e&oe; the purpose of much of the information provided or opinion offered is to stimulate thought and to be helpful to taxpayers, practitioners, tax officers, church officials and other interested parties. in themselves these statements cannot be regarded as definitive statements of tax law, or of inland revenue practice and procedure at any one moment. the information found here has been carefully researched and checked yet if a mistake or error has inadvertently arisen neither the author, mintaplan nor mintaplan ltd can take responsibility for any loss or problem that has arisen. interested parties are encouraged to make use of our Helpline – 01764 655633 – or e-mail us at david@miplan.co.uk or contact us by telephone – 01764 655633; by fax – 01764 655816 or by writing - 63 King Street, CRIEFF, Perthshire, PH7 3HB

referral (& competence)
The author reviews the fiscal affairs of many fresh clergy enquirers each year. It must be of concern to those who have an interest in these issues or who think about them that the number who can be assured that their fiscal affairs are in order can be counted on one hand and this at a time when the Revenue have taken strenuous and effective measures to be open, fair, taxpayer-friendly. In fact, we can pay tribute to the genuinely high level of public spiritedness, ability and pains-taking care found among the ranks of the Department. It appears, then, that a round of thoughtful self-examination might be helpful – always bearing in mind the high and splendid provenance that is the work-place of the ministry.
This Practice encourages clergy to attend to their own fiscal affairs and provides a number of services in support of this in our ‘as you want it; when you need it’ and ‘fresh approach’ programmes. This is after all only your fiscal responsibility as taxpayers, of course, yet, significantly, it is also one of those very few ‘secular’ issues which enjoys notable dominical association and specific warrant.
There are a number of tests of competency and of these the following are essential –

     the correct completion of a Tax Return in accordance with the Taxes Acts

     the calculation of the amount of tax due for the due dates
     understanding the ensuant Tax Calculation and if an error has been made, understanding the error
     the ability to understand a Statement of Account
     understanding Notices of Coding and confidence to change it

and in this endeavour you will find your Tax Officer (TO) most helpful.
This having been said you should always bear in mind that your TOs responsibility is tax gathering: Tax mitigation is not his or her prime concern so that it is not possible to leave your fiscal arrangements entirely to him or her. Where significant sums are involved is it wise to leave the matter in the hands of the ‘Counsel for the Prosecution’? might not the ‘Counsel for the Defence’ have something distinctive to contribute?  
On a scale of difficulty from 1 (easy) to 10 (difficult) the taxation of clergy might be said to fall between say 2 and 3.5. This Practice heartily disassociates itself from any tendency that suggests a minister’s Tax Return, etc. is fraught and beyond the exercise of reasonable diligence. This it certainly is not and yields should a modest application be brought to bear.
Should you feel that you do not possess the necessary competence, however; a fortiori, you believe your tax affairs should be handled by those who are (1) independent, and (2) practised in ‘discussion for the defence’, you should make contact with one of the number of Agents who practice in this field,
and in your choice you might care to be guided by the following considerations:

               is the Agent aware of the your high calling?
what is the Agent’s manner of working? is an informal informed comment on your fiscal affairs on offer without charge? is attempt made to make their services ‘pay for themselves’? and do they offer ‘as you need it; when you want it’ facilities for those who are willing and able enough to represent themselves or is an attitude of dependency fostered?

what is the Agent’s attitude toward your time? ‘competence’ and ‘cost’ issues are crucial, yet so are ‘time’ issues. you should aim to spend no more than 1 hour attending to your tax affairs each year (if only eventually). with clergy tax as simple as it is there is no need for time wasting travel either on your part or the Agent’s part. it is simply a waste of your time and a waste of his / hers in your service. is a ‘desk to desk’ service available?  

commendation by someone you know but who also knows how to assess an Agent. does the Agent provide referees?

there is a difference between professional services and technical services; any prospective  Agent should actively explore wider issues and show a willingness to spend significant time without regard to fee. it is salutary to assess the quality, necessity and helpfulness of outreach through advertising, attention to promotional activity and similar
the taxation of ministers qua ministers is not complex though it does call for a reasonable diligence. there is no need for OTT activity which is simply time-wasting or even confusing. does the Agent seek to foster an outlook of obscurity or complexity when in fact none is there? all that is called for is simplicity and a modest attention to simple record-keeping and reasonable diligence
does the Agent appear to encourage a ‘bias toward dependency’ or represent you in such a way that you remain aware that you, the taxpayer, is, in law, responsible for your Return?

their feeing policy: does the Agent know what the ‘stipend’ principle means, and that it underpins your office or employment; unless you or your spouse have exceptional tax complications you should pay no more than say £ 110 or so per annum (including costs and VAT)

UK tax is principally a taxes management exercise. does the Agent offer inexpensive (e.g.      £ 50 + costs + VAT) Tax Code, form P810 and / Minister of Religion Supplementary Pages (M1 & M2) reviews?

does you Agent attend to your affairs on the day he or she receives it? does your Agent require you to wait some time before your Tax Return is lodged? immediate electronic lodgement or lodgement soon after 5 April means that your affairs are settled on that day, any repayment is made to you within a few days and opportunity is available to update your current-year Notice of Coding

does your Agent lodge your Return electronically? this is important as your Inspector informs your Agent within 24 hours of the result and particularly of any (1) liability or (2) potential liability you might have, so that the matter is coded as early as possible. further the 30 September date is of little relevance as any underpayment (say 2005 / 06) is coded in 2007 / 08 so long as the return is lodged electronically by 30 December (say 2006). in addition there are efficiencies that fall to the Agent – arithmetic correct, Tax Calculation automatically produced, Statement of Account received; and there are efficiencies that fall to the Revenue – no manual processing of Tax Returns, higher accuracy level 

if something puzzles you or goes wrong, do you have instant access to your Agent and does he or she solve the problem the same day?

is the Agent also accountable to a professional body as well as to you, and thus -

        subject to regular high quality inspection, 

        committed to continuing education, and in a position to offer further professional 

        protections like professional indemnity insurance, professional compensation funds and    

        similar?

                       in principle, accountable to a 3rd party authority with powers to act
does your Agent have both a (1) significant specialist practice, and (2) a broadly based                       general practice? the first is essential and the second useful and occasionally necessary
are they honest? sadly this is in fact an issue. there are some Agents and there are some                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        clergy whose enthusiasms or unfamiliarity with the Taxes Acts, etc. ‘get the better of them’                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    shall we put it. an Agent must be aware of the high calling of Ministers of Religion among                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      their clients and rigorously insist on it.
