?

* Be clear about what success looks like in the medium and long term – what do 

you want to achieve as a firm and what part should marketing play?

* To grow market share, you’ll need a greater share of voice than your current 

share of market – this is called excess share of voice (ESOV).

* When it comes to media, go direct to publications/sites if you can and buy 

quality over quantity – avoid anything that comes with big promises and 

opaque methods.

 

the more important as a source of 

trust when they are being bombarded 

by offers from desperate vendors. 

If your firm has worked hard to stay 

distinctive and visible and is continually 

demonstrating relevance and value 

through quality content, your brand will 

be front of mind.

 As we all know, it takes many months 

(sometimes years) to get a new client to 

sign a contract. That calls for a long-

term approach to marketing. So, the 

focus of every firm right now should be 

on growing your brand, being distinctive 

and memorable, and showing how 

you’re helping real-world clients make 

progress in the things that really matter, 

and amidst a crisis.

While you are likely to continue to 

create tactical content – how to take 

partly, by pressure from higher-ups, who 

expect to see a return on investment, 

and who view new clients and increased 

sales as the only appropriate returns. It’s 

an approach that works fine in a market 

where leads are plentiful. But now, 

they’re anything but.

 This climate forces a new strategy, 

a third path: one that demands your 

marketing people reconnect with their 

traditional role of brand-building, 

and creating and nurturing long-term 

demand (which is very different from 

short-term leads).

 Companies, albeit now more risk-

averse, still buy services and switch 

suppliers during downturns. But brand 

visibility and credibility become all 

advantage of government schemes, 

etc – you’ll need to balance this with 

higher level material that focuses on 

longer term brand differentiation. 

This will be the content that reflects 

the firm’s unique worldview. It will 

focus less on what you do and more 

on how you do it and, ultimately, 

why. Importantly, it will still be 

totally focused on clients and their  

real-world challenges.

  

Seize the opportunity
A new survey by Marketing Week found 

that 14% of B2B companies are already 

‘seizing the opportunity’ and investing 

more in marketing. And history tells us 

these brands are likely to outperform 

the competition. When McGraw-Hill 

looked at sales in 600 companies 

between 1980 and 1985, it found those 

that maintained or increased their 

advertising spend during the 1981-82 

recession had significantly higher sales 

than those that didn’t.

Now is not the time to underestimate 

the power of marketing. Firms taking a 

long-term view, and taking advantage 

of lower-cost advertising opportunities, 

stand to thrive both during and beyond 

the recession. AB

Jason Ball is founder of B2B marketing 

specialist Considered Content and 

managed content service Prolific.

Brand visibility 
becomes all 

the more 
important when 

companies are 
being bombarded 

by offers from 
desperate vendors
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Debt advance for Digicel
Telecoms operator Digicel is making 

progress on a debt restructuring that 

includes negotiating a scheme of 

arrangement in the Bermuda courts to 

liquidate one of its holding companies. 

A Chapter 15 filing has been made 

in the US to recognise the scheme. A 

group spokesman said the move was 

part of a ‘comprehensive deleveraging’ 

of the company, with a US$1.6bn haircut 

for bondholders ‘already accepted 

by the overwhelming majority of 

its noteholders’. Digicel, which was 

founded by Irish billionaire businessman 

Denis O’Brien, has also announced a 

partial network sharing joint venture 

with French telco Iliad to cut overheads. 

Revenue v Perrigo
Revenue has defended in court its claim 

for €1.64bn in back tax from Perrigo 

arising from the sale of intellectual 

property in the drug Tysabri by Irish 

company Elan to Biogen. Perrigo bought 

Elan several months after the Tysabri 

sale through a corporate inversion and 

became tax-domiciled in Ireland. Perrigo 

treated the Tysabri proceeds as trading 

income rather than a chargeable gain, 

and argued the claim involved ‘a very 

high level of unfairness’. No judgement 

had been made as AB went to press.

The view from
Val Baynes FCCA, executive manager financial control, 
Commonwealth Bank of Australia, Sydney

now in a core finance role, 

looking after teams that run 

financial control operations.

In 2012, some friends 
and I set up an expats’ 
rugby club, Sydney Irish 
RFC. It offered us another 

social anchor point in Sydney and 

a way to connect with the broader 

Irish community. Through the process 

we learned about and gained great 

connections across the Irish business 

and social community in Australia. I 

coach the women’s team at the club 

– they’re eager and great fun to be 

involved with. If I weren’t an accountant, 

I think I might be a rugby coach.

 

Covid-19 is tough, with many unknown 
factors adding to everyone’s stress 
levels. I focus on supporting my team 

as best as possible. Our company has 

offered great support to customers too, 

giving everyone a real sense of focus, 

while navigating the uncertainty. 

 

I enjoy team challenges most. There 

is very little you can achieve as an 

individual in most organisations. There’s 

nothing better than closing out a 

significant piece of work you’ve been 

involved in with a group of great people. 

I have a 15-month-old son, so I’m 
learning loads about parenting. Of 

course, we miss our family and friends 

in Ireland, but we’re very lucky to 

have facilities such as video calls and 

instant messaging available. That said, 

I am really looking forward to when 

international travel reopens! AB

There’s nothing 
better than 

closing out a 
significant piece 

of work you’ve 
been involved in 

with a group of 
great people

I’ve always been fascinated 
with numbers and 
balance, and my father 
is an accountant too, so 
accountancy felt like a great 
fit. However, my first summer 

job was as a labourer in 

construction. I learned how 

rewarding a hard day’s work can be.

I grew up in Galway and worked in a 
number of businesses in Ireland before 
moving to Australia in 2011. Working 

in Ireland through the recession taught 

me a lot about making decisions in a 

tough commercial context and how to 

be personally resilient. Those skills were 

a significant contributor in landing a 

job in Australia, and also helped me to 

integrate into a new environment.

 

A key development in my career 
was leading a team whose functions 
included sales, business relationship 
management and operations. It was 

a huge learning curve, but I wanted 

to develop new skills that would be 

transferable whatever path I chose. I’m 

49% 
of CFOs 
globally are 
considering 
making remote 
working a permanent 
option.
Source: PwC
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Braced for turbulence

The travel restrictions imposed by Covid-19 have left Ireland’s aviation finance sector 
struggling to navigate a future path, as flights are grounded around the world

the collapse in passenger numbers over 

the past few months. While the pressure 

to curb emissions and grow sustainably 

will undoubtedly remain key challenges 

in the years ahead, the most pressing 

question in 2020 is whether commercial 

aviation will survive at all in any form 

familiar to us.

A definitive answer here is impossible, 

according to Chris Brown, director for 

strategy and aviation, KPMG, who points 

to dozens of variables in play, including 

‘whether social distancing means empty 

middle-seats; if quarantine periods 

remain in place between countries; 

whether airlines raise prices and fly 

fewer routes; or which airlines don’t 

make it out the other side’.

Financial crises typically ratchet up 

pressure for structural reforms, and 

Brown sees a possible watershed 

moment here too. Most prominently, 

Despite its central role in our lives, 
aviation has proved notoriously 
susceptible to economic tailspins and 
consumer whims over the years, with 
flagship carriers skidding between 
bankruptcy and bailout, buffeted 
on the crosswinds of a burgeoning 
budget-flight sector and environmental 
concerns. But in 2020, the industry has 
come up against its most implacable 
foe yet. In April, the International Air 
Transport Association (IATA) predicted 
that revenue loss in the sector this 
year as a result of Covid-19 would hit 
US$314bn, a fall of 44% on 2019. 

Just a few months ago it all seemed 

so very different, with a decade of 

expansion in prospect. PwC’s 2020 

aviation report, The end of the 
innocence?, released in January, showed 

the industry’s confidence resting on 

seemingly solid ground. In it, aviation 

The most pressing 
question in 

2020 is whether 
commercial 

aviation will 
survive at all in any 
form familiar to us

finance expert Dick Forsberg declared: 

‘Global commercial aviation has been 

in a positive, expansive and profitable 

state for a decade, experiencing a 

longer bull run than in almost every 

previous industry cycle.’ 

Ironically, it was this very expansion 

that has left the sector so vulnerable to 
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Empty skies?
Possible post-pandemic outcomes 

for the aviation sector and the flight 

experience include:

* Fewer airlines. Only airlines with the 

strongest balance sheets or state 

bailout money survive.

* Fewer routes. Consolidation leads 

to a focus on profitable routes. 

* Higher airfares. Social distancing 

measures drive steep price rises. 

* Slower boarding. Social distancing 

measures turn flight boarding into a 

process that lasts for hours.

* Surging demand. After the 

lockdown, determined to make up 

for lost holidays with extra trips and 

splurges, millions of consumers 

engage in ‘revenge travel’.

* Innovation. Wholly new approaches 

to the travel experience emerge 

from a mix of competitive offers, 

creative thinking and IT.

Parked by the pandemic: Ryanair 
passenger jets lined up on the 
tarmac at Dublin airport.

it will bounce back.’ He adds: ‘This will 

also be a period of opportunity in the 

sector, and a lot of investors will see 

this as a good time to get in, which in 

the long term is likely to be good for 

Ireland, given the amount of talent and 

capability we have here.’ 

While most analysts agree that lower 

passenger numbers are a certainty when 

flying resumes, the impact on airfares 

is harder to predict. Slattery says they 

are like to rise significantly, particularly 

as many airlines had been operating at 

a loss in a deeply competitive sector. 

But Brown warns: ‘Given there is no 

shortage of aircraft, any aggressive price 

rises or unmet demand will invariably 

see new airlines emerge.’

Equally unpredictable is consumer 

behaviour. Brown says: ‘Before Covid-19 

struck, we saw the climate agenda 

growing in prominence. Reduced 

spending power, reacclimatisation to 

domestic holidays and mass adaptation 

to remote meeting technology could 

collectively combine to undermine the 

traditional link between global GDP 

growth and air passenger growth.’

Against that, the phenomenon of 

‘revenge travel’ (consumers making up 

for lost holidays), already experienced 

in China, may well swiftly resurrect 

demand when circumstances allow.

Opportunity takes off 
If Covid-19 has been a great equaliser 

in grounding the industry, it will be 

no surprise that at least one airline is 

determined to get a jump on its rivals 

when restrictions lift. While Ryanair is 

expecting to make 3,000 pilots and 

cabin crew redundant on the back of 

heavy losses this year, CEO Michael 

O’Leary says he sees a ‘once-in-a-

lifetime’ opportunity for the budget 

airline to grow strongly in 2021. 

O’Leary has been critical about 

self-isolation rules for visitors to 

Ireland, keenly aware that any return to 

there will be intense pressure in the EU 

to link any state aid for national carriers 

to robust climate objectives, but there 

are opportunities beyond this. ‘From a 

greenhouse gas emissions perspective, 

an airline cost base perspective, or a 

customer journey time perspective, 

European airspace can be less efficient 

than its US counterpart,’ he says. 

Major reform, though, ‘would 

require more common standards, 

interoperability of systems and 

procedures, and ultimately the likes of 

France and Germany being comfortable 

pooling management of their airspace, 

as well as multiple EU states reallocating 

key military airspace’, he says, adding 

that such moves seem currently unlikely.

Irish exposure
Ireland’s central position in global 

aircraft leasing leaves it heavily exposed 

to the challenges facing the sector. Irish 

lessors own over 60% of the world’s 

leased aircraft, according to employer 

association Ibec, and it describes the 

sector as a flagship for Ireland’s capacity 

to be a global leader in finance.

Speaking to RTE in late May, Dómhnal 

Slattery, CEO of leasing company 

Avolon, described the current crisis 

as one of ‘epic proportions’, with 90% 

of the world’s commercial aircraft 

grounded, and up to 4,000 planes set 

for mothballing. With revenue having 

evaporated, 80% of airlines are seeking 

deferrals to leasing arrangements, he 

said, pointing to a future in which ‘there 

will be no winners, just survivors’.

Kieran O’Brien, partner for aviation 

advisory at KPMG, says consolidation 

in the leasing sector ‘would likely see 

some jobs at risk. But even though this 

cycle feels different when we’re in it, 

we know aviation finance is cyclical and 

normality in the skies relies on consumer 

confidence and mobility on the ground. 

He is not alone. IATA has called on 

governments not to ‘make a slow 

recovery more difficult with quarantine 

measures’ and expressed the hope that, 

with the right approach, flights could be 

back to 2019 levels by the end of 2022.

There may be simply too many 

factors at work to say whether 2020 

has delivered a killer blow to aviation 

or provided the stimulus for a shift in 

direction. However, the sector has a 

track record in defying the odds. The 

consumer thirst for travel, fed by two 

decades of cheap flights, is also unlikely 

to have been quenched by a few 

months of lockdown. Expect delays and 

turbulence certainly, but also an industry 

that will make every effort to take off 

and fly high once more. AB

Donal Nugent, journalist
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Must try harder
The quality of reporting under the Integrated Reporting Framework has been slipping, 
but it is a key way to help tackle risks such as those posed by the Covid-19 crisis

The prevalence of annual reports 

labelled as integrated reports has risen 

steadily since 2016 which, Insights into 
IR 4 says, ‘may represent a widening 

recognition of the concept and the IR 

Framework’ beyond active proponents 

of IIRC (see graphic, left). There has 

also been a fall in the use of ‘less 

appropriate terms’ such as ‘sustainability 

reports’ and ‘corporate social 

responsibility reports’, which may have 

a narrower aim than integrated reports. 

There are also more references to other 

reporting protocols, notably the Global 

Reporting Initiative and the Task Force 

on Climate-related Financial Disclosures 

(TCFD), as a way of providing IR-

complementary information. 

In contrast to the trend in corporate 

Investors and other stakeholders want 
to find ways to improve corporate 
reporting beyond the core financial 
statements. Driven in part by 
climate change, the trend is likely to 
accelerate as a result of demand for 
information about Covid-19’s effect 
on businesses. 

The ultimate aim is to find a 

consistent way of providing non-

financial information to give a complete 

statement of a company’s position, 

performance and prospects. Integrated 

reporting (IR) and the IR Framework 

developed by the International 

Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC), is 

an established and important element 

of that journey.

IIRC reckons that 2,000 or so large 

businesses have so far adopted IR. But a 

new report from ACCA in collaboration 

with IIRC has found that while the 

prevalence of IR has increased since 

2016, there is still work to be done on 

the quality of that reporting.

The ACCA report, Insights into 
integrated reporting 4.0: The story so 
far, summarises the findings of IIRC’s 

annual reviews into the integrated 

reporting of 48 members of IIRC’s 

Business Network. Insights into IR 4 
provides a snapshot of the current 

state of integrated reporting and 

charts progress since 2016, when 

IIRC started reviewing reports.

IR recognition grows
Corporate reports identified as ‘integrated’ or IR Framework-compliant

2016

51% 58% 76% 73%
59% 76% 78% 83%

Integrated report Following IR Framework

2017 2018 2019
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Good Governance Academy
Entities interested in the latest thinking on IR might like to see discussions hosted by 

The Good Governance Academy (GGA). 

The body, established in March 2019, garners thought leadership internationally 

on critical governance and business science issues of public interest and shares them 

with professionals, students and practitioners for the public good.

 The GGA, whose patron is chair emeritus of the International Integrated Reporting 

Council Professor Mervyn King, holds two colloquia a year on vital governance and 

business science issues. The first colloquium discussed value creation in a sustainable 

manner; the second, effective leadership; and the latest, held in May, was on 

integrated thinking and doing an integrated report. 

You can find the presentations and content from all the colloquia at 

goodgovernance.academy.

Quality concern
Overall scores out of 5 for the quality of integrated reports

relatively new system of reporting at the 

start,’ says Insights into IR 4, ‘and the 

expectation would be that as companies 

developed their integrated thinking 

and gained experience, their reporting 

would improve.’

While companies are performing well 

in some areas of the IR Framework – 

such as the description of the business 

and its context, the strategy of the 

organisation, and risk – the quality has 

fallen in others, such as the outlook for 

the business, value creation over the 

shorter and longer term, and statement 

of responsibility for the reports.

This last requirement, says Insights 
into IR 4, is the one that has been 

consistently least well done. The IR 

Framework requires a statement from 

those charged with governance that 

2016

3.47
2017

3.42

2018

3.24
2019

3.16

reporting, integrated reports are 

becoming more concise (they have 

fewer pages); external assurance is also 

increasingly the norm. While the IR 

Framework does not require assurance, 

IIRC has said external assurance can 

enhance trust. External assurance 

for non-audit aspects rose from 46% 

of integrated reports in 2016 to 63% 

in 2019, although it often applied to 

KPIs only.

Insights into IR 4 also looks in detail at 

the take-up of TCFD recommendations. 

It notes references to TCFD 

recommendations rose from 19% of all 

reports reviewed in 2018 to 38% in 2019. 

‘It’s clear that there has been a 

great deal of progress,’ says Richard 

Martin, head of corporate reporting at 

ACCA and author of Insights into IR 4. 

‘Companies are attempting to follow 

the principles of the IR Framework and 

are providing useful information in 

shorter reports that are more accessible 

to users, which is very positive.’

There is some concern about the 

quality of compliance with the IR 

Framework. Reviewers were asked to 

assess quality against the requirements 

of the framework on a scale of 1 to 

a fully compliant 5. While overall 

scores across the entire sample have 

exceeded 3 since 2016, the average 

rating fell from 3.47 in 2016 to 3.16 in 

2019 (see graphic below). ‘This is a 

disappointing result given that IR was a 

acknowledges their responsibility to 

ensure the integrity of the integrated 

report, that they have applied their 

collective mind to preparation and 

presentation, and their opinion about 

whether the report is presented in 

accordance with the framework. ‘In 

many cases no responsibility statement 

of any sort is included, and in others the 

sign-off may fall short of meeting all the 

elements [required].’

Insights into IR 4 sees evidence of 

significant progress in aspects of IR 

since 2016, although the apparent 

decline in quality is a concern. It 

concludes that some challenges (such 

as the lack of responsibility statements) 

seem easily remedied, but others 

(such as the lack of a clear explanation 

that links strategy and performance 

measures, and the inclusion of more 

forward-looking information) are not just 

difficult to improve but are also ‘much 

more fundamental to better reporting’.

If the implementation of IR is 

extended through the actions of 

regulators, adds Insights into IR 4, many 

businesses will be looking for examples 

of best practice. IIRC’s latest review 

will be essential in highlighting the 

challenges adopters are dealing with. AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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In response to EU efforts to deter money laundering, Ireland has moved swiftly to 
implement a register of benefi cial ownership. But is it simply a box-ticking exercise?

according to accountability organisation 

Global Witness. The European 

Commission is showing increasing 

impatience with delays on the matter. 

In a report published in May, it criticised 

the Netherlands for its lack of a 

properly functioning RBO, which it said 

contributed to aggressive tax planning. 

Legislation to create one has been 

beset by delays in the Dutch parliament.

Filing concerns
Ireland’s RBO, which operates entirely 

online, had a fi ling deadline of 22 

November 2019, which was relatively 

generous given its July launch. 

Compliance, however, was characterised 

by a last-minute approach with some 

alarm raised in the media in mid-

November when offi cial fi gures pointed 

When the Company Registration 
Offi ce (CRO) launched the Register 
of Benefi cial Ownership (RBO) in July 
last year, many will have been aware 
that its origins lay in efforts to fi ght 
money laundering and, specifi cally, EU 
directives on the matter. 

The 4th EU Anti Money Laundering 

Directive defi ned a benefi cial owner 

as a natural person who controls a 

minimum of 25% of a company’s share 

capital, directly or indirectly, with the 

Brussels measures having the goal, as 

noted by the CRO, of ‘deterring money 

laundering and terrorist fi nancing’, as 

well as sanctioning those who hide 

ownership or control of companies or 

societies for illegal activities.

Less well appreciated is the fact 

that the origins of the directive and 

the RBO lie closer to home, at the 

unlikely location of Lough Erne. It was 

at the Northern Ireland beauty spot, 

where G8 leaders famously met in 

2013, that international coordination 

on transparency around benefi cial 

ownership was fi rst agreed. Given this 

background, it may be fi tting that the 

UK brought particular leadership to the 

process when, in 2016, it became the 

fi rst EU and OECD country to set up an 

RBO. In doing so, it also established 

the precedent of making details of the 

register available to the public. 

The 5th EU Anti Money Laundering 

Directive gave all EU countries until 

January 2020 to create their own RBOs. 

However, progress on this to date has 

been ‘at best patchy with only fi ve 

having fully and properly done so’, 

Rightful owner
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Data delivery
Availability of company ownership 
information varies considerably across 
different jurisdictions.

* EU countries (plus UK) with freely 
accessible RBOs:
Bulgaria, Denmark, Latvia, 

Luxembourg, Slovenia and the UK

* EU countries where users must pay 
to access RBOs:
Austria, Belgium, Estonia, Finland, 

Germany, Ireland and Sweden

* EU countries with no RBOs or 
where RBOs cannot be accessed:
Cyprus, Greece, Hungary, Italy, 

Lithuania, Malta, the Netherlands 

and Slovakia.

Source: Globalwitness.org (March 2020)

Gardaí and Criminal Assets Bureau, 

and organisations such as the Law 

Society or the Bar Council, have access 

to almost all RBO information, subject 

to some safeguards. Businesses that 

need to undertake customer due 

diligence, such as banks and law fi rms, 

have access to more limited information, 

while the public may view the register’s 

basic details.

As to the value of the RBO in terms 

of deterring or detecting money 

laundering, Metcalfe says it remains an 

open question: ‘Organisations such as 

the Criminal Assets Bureau (CAB) may 

fi nd it very helpful in their inquiries. 

However, given the speed at which 

cases make their way through the 

courts, which is delayed even further in 

the current environment, it is probably 

too early to tell.’

While few experts would dispute 

the assertion of Global Witness that 

‘anonymously owned companies are 

one of the key tools used by money 

launderers and tax evaders’, some 

observers argue that the value of RBOs 

ultimately hinge on the resources 

governments attach to them rather 

than who can access them. Writing on 

the anti-corruption website The FCPA 

Blog, Canadian lawyer Martin Kenney 

challenges the idea that transparency 

in itself is key to the value of RBOs. 

‘Transparency campaigners regularly 

to just 21% of companies registering. By 

the end of the month a different picture 

emerged and, according to a CRO 

statement at the time, compliance was 

running at 70% of companies and 47% 

of industrial and provident societies, 

with a signifi cant backlog to be 

processed. While technical diffi culties 

appeared to hamper some applications, 

the Department of Finance declined to 

extend the deadline. 

The implications of non-compliance 

are certainly onerous, extending to 

fi nes of up to €500,000 in the most 

extreme situations, but there is no 

evidence to date of any such penalties 

being imposed.

Proof of identity
Nick Metcalfe, corporate governance 

and compliance partner, Mason Hayes 

and Curran LLP, was among those 

closely following the RBO at its launch 

phase. Aside from the challenges 

presented by the surge in fi lings as 

the deadline loomed, he identifi es 

the proof of identify requirement for 

non-Irish residents as one that raised 

some concerns. ‘People who didn’t have 

personal public service (PPS) numbers 

were required to verify their identity by 

completing a form and being sworn 

to it by a notary,’ he says. ‘There were 

some concerns from benefi cial owners 

in overseas jurisdictions that this might 

lead to them accepting additional 

liability of some kind.’ The issue was 

further compounded in jurisdictions 

where there is no equivalent of a 

notary. ‘We would have encountered 

some initial consternation until the 

background and purpose of the RBO 

were explained. Workarounds in terms of 

proof of identity were achieved in certain 

jurisdictions and people were satisfi ed 

to comply.’

Access to the information held by 

the RBO in Ireland is made available 

on a tiered basis. Bodies such as the 

point to the UK Companies House 

UBO [RBO] registry as a model of 

transparency,’ he says, but adds that 

criticism that UK companies are used 

to launder corrupt wealth remains 

steadfast since its launch. He pointed 

to a 2017 Transparency International 

report that found that just six members 

of staff were charged with policing and 

providing oversight to over four million 

companies in the UK.

Metcalfe agrees that ‘like any law, the 

effectiveness of the RBO regulations 

will be dependent to some extent on 

their enforcement’, but believes ‘the 

additional transparency which the 

Irish regulations (which require the 

disclosure of more information than 

their UK equivalent) impose is not to 

be understated’.

The creation of the RBO has certainly 

seen Ireland deliver on its requirements 

as an EU member state, but only time 

will tell whether it proves a box-ticking 

exercise or a something more powerful 

in the fi ght against corruption. AB

Donal Nugent, journalist

‘Like any law, the 
effectiveness of the 

RBO regulations 
will be dependent 
to some extent on 
their enforcement’
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Good in a crisis
Director of Harvard University’s Global Support Services Joe O’Regan FCCA recounts 
how his international career took him from his roots in Ireland to Massachusetts

Joe O’Regan FCCA is a busy man at 
the best of times, but as for so many 
people across the world, Covid-19 has 
pushed the demands on him to another 
level entirely. 

He is the director of Harvard 

University’s Global Support Services 

(GSS), a relatively new organisation in 

the university that supports students, 

faculty and staff overseas. GSS does 

everything from responding to overseas 

emergencies to repatriating university 

affiliates in times of crisis. Yet even for 

an organisation used to crisis response, 

the pandemic has been ‘a complete 

game-changer’, says O’Regan.

In January of this year, GSS began 

monitoring the coronavirus outbreak 

in China, working closely with the 

university’s departments to assess 

the potential impact on Harvard’s 

international operations. By March, 

the university had decided to suspend 

on-campus classes, asked students 

to leave campus, and advised those 

abroad to return home. O’Regan and his 

team at GSS collaborated with Harvard 

officials on repatriating thousands of 

students residing in the US university’s 

dormitories, many of whom needed to 

return to overseas homes, while helping 

bring back Harvard faculty, staff and 

students from their foreign outposts.

Exodus
‘We engaged our crisis management 

team early on,’ explains O’Regan, who 

even in the midst of a pandemic remains 

measured and affable, and still speaks 

with a soft Irish accent. ‘Within a matter 

of days, students left campus, education 

went online, staff started working 

remotely, and many research projects 

were wound down.’ All was done, of 

course, while maintaining the university’s 

mission of teaching and scholarship.

Agility, flexibility and even spontaneity 

have defined O’Regan’s international 

career. He would have probably 

become a scientist, perhaps even a 

meteorologist like his father, but for a 

chance encounter when he was 17. One 

summer at a local swimming hole in his 

home town of Kilkenny, before heading 

off to study science at University 

College Dublin, his path crossed with an 

accountant who told him about ACCA. 

‘He talked about this programme 

where you could actually work and 

study at the same time,’ O’Regan 

recalls. ‘I found that really inviting.’ 

Overnight, science and Dublin were out, 

and accounting was in.

O’Regan began his accounting 

career as a trainee auditor in Ireland 

while studying with ACCA. That first 

year, he was entering figures manually 

into detailed ledgers, working with 

businesses as diverse as pubs and 

consulting practices. ‘In the second year 

I moved all manual accounting records 

onto computers,’ he says. But he admits 

the manual approach made a lasting 

imprint on his accounting brain.

Beyond borders
With his ACCA Qualification in hand, 

O’Regan graduated from a finance 

programme offered by the Irish 

Industrial Development Authority, and 

was placed in the Dublin-based fashion 

company LS Ramsay, which was then 

looking to ‘go international’. O’Regan’s 

task was figuring out how to make that 

happen. ‘That seeded my drive for 

international work,’ he says.

O’Regan’s career advanced while 

working for US corporations with 

‘My accountancy 
training has truly 

stood the test of 
time. Whatever 

job I’ve been in, 
there’s always been 

accounting. It’s 
second nature’
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2016–present 
Director, Harvard GSS, Massachusetts

2012
Associate director for finance and 

administration, Harvard Global

2002
Finance and admin director, Waldorf 

School, Lexington, Massachusetts

1997
Accounting controller and international 

finance manager, SimplexGrinnell/

Simplex Time Recorder, Massachusetts

1995
CFO, Lake Region Manufacturing, 

Wexford, Ireland

1993
Finance manager, Amdahl, Dublin, 

Ireland

1989
Finance manager, AT&T, Bray, Ireland

1987
Finance manager, LS Ramsay, Dublin, 

Ireland

CVioperations in Ireland, including AT&T 

and IT business Amdahl, before he 

eventually crossed the Atlantic to work 

for fire protection systems manufacturer 

SimplexGrinnell. 

Here he managed all the accounting 

and reporting for the US$2bn company, 

while developing business practice 

guidelines and financial reporting 

systems worldwide. It was one of the 

busiest times of his life. 

‘I was travelling a lot and not seeing 

my family much,’ he recalls. But when 

returning from one long overseas trip, 

O’Regan found that his son barely 

recognised him. He decided that a 

career change was essential.

In 2002, he landed a new role as the 

director of finance and administration 

of the Waldorf School in Lexington, 

Massachusetts, where he still lives today. 

Over the course of a decade, O’Regan 

helped transform the private school, 

first by restructuring its finances and 

administrative resources, and by helping 

set up an emergency response plan. 

Milk and honey 
Life was good – and less hectic – in 

the non-profit sector. O’Regan even 

enrolled in a course on biodynamic 

farming and took up beekeeping. At 

one point, he had more than 100,000 

bees. But by this point his kids had 

grown up, ‘and I wanted to get back 

into what I was used to doing’, he says.

He spotted a position at Harvard 

that piqued his interest. ‘They were 

looking for someone with a non-profit 

background and international finance 

experience. A big part of me being 

qualified for the job was my ACCA 

credentials,’ says O’Regan. ‘The biggest 

benefit I’ve received from my ACCA 

training is the international component, 

which prepared me for operating and 

managing very complex operations in 

diverse environments. To me this was 

the dream job – and I got it.’

That dream job was launching Harvard 

Global. Back then, the organisation 

was just a non-profit startup; now, it 

helps Harvard schools and centres run 

research projects worldwide. 

‘That first year was crazy,’ O’Regan says. 

He helped set up research centres in 

London, Johannesburg, Mumbai, Dubai 

and elsewhere, and was instrumental 

in developing multinational and 

multicurrency systems that integrated 

with Harvard’s financial structure.

‘Reliable accounting and financial 

services are extremely important for 

higher education, which can be very 

complicated, with different rules and 

regulations for different streams of 

income – grants, donations, investments, 

tuition and business,’ he says. ‘Some 

large institutions like Harvard have very 

complicated business models, and the 

financial systems must be able and 

nimble enough for accounting and 

financial services that are meaningful in 

each area of operation.’

O’Regan’s breadth of experience soon 

earned him a promotion to director 

of the organisation, where he added 

the international safety and security 

component to his portfolio for Harvard. 

Data protection challenge
The past couple of years have 

introduced new and complicated 

international challenges to the GSS 

remit, including the UK’s withdrawal 

from the EU and compliance with the 

EU’s data protection requirements. 

To accommodate the need for GSS’s 

European operations to remain located 

within the EU, O’Regan and his team 

are currently in the process of relocating 

the university’s representative for the 

EU’s General Data Protection Regulation 

from London to Ireland.

Despite the shake-ups, O’Regan 

has managed to remain resilient – and 

humble. ‘I’m very fortunate to have an 

extremely talented team that is very 

committed to our mission and vision,’ 

he stresses. ‘This team is innovative, 

diverse, dedicated and fun to work with. 

Together, we have travelled the world 

over the past few years, and it has been 

great to see the fruits of our labour 

in the field.’

The emergence of Covid-19 has also 

forced O’Regan and the university to 

look at the implications of an ongoing 

global crisis. ‘Everyone pulled together 

and operationalised key decisions very 

quickly,’ he says, ‘but financial planning 

and management will be key to the 
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Basicsi

Harvard Global Support Services 

(GSS) offers international travel, 

research and programming support 

for students, faculty and staff across 

Harvard’s schools, departments 

and centres. Since 2011, GSS has 

helped the Harvard community 

minimise risk, manage complexity 

and maximise the impact of its 

international travel and activities. 

The GSS team has deep knowledge 

of security, crisis management, 

finance, HR, international business 

and more, and handles travel-related 

issues in the following areas: 

* safety and security

* health

* culture

* employment

* financial and legal matters

* research centre operations

* International SOS (Harvard’s 

emergency response programme).

In 2019, just under 11,000 Harvard 

affiliates registered international 

travel, amounting to an estimated 

13,878 trips to 166 countries. The 

same year, the organisation triaged 

336 medical and security incidents 

around the globe and assisted 254 

Harvard departments with 1,979 

inquiries relating to international 

study, research and projects.

divisions… It is up to us to leave our 

country and our world a better place 

tomorrow than it is today.’ 

To that end, O’Regan and his team 

set out to make GSS and its services 

as visible and known across campus as 

possible, through effective marketing 

and partnerships with departments, 

centres and schools right across the 

university. Keeping Harvard’s students, 

academics and other staff safe is 

GSS’s paramount concern, and the 

organisation works closely with them 

on trip consultations and travel-risk 

mitigation, including support for sexual 

assault and gender violence, incident 

assessments, advisories and alerts, and 

emergency response management.

Other operations
The other component of O’Regan’s 

work is providing Harvard’s overseas 

researchers with hiring options, the 

university’s policies, country immigration 

and residency requirements. He and 

his GSS team also manage third-

party vendors and coordinate with 

Harvard’s human resources and finance 

departments, including help with 

budgeting, banking and country-

specific tax considerations.

‘What I love about finance 

is that the numbers tell 

a story about an organisation and the 

history of the organisation, and you 

can also take that story into the future,’ 

O’Regan says. ‘Accountants need to be 

able to translate numbers into stories 

and what they really mean, so people 

can make decisions and influence the 

direction of the organisation, both short 

term and long term. 

‘That’s why my accountancy training 

has truly stood the test of time. No 

matter what job I’ve been in, there’s 

always been accounting. That’s where I 

come from. It’s second nature to me.’

Speaking of nature, O’Regan has 

recently returned to beekeeping and 

installed a new hive in his garden. ‘Now 

that I’m working from home,’ he says, 

‘maybe I’ll have more time for it.’ AB

Sarah Sweeney, journalist

Memorial Hall 
on the Harvard 
campus.

long-term health of our university, 

community, and the higher education 

sector in general.’ 

In 2016, O’Regan and the GSS team 

were tasked with helping to meet a 

set of challenges posed by the newly 

installed Harvard president Larry Bacow. 

The university, said Bacow, needs ‘to 

use the immense resources entrusted to 

us – our assets, ideas and people – to 

address difficult problems and painful 
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Acquisition disclosures
An IASB discussion paper on goodwill and impairment reveals the problems  
investors have in assessing subsequent performance, says Adam Deller

It may not be thought of as the 
traditional season of goodwill, but 
those of us working and living in the 
exciting bubble of financial reporting 
can expect to hear a lot about it in 
the coming months. In addition to the 
inevitable discussion over potential 
impairments linked to Covid-19, the 
International Accounting Standards 
Board (IASB) has released a discussion 
paper relating to the accounting for 
goodwill and impairment. 

Accounting for goodwill is a topic 

that has never really disappeared 

from the IASB’s to-do list, and the 

discussion paper has arisen as the result 

were. In addition to that, they would like 

to see if these are being met.

Currently, users may get information 

about subsequent performance from 

the requirement in IFRS 3 to disclose 

the revenue and profit or loss from the 

acquired business from the acquisition 

date until the end of the period. In 

addition, the entity is required to 

present the revenue and profit or loss 

of the combined entity as though 

the acquisition date had been at the 

beginning of the annual reporting date. 

There is no proposal to change 

this information, other than the 

consideration replacing profit or loss 

of the post-implementation review of 

IFRS 3, Business Combinations, which 

examined whether the standard was 

working as intended. The discussion 

paper has two major areas: improving 

disclosures about acquisitions, and 

subsequent accounting for goodwill. 

This month, this column will focus on 

the proposals around the disclosures 

relating to acquisitions. 

The IASB’s research revealed that 

many investors often have difficulty 

assessing the subsequent performance 

of an acquisition. They say it would be 

helpful to know what management’s 

objectives for acquiring the business 
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IFRS makes Covid-19 concessions for leases
Many lessors have provided, or will provide, rent concessions as a result of the 

Covid-19 pandemic. Under normal circumstances, these would be assessed to see 

if they were lease modifications and accounted for as such. This would involve a 

remeasurement of the entire lease liability for the lessees, many of whom are already 

preparing accounting under IFRS 16, Leases, for the first time. 

The IASB has agreed an alteration to IFRS 16 for lessees. This will mean that any 

lessees receiving concessions due to Covid-19 will be able to elect not to assess if 

this is a lease modification. This will apply only if the change results in payments that 

are substantially the same or less than the previous consideration; the change only 

affects payments originally due on or before June 2021, and there is no substantive 

change to other terms and conditions of the lease.

A lessee applying the election will generally account for the forgiveness or waiver 

of lease payment as a variable lease payment per IFRS 16 paragraph 38. The amount 

recognised in profit or loss to reflect these changes must also be disclosed. 

The IASB has proposed no changes to lessor accounting in respect of these 

concessions, and they must be applied per the principles contained within IFRS 16.

In terms of which acquisitions this 

would relate to, the IASB proposes that 

this is done in a similar way to IFRS 8, 

Operating Segments, where the entity 

discloses all the ones monitored by the 

chief operating decision-maker.

Initial feedback
Some responders stated that the 

performance of an acquisition may 

stop being monitored over time as it 

becomes integrated into the company. 

The proposal is that disclosures are 

made for as long as the metrics are 

being monitored. The firm can cease 

the disclosures when the performance 

is no longer monitored, as long as it 

discloses why they ceased monitoring 

the acquisition.

Similarly, some preparers stated that 

the metrics used may change over time. 

The IASB does not propose specifying 

any metrics to use, acknowledging that 

there is no such measure that should 

be utilised broadly by all companies. 

The metrics to be disclosed should be 

those that the company uses to monitor 

the performance. The IASB recognises 

that certain metrics may well become 

irrelevant over time, particularly if the 

company is reorganised. Companies 

with ‘operating profit before acquisition-

related costs and integration costs’. 

While operating profit isn’t currently 

defined, there is another IASB exposure 

draft that proposes a definition of the 

term, and the IASB believes this would 

be a useful figure for investors to see.

Investors may also get information 

about the success of the investment from 

the impairment test applied to goodwill, 

but this is likely to only provide limited 

information. A company not impairing 

goodwill does not necessarily mean 

that the acquisition has been a success. 

Likewise, recording an impairment could 

have arisen from external factors rather 

than disappointing performance from 

the acquisition. 

Disclosing objectives?
The preliminary view of the IASB is 

that IFRS 3 should be amended to 

add disclosure requirements about 

the subsequent performance of an 

acquisition. This would help investors to 

hold management to account.

Currently, IFRS 3 requires a company 

to disclose the primary reason for an 

acquisition, but this is unlikely to be 

specific enough to give investors what 

they desire. The IASB proposes that 

this be replaced with the requirement 

to disclose the strategic rationale 

for undertaking an acquisition, and 

management’s objectives for the 

acquisition at the acquisition date.

In addition, the IASB is proposing a 

new requirement to disclose the metrics 

used to assess the performance of the 

acquisition. This is possibly the most 

contentious and interesting proposal 

in relation to these disclosures. These 

metrics could be financial or non-

financial, but specific enough for it to be 

possible to verify whether the objectives 

are being met.

The information produced would 

not give management a free choice 

of disclosing what they want. They 

would be required to disclose whatever 

is used by the company’s decision-

makers in monitoring the success of an 

acquisition. This information may differ 

from that provided by other companies, 

but comparability is not the major aim 

of this change. Rather, the reasoning 

would be to give the users more specific 

information about the acquisition.
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More information

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

of synergies and estimated costs to 

achieve these. 

The IASB does not intend this 

to include detailed plans on how 

companies intend to realise the 

synergies, but recognises that this 

is another key way to determine the 

success or otherwise of an acquisition. 

Other concerns raised stated that 

such synergies are often diffi cult to 

quantify. It is the belief of the IASB that 

management will have already made 

such an estimate in determining the 

purchase price for an acquisition and 

obtaining shareholder approval. The 

proposal is that a range of values could 

be provided for the synergies, rather 

than a single specifi c amount.

will not be simply able to change the 

metrics they disclose each year but must 

explain why they have stopped using 

certain measures. Otherwise, companies 

could simply change the metrics used 

and use this to mask poor performance.

A large and obvious concern raised 

by preparers related to the release of 

commercially sensitive information. 

While there is clear validity in this, 

some investors have suggested 

that the information they need to 

understand the aims of the acquisition 

and hold management to account need 

not be overly detailed and precise. 

The IASB’s view is that commercial 

sensitivity is not a suffi cient enough 

reason to prevent useful information 

from being disclosed.

Synergies
This concern was particularly noted 

in one further proposal made by the 

IASB. This suggests that there should 

be additional disclosures in the year 

of acquisition relating to the synergies 

expected from combining the business. 

The proposal is that the company 

discloses a description of the expected 

synergies, when they are expected 

to be realised, the estimated amount 

Overall, these changes will be 

signifi cant if implemented. It is hoped 

that they will not result in signifi cant 

additional costs for preparers, as 

they are based on information that is 

already monitored by the company. 

If the proposals go ahead, it is very 

likely that the additional information 

will prove popular with users but less 

popular with preparers.

The comment period on the 

discussion paper has been extended 

to December 2020, and the IASB 

is particularly interested in hearing 

views on whether or not these 

proposals would lead to more useful 

information. It believes that the 

benefi ts of producing such information 

will outweigh any additional costs 

incurred in its production but it is 

looking to hear from investors, preparers 

and auditors to enable the project to 

move forwards. AB

Adam Deller is a fi nancial reporting 

specialist and lecturer.

Commercial 
sensitivity is 

not a sufficient 
enough reason 

to prevent useful 
information from 

being disclosed
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Inheritance tax and emergency responders 
Inheritance Tax Act 1984 S153A provides an exemption from inheritance tax for an 

emergency responder whose death occurs as a result of responding to emergency 

circumstances. The exemption applies where the death results from:

* an injury sustained, accident occurring or disease contracted when that person 

was responding to emergency circumstances, IHTA84/S153A(1)(a), or

* a disease contracted at some previous time, the death being due to, or 

hastened by, the aggravation of that disease when the person was responding to 

emergency circumstances, IHTA84/S153A(1)(b). 

There is no time limit on when the injury, accident or disease was incurred. It will be 

vital that records are kept and that, with any estate planning, the exemption and 

likelihood of it applying is considered. More at bit.ly/ACCA-IP-iht.

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

Claims and grants
There are some important changes 

to government support in July that 

will impact businesses. Most eligible 

businesses will have made claims but 

those that want to claim their first Self-

Employment Income Support Scheme 

grant must do so by 13 July 2020.

From 1 July, employers can bring 

back to work employees who have 

previously been furloughed for any 

amount of time and any shift pattern, 

while still being able to claim a 

Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme 

grant for normal hours not worked. Find 

out more at bit.ly/ACCA-cjrs. Under 

the previous furlough arrangement 

for all employees furloughed by 10 

June with the furlough completed by 

30 June, employers will have until 31 

July to make any claims in respect of 

that period.

Payments due after the end of the 

deferral period will need to be paid 

as normal. Do remember that Time 

to Pay arrangements are available 

to all those in temporary financial 

distress as a result of Covid-19. It is 

important to contact HMRC in advance 

of payment dates: see bit.ly/hmrc-ttp 

and the latest guidance at bit.ly/ACCA-

uk-cv-advice.

Reverse charge
The domestic reverse charge for 

construction services has again been 

delayed. Revenue and Customs Brief 
7 (2020) highlighted that the change 

will now come into force on 1 March 

2021, rather than 1 October 2020. As 

previously highlighted, ‘Businesses 

need to adapt their accounting systems 

for dealing with VAT and there will be 

a negative impact on the cashflows 

for many affected businesses, as they 

will no longer get VAT payments from 

customers for services where the reverse 

charge applies.’ 

The brief also highlights that an 

‘additional amendment to require 

end users and intermediary suppliers 

to notify their sub-contractors of their 

end user or intermediary supplier 

status in writing is designed to make 

sure both parties are clear whether the 

supply is excluded from the reverse 

charge.’ The latest guidance is at bit.ly/

dom-rev-vat.

Here for you
Thank you to all ACCA members and 

partners who have contributed to the 

Covid-19 newsletters and microsite 

updates (accaglobal.com/covid-19), 

and who have also shared insights 

and thoughts over the past months. 

ACCA UK’s policy team has been 

working hard on behalf of members to 

influence discussion on Covid-19 and 

many other areas. We urge members 

to share their views and their business 

and client experiences by emailing 

UKPolicy@accaglobal.com. Do follow 

the progression of the policy requests at 

accaglobal.com/covid-19. AB
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Technically speaking 
Aidan Clifford provides a monthly roundup of the latest developments in audit, 
insurance, financial reporting, access to finance and law

balance and the right-to-use asset. 

The standard-setter, the International 

Accounting Standards Board (IASB), has 

proposed that concessions arising from 

Covid-19 circumstances will not have 

to be treated as a lease modification; 

instead there will be the option for 

the amount of the concession to be 

effectively taken as a credit to profit and 

loss in the year. More information at 

bit.ly/lease-concession. 

Auditing 2019 year-ends
Representative body Accountancy 

Europe has produced a useful factsheet 

on the challenges of undertaking 

an audit in a pandemic. It deals with 

obtaining audit evidence for accounting 

estimates and group audits, the audit of 

going concern and the audit report. The 

document is at bit.ly/C19-audit.

Charities and laundering 
The Charities Regulator has produced 

a guide to assist charities in drawing 

up their own risk indicators for money 

laundering and terrorist financing and to 

ensure they are not being exploited for 

illegal purposes. 

The guide outlines the indicators 

of money laundering and terrorist 

financing and the actions that a charity 

should take if it suspects such activities 

have occurred or are a risk. The 

guidance is at bit.ly/charity-AML.

PSRA licensee extension 
As a result of travel restrictions during 

the pandemic, the Property Services 

Regulatory Authority (PSRA) is allowing 

a four-month extension to the expiry 

dates of licensees that fall between 

Survival checklist
The International Federation of 

Accountants (IFAC) has produced a 

comprehensive checklist of things that 

a small business needs to do to restart 

after the Covid-19 lockdown comes to 

an end. See bit.ly/IFAC-C19. 

The global organisation for 

the accountancy profession has 

also published a report, Practice 
Transformation Action Plan: A Roadmap 
to the Future, which looks at how small 

and medium-sized practices will change 

post-Covid. See bit.ly/IFAC-transform. 

Fraud risk 
Changes to accounting and business 

practices that have been made during 

the coronavirus pandemic may have 

weakened some fraud controls. IFAC 

has released a refresher resource on 

reporting and the fraud risk arising 

from such changes. You can find it at 

bit.ly/IFAC-refresher. 

The Consultative Committee of 

Accountancy Bodies UK has also 

issued a document on phishing and 

insider fraud, at bit.ly/CCAB-fraud. It 

highlights the risk of ‘spear phishing’ – a 

highly targeted attack that involves the 

fraudster gathering information about 

a specific business, often from social 

media activity, and using that knowledge 

to generate trust in the phishing email. 

Rent concessions
Businesses in receipt of a rent or lease 

concession will know that under normal 

circumstances an entity using IFRS 16 

may need to treat a rent or lease 

concession as a ‘lease modification’ and 

then recalculate both the lease creditor 

Rent or lease 
concessions 

arising from the 
pandemic will 
not have to be 

treated as lease 
modifications 
under IFRS 16
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Charity reserves
The Charities Regulator has published 

guidance on charity reserves to 

encourage better administration and 

management at a time when fundraising 

has come under increased pressure. The 

guidance covers:

* what is meant by the term ‘reserves’

* why charities have a reserves policy

* key points to consider when 

developing a reserves policy

* how to determine appropriate levels 

of reserves

* the monitoring of reserves

* how to use charity reserves during 

a crisis. 

See bit.ly/charity-reserves for more. 

Consolidations
The challenges of preparing 

consolidated accounts frequently give 

rise to queries. Here are clarifi cations of 

how some of the most common issues 

should be tackled:

* If one group company is late filing 

its annual return, then the whole 

group must be subject to audit in 

the two years following the year 

in which the subsidiary company 

was late filing (section 364 of the 

Companies Act 2014 as amended 

by section 10 of the Companies 

(Statutory Audits) Act 2018). This 

rule does not apply to the very 

first annual return for a company. 

The FRC’s updated APM guidance 

notes that APMs that attempt to provide 

a measure of normalised or pro-forma 

results by excluding the estimated 

effect of the Covid-19 crisis are likely 

to be highly subjective and therefore 

potentially unreliable. 

The FRC adds that including such 

measures (normalised profi t excluding 

Covid-19) in a ‘third-column’ income 

statement presentation would not meet 

the requirements of IAS 1, Presentation 
of Financial Statements.

LEO supports
Local enterprise offi ces have launched 

a series of support services aimed at 

micro businesses. More information at 

bit.ly/LEO-micro. 

Amendments to standards 
IASB has made some minor 

amendments to several IFRS Standards. 

All the changes come into force on 

1 January 2022. 

* IAS 16, Property, Plant and 
Equipment, has been amended to 

prohibit a company from deducting 

from the cost of property, plant and 

equipment any amounts received 

from selling items produced while 

it is preparing the asset for its 

intended use. Instead, a company 

must recognise such sales proceeds 

and related cost in profit or loss.

* IAS 37, Provisions, Contingent 
Liabilities and Contingent Assets, 

has been amended to specify which 

costs a company includes when 

assessing whether a contract will be 

loss-making.

* Minor amendments have also 

been made to: IFRS 3, Business 
Combinations; IFRS 1, First-time 
Adoption of International Financial 
Reporting Standards; IFRS 9, 

Financial Instruments, IAS 41, 

Agriculture; and the illustrative 

examples for IFRS 16, Leases. 

7 May and 31 August this year. There will 

be no licence fee charge or contribution 

required to the compensation fund for 

this extension. PSRA will still require 

proof of professional indemnity 

insurance for the licensee in question 

and will be in direct contact with the 

licensees who are affected. 

Exceptional items and APMs
The Financial Reporting Council (FRC) 

has updated its corporate reporting 

guidance for companies. The guidance 

explains how companies should report 

exceptional items and alternative 

performance measures (APMs) in their 

reports and accounts in the context of 

the Covid-19 crisis. You can fi nd the 

guidance at bit.ly/C19-CR. 

Both IAS 1 (IFRS GAAP) and FRS 102 

require the disclosure of individually 

material items (what used to be called 

‘exceptional items’) on the face of the 

income statement or in the notes to 

the accounts. The FRC has advised that 

such disclosure should:

* be even-handed in identifying any 

gains as well as losses

* not describe amounts as ‘non-

recurring’ or ‘one-off’ if they are 

expected to arise in future periods

* not disclose costs (sometimes 

described as ‘stranded’, ‘sunk’ 

or ‘excess’) as exceptional solely 

because of a reduction in, or 

elimination of, related revenue 

streams due to the Covid-19 crisis

* not identify incremental costs 

as exceptional if they result in 

incremental revenue that is not 

also described as exceptional – for 

example, additional staff costs 

related to managing unusually high 

levels of sales of in-demand items.

The FRC encourages businesses to 

supplement their numerical disclosures 

with narrative disclosures that describe 

the nature of the items and the 

uncertainties that surround them. 

Stranded, sunk or 
excess costs must 

not be disclosed 
as exceptional 
solely because 

related revenue 
is affected by the 

Covid-19 crisis
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A district court application to deem 

the return on time would need to be 

filed prior to filing the late annual 

return if the company chooses to 

take this route for retaining its audit 

exemption. It is too late to make a 

district court application after the 

annual return has been filed. 

* If one group company is regulated 

by the Central Bank, then the 

whole group must be audited and 

consolidated accounts prepared 

for the parent company, with the 

group failing to qualify as a small 

or medium group (s280b(5) and s12 

of the Companies Accounting Act 

2017, which amends s275 of the 

Companies Act 2014). 

* If a subsidiary is not material to the 

group, then it may be excluded 

from the consolidation (s303(2) 

of the Companies Act 2014). If all 

subsidiaries are excluded from the 

consolidation, then a consolidation 

will not be required (s301). 

* A subsidiary may be excluded from 

a consolidation if ‘severe long-term 

restrictions substantially hinder 

the exercise of the rights of the 

holding company over the assets 

or management of that subsidiary’ 

(s303(3)(a) of the 2014 Act). This 

section is frequently cited as the 

reason for excluding ‘golden share’ 

subsidiaries from a consolidation, 

shown undiscounted in equity in the 

company with the credit, and shown 

in ‘investment in subsidiary’ in the 

company with the debit. 

* Holding company loans to a 

subsidiary that are forgiven are a 

debit to ‘investment in subsidiary’ in 

the holding company and a credit to 

retained earnings in the subsidiary 

company. These are treated as a 

transaction with the owners in their 

capacity as owners – ie they are a 

capital contribution. 

* In the first year of the purchase of 

a subsidiary or in a new holding 

company reconstruction, the 

turnover of the consolidation is 

time-apportioned for the period of 

ownership. This frequently means 

that a group that might be large 

on a like-for-like basis is actually 

small for company law purposes. 

This is because the consolidated 

turnover on a time-apportioned 

basis falls under the small group 

turnover limits. Also under the ‘two 

year rule’ laid down in s280b(3)(c) 

of the 2017 Act, a well-timed group 

reconstruction might turn an 

otherwise large group into a small 

group for company law purposes for 

a period of two years. AB

Aidan Clifford is advisory services 

manager, ACCA Ireland.

as the parent has no access to the 

assets of the subsidiary in a golden 

share arrangement. A golden share 

group is still a group for company 

law purposes and for the purposes 

of intergroup lending, but the 

exclusion of the golden share 

subsidiary from the consolidation 

frequently removes the requirement 

for a consolidation. 

* Investment in a subsidiary and 

loans to and from group companies 

must be tested for impairment 

at individual company level, and 

p/l charges applied at that level. 

These impairments then need 

to be reversed as consolidation 

adjustments when the consolidation 

is performed. A debit balance will 

be written down when the value 

is unsupported, but a credit may 

be extinguished only when the 

loan is formally forgiven. Formally 

writing off an intergroup credit 

balance can have a negative tax 

implication, so there is a frequent 

mismatch in intergroup loans, 

which need to be corrected as 

consolidation adjustments. 

* The investment in a subsidiary 

may include share equity and loan 

equity all in one number on the 

balance sheet. Intergroup loans 

are frequently permanent loans, 

repayable only on liquidation and 
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Tax update
Mary Healy and Lorraine Sheegar highlight the VAT and payroll debt warehousing 
arrangements, plus other Revenue tax updates in light of the Covid-19 pandemic

A number of elements of the 

arrangement are not yet clear – for 

example, the qualifying criteria for 

businesses that do not qualify for 

automatic suspension of interest on VAT 

and PAYE arising during period 1. Only 

businesses with annual turnover less 

than €3m (those dealt with by Revenue’s 

business division) qualify for automatic 

suspension of interest on these taxes. 

For other businesses, interest relief is 

considered by Revenue on a case-by-

case basis. Clarity will also be needed 

on the duration of period 1. 

In a press release, Revenue confi rmed 

the automatic suspension of interest on 

PAYE and VAT due for payment in June 

and July for SMEs with annual turnover 

of less than €3m.

Businesses managed by Revenue’s 

large corporates division (LCD) and 

medium enterprises division (MED) that 

are experiencing cashfl ow diffi culties 

can request interest relief by contacting 

the collector-general’s offi ce or their 

LCD or MED branch (via myEnquiries).

Revenue emphasises the importance 

of submitting tax returns, even if full 

or partial payment is not immediately 

possible, and fi ling tax returns on a best 

estimates basis where key personnel 

are unavailable. Any subsequent 

amendments can be fi led on a self-

correction basis, without penalty. 

Extra Covid-19 guidance
In addition to updating its Covid-19 

webpage on the handling of tax debt, 

Revenue has added guidance on some 

new topics including: 

* the tax treatment of health 

insurance premium refunds

Debt warehousing
At the time of writing, with government 

formation talks coming to a close, it 

is hoped that legislating for the debt 

warehouse arrangement will be a 

high priority. In the interim, Revenue 

is operating the arrangement on an 

administrative basis and has published 

further details on the measure. 

Under the arrangement, VAT and 

PAYE (employer) tax debts deferred 

while a business is unable to trade or 

subject to restricted trading due to the 

pandemic-related health restrictions, 

as well as debts for an additional two 

months after the business resumes 

‘normal’ trading, will be ringfenced by 

Revenue and included in the warehouse 

arrangement. The arrangement will have 

three periods, as follows: 

1. Covid-restricted trading. This is the 

period during which the business 

was and is unable to trade, or was 

and is trading at a significantly 

reduced level, due to the Covid-

related restrictions, and two months 

after the business recommences 

‘normal’ trading. All relevant returns 

for this phase will need to be filed 

so that the debt can be quantified. 

If a ‘best estimate’ return of liability 

has been made for any period, 

the correct return will have to be 

filed before the end of period 1 to 

ensure the debt benefits from the 

warehousing. No interest will apply 

to taxes for this period and debt 

enforcement will be suspended. 

The length of period 1 may vary 

from sector to sector and business 

to business, depending on when 

government restrictions are relaxed.

2. Zero interest. Following resumption 

of ‘normal’ trading, outstanding 

VAT and PAYE (employer) tax debts 

will be warehoused for 12 months: 

Revenue will not collect the debt 

or charge interest on it. However, 

businesses will be expected to pay 

current liabilities as they arise during 

this second period.

3. Reduced interest. Period 3 will 

introduce a reduced interest rate of 

3% to the repayment of warehoused 

tax debt until that debt has been 

fully paid off.

Participation in the arrangement will 

not affect tax clearance status. Tax 

refunds and repayments that arise will 

also be paid even though warehoused 

tax liabilities are owed. A business 

can offset a refund/repayment against 

warehoused liabilities if it chooses. The 

timeframe for paying the warehoused 

debt will be fl exible and determined 

by the ability of a business both to pay 

Covid-related debts and to meet its 

ongoing tax liabilities as they arise in the 

normal course of business. 

Only businesses 
with a turnover 

under C3m qualify 
for automatic 
suspension of 

interest on PAYE 
and VAT

60 Accounting and Business July/August 2020

IE_T_UpdateHealy.indd   60IE_T_UpdateHealy.indd   60 16/06/2020   16:4816/06/2020   16:48



One of the repeated themes in 

Revenue’s guidance and updates is 

the importance of employers retaining 

records on operating the scheme. As 

businesses reopen premises, employers 

may need to compare their forecasts 

and assumptions for the second quarter 

with actual turnover and consider their 

eligibility for continuing on the scheme. 

If business activity has deteriorated 

to such an extent that redundancies 

are inevitable, employees being made 

redundant must be excluded from a J9 

payroll submission once the redundancy 

decision has been made. 

Revenue’s reconciliation phase is 

expected to begin in September. It 

will focus on identifying and recouping 

subsidy overpayments, particularly 

during the transitional phase. During 

the reconciliation phase, employers will 

need to produce records of Revenue 

payments and employee payouts.

On 5 June, the government 

announced the extension of PUP until 

10 August. To address concerns that 

some individuals earn more from PUP 

than employment, a two-level payment 

structure will apply from 29 June:

* For those whose prior employment 

earnings were €200 per week or 

higher (about 75% of recipients), the 

PUP rate will remain €350 per week.

* For those whose prior employment 

earnings were €200 per week (about 

25% of recipients), the PUP rate will 

be €203 per week – the primary 

rate of payment of the jobseeker’s 

benefit scheme.

* the further extension of the 2020 

payment date for local property tax 

to 21 July 2020, for property owners 

paying by annual debit instruction

* how to request an extension to the 

18-month period for distributions 

for close companies that have 

accounting periods ending 

30 September 2018 onwards.

Income support
On 5 June, the government announced 

that the temporary wage subsidy 

scheme would continue until the end 

of August, with a decision on further 

extension or tapering to be made later 

in the summer. The scheme has already 

paid out more than €1.4bn (including 

income tax refunds) to support more 

than 500,000 employees. 

Among the recent Revenue updates 

to the scheme’s FAQ are: 

* The steps employers should take 

to ensure rehired employees are 

included in the employer CSV file. 

* The scheme now covers employees 

returning from leave (maternity, 

adoptive or similar) who may 

not have been on the payroll on 

29 February, or were not paid in 

January or February 2020 (which are 

qualifying requirements). 

* For staff who have multiple 

employments, Revenue will provide 

their employers with details of the 

maximum weekly subsidy and top-

up permitted before tapering. 

* The process is explained for 

resuming reporting of benefit in kind 

when an employee exits the scheme. 

* There is an explanation of how to 

exit the scheme if the employer 

wishes to or is no longer eligible. 

* There is advice for monthly paid 

employees moving from the 

Covid-19 pandemic unemployment 

payment (PUP) to the temporary 

wage subsidy scheme, to prevent an 

overlap in income support. 

DAC 6 delay
In May the European Commission 

proposed a three-month delay to 

the DAC 6 deadline for mandatory 

tax disclosures for some crossborder 

arrangements. The proposals affect the 

deadlines for reporting obligations only, 

and DAC 6 will still apply from 1 July 

2020. Following a meeting of EU finance 

ministers on 5 June it was reported that 

a directive introducing an optional six-

month deadline extension for reporting 

under DAC 6 may be adopted

The commission has also proposed 

giving member states another three 

months under the EU’s Common 

Reporting Standard to exchange 

information on financial accounts of 

beneficiaries who are tax residents in 

another member state. 

 

OECD work programme 
The Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD) 

has provided an update on its work on 

taxation in the context of Covid-19. 

It confirmed that multilateral efforts 

are continuing on addressing the 

challenges of taxing digital economies, 

with meetings being conducted 

remotely. A virtual plenary meeting 

of the Inclusive Framework in July will 

be updated on progress. However, a 

political decision on Pillars One and Two 

has been postponed to October. AB

Mary Healy is senior representations 

manager, and Lorraine Sheegar is  

tax manager, at the Irish Tax Institute.
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Companies 

Dividend withholding tax
14 July

Tax return filing and payment 

date (for distributions made 

in June 2020).

Corporation tax
21 July (23 July for ROS)

* Due date for payment 

of preliminary tax for 

companies with a 

financial year ending 

31 August 2020.

* Last date for filing 

return and making final 

payment for companies 

with a financial year 

ending 31 October 2019.

* Due date for initial 

instalments of preliminary 

tax for ‘large’ companies 

with a financial year 

ending 31 January 2021. 

Third-party payments
31 July

Last date for filing form 46G 

for companies with a financial 

year ending 31 October 2019.

Dividend withholding tax
14 August

Tax return filing and payment 

date (for distributions made 

in July 2020).

Corporation tax
21 August  

(23 August for ROS)

* Due date for payment 

of preliminary tax for 

companies with a 

financial year ending 

30 September 2020.

* Last date for filing return 

and making final payment 

for companies with a 

financial year ending 

30 November 2019.

* Due date for initial 

instalments of preliminary 

tax for ‘large’ companies 

with a financial year 

ending 28 February 2021. 

Third-party payments
31 August

Last date for filing return 

(form 46G) for companies 

with a financial year ending 

30 November 2019.

General

PAYE 
(deducted via payroll)
14 July (23 July for ROS)

Monthly return and payment 

for June 2020.

PSWT
14 July

Monthly return (form F30) 

and payment for June 2020.

VAT
19 July

Bi-monthly return for May/

June 2020. 

Relevant contracts tax
23 July

Monthly return and 

payment (if required) 

for June 2020. Principal 

contractors file via ROS. 

PAYE
14 August  

(23 August for ROS)

Monthly return and payment 

for July 2020.

PSWT
14 August

Monthly return (form F30) 

and payment for July 2020.

Relevant contracts tax
23 August

Monthly return and 

payment for July 2020.  AB

While every effort has been 

made to ensure accuracy of 

this tax calendar, 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 it. 

Tax diary
Financial professionals in Ireland will need to take note of the following important 
dates and deadlines for July and August, supplied by the Irish Tax Institute

Tax returns
Taxpayers should continue to file returns even if payment is 

not possible. Revenue advises submitting on the basis of ‘best 

estimates’ if necessary. More at bit.ly/Revenue-Covid.
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PCTR submission deadline
Previous issues of AB have explained the transition period 

(from 1 January 2019 to 31 December 2020) for members 

completing the practising certifi cate training record 

(PCTR). All completed PCTRs need to be submitted and 

approved by ACCA by 31 December 2020. Members are 

not able to combine both the PCTR and the practising 

certifi cate experience forms (PCEF) to evidence their 

relevant experience, and after 31 December 2020 only PCEF 

will be assessed. 

You are therefore strongly advised to submit your PCTR by 

31 August 2020 so that ACCA has suffi cient time to assess 

and approve it. Failure to do so by this date may result in your 

PCTR not being approved by the transition deadline, and a 

new PCEF application will be required.

Preparing to practise

ACCA will be hosting the next webinar in ‘The path to 
your future’ series on 9 September, which will include 
handy hints and tips on how to complete PCEF. Visit 
bit.ly/ACCA-PrepPrac.

The path to your future
Completing ACCA’s practising certifi cate experience forms is an essential – and 
bankable – step in the career journey towards partner or starting your own practice

Now well into its second 
year, ACCA’s practising 
certifi cate experience forms 
(PCEF) are proving to be 
a straightforward, though 
rigorous, way of recording 
training aimed at achieving  
a practice certifi cate. 

Launched in January 

2019, the PCEF allows 

ACCA members to 

demonstrate development 

and progression over a 

set period as they pursue 

a practising certifi cate or 

practising certifi cate and 

audit qualifi cation.

The PCEF has been given 

added impetus by the 

Covid-19 pandemic, with 

many members fi nding 

they have an unexpected 

opportunity to evaluate their 

career options. As Stefan 

Pegram, ACCA’s head of 

licensing, says: ‘Now is a 

good time to take stock of 

career development goals 

and aspirations, and really 

refl ect on your career, where 

you are at and where you 

might want to go. The PCEF 

is the path to your future.’

Completing the PCEF is an 

essential part of the required 

development journey for 

ACCA members to become 

a partner in an accountancy 

fi rm or to set up their 

own practice.

‘Getting an ACCA 

practising certifi cate was 

important to me as I had 

ambitions to one day 

become a principal at 

Williams Denton, a long-

established ACCA fi rm 

in North Wales,’ explains 

Owain Ap Elfed FCCA. His 

experience of the PCEF was 

that it is set out in a logical 

and easy-to-follow format, 

with a wealth of resources 

available through the ACCA 

website, including webinars 

and guidance notes. ‘I 

found the guidance notes 

particularly helpful, as they 

not only provide suggested 

experience that would satisfy 

each element, but also 

example narratives across 

different industry types, 

which helped me judge the 

level of detail required in my 

own narrative.’

Elfed says he had been 

fully supported and 

encouraged by all at ACCA 

throughout his training 

and development to that 

point, and ‘applying for my 

practising certifi cate was 

no different’.

Robert Fiford ACCA tells 

a similar story. After gaining 

his ACCA Qualifi cation, 

he says that following the 

PCEF framework helped 

him enlarge his technical 

and commercial skills. ‘It 

was important for my career 

development to ultimately 

become one of the senior 

leadership team,’ he says, 

adding that he found the 

authorisation team at ACCA 

extremely helpful, providing 

clear feedback throughout 

the process to both him and 

his employer.

Employer involvement 

throughout the process 

is vital. ACCA approved 

employers must have a 

suitably qualifi ed training 

principal in place who works 

with the member to identify 

development areas and 

verify progress in the PCEF. 

Pegram suggests that 

it is ideal for members to 

continue on their training 

path once they have gained 

their ACCA Qualifi cation, 

building on the momentum 

of previous training 

and experience. 

‘Once the PCEF has 

been approved, it can be 

“banked” until the time a 

member wants to apply for 

a practising certifi cate,’ he 

points out. ‘It is all about 

getting experience and 

having that experience 

recognised when it is current 

and relevant.’ AB

Philip Smith, journalist

63July/August 2020 Accounting and Business

IE_UK_A_PCEF.indd   63IE_UK_A_PCEF.indd   63 16/06/2020   11:2916/06/2020   11:29



Standards and SMEs
In the latest article in our series on ACCA’s global forums, we shine a spotlight 
on the work of the corporate reporting forum and the SMEs forum

ACCA’s global forums 
bring together experts 
from around the world to 
help ACCA understand 
key issues, trends and 
developments across 
the profession.

In all, there are 13 forums: 

* Accountancy Futures 

Academy

* Accountants for business 

(see AB May)

* Audit and assurance 

(see AB April)

* Business law

* Corporate reporting

* Education (see AB April)

* Ethics (see AB June)

* Governance, risk and 

performance

* Public sector

* SMEs

* Sustainability

* Taxation

* Technology (see AB May).

At the forums, experts from 

business, practice, the public 

sector and the academic 

world come together to 

debate professional hot 

topics – describing what is 

happening in their country or 

sector, and sharing problems 

and solutions. ACCA 

feeds these insights into 

its technical research and 

professional insights work 

– effort that later becomes 

known via ACCA’s publicly 

stated views. 

ACCA is frequently called 

on to present its views on 

the development of the 

profession, or to comment 

on wider business or on 

society more generally. 

The fact that ACCA has 

engaged with its members 

on these topics, used their 

insights to shape its research 

programme and heard 

members’ opinions puts it in 

a strong position to respond 

to calls for input, and to 

participate in roundtables or 

contribute to publications. 

This in turn helps ACCA to 

lead the profession, influence 

public policy and regulation, 

and shape business practices 

on key issues.

Corporate reporting
The purpose of the ACCA 

Global Forum for Corporate 

Reporting is, says forum 

expert Richard Martin, ‘to 

outline how ACCA should 

react and respond to 

recent developments’. 

The forum also suggests 

ideas for projects. A vibrant 

area of debate, Martin says, 

is implementation issues – 

the everyday application of 

accounting standards. A lot 

of time is spent discussing 

changes to IFRS Standards. 

The forum has had its work 

plans radically altered by 

Covid-19. ‘We’ve very quickly 

had to look at the IASB’s 

changes relating to rent 

holidays under the leasing 

standard, which was already 

relatively new’, says Martin. 

This is slated to be another 

big year for IFRS, with lots of 

important consultations, and 

Martin expects the forum to 

have a lot of work. ‘There’s 

more to look at on goodwill, 

IFRS for SMEs is coming 

up too – it’s going to be an 

active year.’ Non-financial 

reporting is a big topic 

currently too. 

There is plenty of 

expertise in the corporate 

reporting forum. ‘We have 

representatives from the 

corporate space, of course, 

from professional practice, 

from training and education, 

analysts, and so on,’ Martin 

says. ‘And we’re very global 

too – Africa, Asia, Americas, 

a very broad representation 

of members, which makes 

timing the calls difficult but 

so worthwhile.’

SMEs
The ACCA Global Forum for 

SMEs consists of a group of 

experts representing more 

than 15 countries and from a 

wide range of backgrounds. 

Members come from finance 

institutions, academia and 

professional services, and 

there are a few entrepreneurs 

too. Broadly speaking, the 

forum represents the needs 

of small and medium-sized 

enterprises at a global level, 

and contributes to ACCA’s 

technical and research work. 
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More information

You can read more about the focus, the work and the 
membership of all ACCA’s individual global forums at 
bit.ly/ACCA-GFs.

Rosanna Choi, its chair, 

says the group’s work has 

been shaped most recently 

by the coronavirus crisis. The 

sessions have so far focused 

on responding to the fast-

changing environment.

For example, one forum 

member emphasised the 

need for more crossborder 

cooperation between SMEs 

involved in supply chains. 

And other members from 

the UK, Australia and Zambia 

have found that small and 

medium-sized practices 

(SMPs) had mobilised 

effectively to support SMEs, 

and that the sharing of best 

practice via ACCA networks 

had been really useful. 

This year the forum will 

focus on crisis management, 

business resilience and 

planning the resumption of 

business as lockdowns lift. 

‘It is of fundamental 

importance that ACCA 

works closely with SMPs and 

SMEs,’ Choi says. ‘Small 

businesses need to rapidly 

adapt and transform to 

changing circumstances, and 

SMPs are more instrumental 

than ever in providing 

assistance urgently. 

‘ACCA’s Global Forum 

for SMEs has demonstrated 

members’ readiness to 

give one another a hand – 

organising webinars, virtual 

sessions, and newsletters. 

This is helping SMEs handle 

risk, cashflow management 

solutions and broader 

business transformation.’ AB
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More information

Find out more about career opportunities and connect with 
employers by visiting ACCA Careers at jobs.accaglobal.com.

Ireland editor Pat Sweet
pat.sweet@accaglobal.com

Editor-in-chief Jo Malvern
joanna.malvern@accaglobal.com

Digital editor Jamie Ambler

Video manager Jon Gilmore 

Sub-editors Lesley Bolton, 
Dean Gurden, Peter Kernan, 
Eleni Perry, Vivienne Riddoch, 
Rhian Stephens

Design manager Jackie Dollar

Senior designer Robert Mills

Designers Bob Cree, 
Suhanna Khan

Advertising Daniel Farrell
daniel.farrell@educate-direct.com 
+44 (0)20 7902 1221

Head of ACCA Media
Peter Williams 
peter.williams@accaglobal.com 

Director of brand and 
corporate reputation
Chris Quick 
chris.quick@accaglobal.com 

Pictures Getty

ACCA Ireland
Chair Tara Clements FCCA
Head – ACCA Ireland Caitriona Allis
Tel +353 (0)1 447 5678
Fax +353 (0)1 496 3615
info@accaglobal.com

Accounting and Business is published 
by ACCA. All views expressed 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 2020  
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 ACCA.

The Adelphi, 1-11 John Adam Street, 
London, WC2N 6AU, UK.

AB Ireland Edition     
July/August 2020
Volume 11 Issue 6

79% 
ACCA SHAPES THE AGENDA 

OF THE PROFESSION

92% 
ACCA IS A WORLD 

CLASS ORGANISATION

89% 
ACCA PROVIDES RELEVANT 
SKILLS FOR MY BUSINESS

48% 
OF EMPLOYERS SURVEYED 
PREFER TO RECRUIT ACCA

87% 
ACCA IS INNOVATIVE AND 

FORWARD THINKING

95% 
ACCA IS A RESPECTED BRAND

86% 
ACCA IS HIGHLY REGARDED 

IN MY MARKET

90% 
ACCA CHAMPIONS 

PROFESSIONALISM AND ETHICS

Ahead of the game
The outstanding ratings that employers continue to give the 
ACCA Qualification and ACCA research benefit us all

Every year ACCA carries 
out in-depth research with 
our employers to make sure 
that we understand what 
it is they want and expect 
from the profession. 

This year’s survey took 

place before the full global 

impact of the Covid-19 

crisis had been realised, 

but the results indicate that 

employers trust ACCA as a 

resource to support them 

through the considerable 

challenges they face.

We gathered feedback 

from 774 employers across 

61 countries. The survey 

results make it clear that we 

have a strong reputation 

with this group and that 

they firmly associate us with 

integrity and innovation. 

More employers than ever 

are using ACCA research 

and insights, and they value 

our work even more highly 

than last year, with 82% 

telling us that it reflects 

issues on their own agendas.

We’ve always worked hard 

to stay one step ahead in 

everything we do. Success 

in this endeavour translates 

to better employability for 

all ACCA members, affiliates 

and students everywhere. It’s 

the reason why 48% of our 

survey group give priority in 

their recruitment processes 

to accountants with an 

ACCA Qualification. AB
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Back to the future 
Interview: John Slyne, vice president 
international of Ancestry

Insight track
Analytics can help business identify 
– and respond to – pandemic trends

Stay safe
Blockchain is best placed to unlock 
the value of Covid-19 health data
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Turbulent times
Ireland’s aircraft financing sector looks to beat Covid-19 buffeting
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