
TAX TRANSPARENCY: THE TRUSTED 
TAX ADVISER CHARTER
Would a Trusted Tax Adviser Charter increase transparency for the profession?

Background
1.  Mazars published an industry specific brochure 

that explained our approach to the tax 
transparency challenge faced by businesses, 
individuals and their advisers in Autumn 2013. 
The brochure proposed a Trusted Tax Adviser 
Charter as a possible positive step, and our 
intention to present the proposal for debate.  

2.  We committed to supporting the development 
of the charter through the British Standards 
Institution (BSI). Our discussions with industry 
and with our clients indicate that there is 
sufficient opinion on a Trusted Tax Adviser 
Charter to make a debate on the merits of the 
concept worthwhile. 

3.  We believe that standardisation is the key  
to building trust, and that an objectively  
verifiable set of standards could restore trust in 
our profession. This discussion document sets out 
our current thinking and the rationale behind our 
belief that a Trusted Tax Adviser Charter could 
bring about positive changes advantageous to the 
profession, our clients, government, and society. 
One of the key questions is whether this is a 
significant issue that needs addressing.

Introduction
4.  The Tax Transparency debate looks certain to 

remain headline news and generate further publicity 
for businesses and the tax profession. The debate 
has an impact on all taxpayers, not just the higher 
profile companies that have attracted significant 
media attention. As a consequence, tax transparency 
has the potential to fundamentally alter the 
relationship between taxpayers, tax authorities and 
the public, and as a result, the service that clients 
require from professional advisers.

5.  To assist clients in managing their tax risks, 
advisers themselves need to be transparent, trusted 
and not just qualified to advise on these matters. It 
is no longer simply a question of legally paying the 
smallest amount of tax. However we do not believe 
that tax transparency means paying more tax or the 
imposition of additional reporting requirements. 

6.  Society is interested in the ethics of taxation. Despite 
taxpayer confidentiality, the public want affirmation 
that everyone else has contributed their fair share. 
But what is ethical taxation? What is fair? Solving 
this tax transparency conundrum is important.  
The concept of fairness in tax is currently defined 
by a dichotomy of third parties with conflicting and 
changing view points. Who is qualified to decide 
what is fair?



Public perception of advisers
7.  Since the Public Accounts Committee summoned 

the heads of tax of the Big 4 accounting firms in 
December 2012, one facet of the tax transparency 
debate has focused on the “army of clever 
accountants” perceived to be exploiting loopholes 
to minimise their clients’ tax bill. 

8.  We believe this to be an inaccurate portrayal of 
the majority of tax advisers, but the high profile 
actions of a few firms have created a perception 
of the whole profession being part of the problem. 
Some boutique firms who design marketed 
schemes have ceased to trade when the courts 
decide the scheme does not work, leaving their 
clients to negotiate settlement with the Tax 
Authorities. 

9.  Unfortunately those who have acted to erode 
the trust often operate beyond the remit of 
the professional bodies. We believe the tax 
transparency debate to be an opportunity for  
the profession to take action to repair the 
perceived reputation of UK tax advisers and 
restore trust. We need to rebuild client trust, 
government trust and society trust. 

Client perception of advisers 

10.  For most clients, tax is their accountant’s remit, 
but the increasing occurrence of litigation against 
advisers indicates a shift in the client-adviser 
relationship. Allegations of mis-selling around 
failed tax avoidance schemes, and professional 
negligence actions regarding culpability for 
not advising on availability of reliefs, show the 
profession needs to be equipped to respond to 
client’s requirements to be advised on what the 
“right” tax is. 

11.  There is a fine line to be negotiated between 
the conflicting priorities of competitive tax 
treatment and the desire to be seen to pay the 
right amount of tax. Tax is political and based on 
legal precedent, so also requires an element of 
predicting how the tax authorities, and ultimately 
the courts, will interpret the purpose of the 
legislation that has been enacted.

12.  Clients want certainty, and require help navigating 
this changing complex landscape, in the UK, 
in Europe and globally. Recent HMRC strategy, 
EU Commission and OECD Base Erosion Profit 
Shifting (BEPs) proposals demonstrate the 
tax advisory world is becoming increasingly 
uncertain, despite the co-operative compliance 
approach applied to large business. In addition 
countries continue to develop tax policies to 
compete for international business.

13.  As advisers we have a responsibility to campaign 
to reverse the trend towards uncertainty. The 
Trusted Tax Adviser Charter could generate 
certainty for clients by restoring government 
trust in the advice given by advisers on the use 
of legislation that may end up subject to future 
litigation. Rebuilding government trust in the 
profession will also enhance our professional 
relationship with the Tax Authorities and could 
provide a platform from which we can generate 
certainty for clients. 

 Government perception of advisers

14.   HMRC and wider government have responded 
to marketed tax avoidance schemes with 
new legislation and increasingly aggressive 
strategies to tackle this perceived fiscal attack. 
From the Disclosure of Tax Avoidance Schemes 
(DOTAS) reporting requirements, to the General 
Anti Abuse Rules (GAAR) to the proposed 
controversial Follower Notices legislation. High 
profile successes in the courts demonstrate both 
an appetite to litigate and a hardening of attitude 
to what may have been perceived as acceptable 
planning a few years ago. 

15.   Equally for agents, the Dishonest Conduct 
legislation, the High Risk Promoter draft 
legislation and the published Agents’ strategy 
show HMRC’s intention to challenge the 
behaviour of some agents, recognise and 
encourage high standards and engage with 
professional bodies to influence conduct. It is not 
within HMRC’s care and management functions 
to regulate the profession and HMRC are clear 
that they do not wish to take on this role. 

The role of the Professional Institutes

16.  The profession is regulated by the professional 
institutes, but membership of one or more of 
these bodies is not a pre-requisite to being able 
to provide tax advice and many tax advisers 
are not members of a professional body. 
The professional Institutes have disciplinary 
sanctions for those who do not abide by the 
professional conduct rules and the Taxation 
Disciplinary Board has been set up to oversee 
the standards applied by members of the CIOT 
and ATT. 

17.  The Institutes (including the CIOT and the ICAEW) 
govern their members in this area through their 
Code of Ethics and Code of Conduct. Recent 
updates to the Codes and the CIOT’s Professional 
Conduct in Relation to Taxation (PCRT) show 
the profession is already responding to the 
increasingly complex challenges advisers face. 



18.  The support for members through provision of 
guidance on how an adviser should act, with 
the deterrent of disciplinary action for non-
compliance, is an effective safeguard for the 
professionalism of chartered advisers. 

19.  The Trusted Tax Adviser Charter could be a 
mechanism by which members of professional 
bodies demonstrate through independent 
validation that they follow PCRT or such other 
rules as exist to govern professional standards 
and abide by the rules of their Institute

20.  The danger is clear for professional bodies from 
the example of the legal profession; since the 
public need to have faith that these rules are 
adhered to. The Law Society used to publish 
guidance and codes of conduct for members 
and this has largely been superseded by the 
more aggressive regulatory framework operated 
through the Solicitors Regulatory Authority. 
The Trusted Tax Adviser Charter could simply 
be the process by which members of the public 
can trust that their adviser knows and applies 
the rules, without the need for a new regulatory 
body. 

Does the Trusted Tax Adviser Charter work 
independently of the Institutes? 
21.   No, we believe that it can compliment the work 

of the Institutes, as an optional validation of  
their standard that tax advisers may wish to  
use, in addition to their membership of their 
chosen Institute.

22.   The Trusted tax Adviser Charter is not intended 
to be an alternative to Institute membership. 
Instead it is a consumer based set of standards 
that enable advisers who are members of 
professional bodies to:

 -    demonstrate that they follow the rules of their 
Institute 

 -    advertise their own ethical values in a 
transparent way

 -    independently validate their compliance with 
their professional values

 What additional value does the Trusted Tax 
Adviser Charter provide?

23.  As businesses align their ethics and values with 
their tax ethics, for some it makes sense to align 
their professional advisers’ values too. Choice  
of adviser may include understanding the 
adviser’s relationship with HMRC, or having 
confidence that the advice given ethically aligns 
with the firm’s values. 

24.  We believe the Trusted Tax Adviser Charter could 
provide a valuable benefit for our relationship 
with the parties affected by Tax Transparency –

Client   enhancing consumer protection 
and confidence in tax advice

Adviser    independent validation of the 
professionalism that already exists

Tax Authorities  promote transparency as the route 
to certainty

Conclusion
25.   We believe that to enhance consumer protection and confidence in tax advice, we need globally 

relevant, international standards that apply regardless of affiliation. Standardisation is the key  
to building trust. And the Trusted Tax Adviser Charter could be a significant step. 

26.   A set of objectively verifiable principles, developed and voluntarily applied by the profession, could  
be adopted by advisers globally, making the UK’s Trusted Tax Adviser Charter a first credible step  
on the journey to attain an International Standard (ISO). 

27.   We do not claim to have all the answers and welcome challenge and debate on our current thinking. 
However we do believe that the profession needs to demonstrate commitment to addressing the 
transparency challenge and take ownership of our own tax transparency issues. 
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