Funding the Future

If HMRC need a little crowd funding so that they can af...
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The Public Accounts Committee cross-examined HMRC on the subject of tax abuse on
Monday. The indefatigable Richard Allen has shared part of his transcript of the hearing
with me. This is the pertinent exchange. Trust me. it's worth reading:

Shabana Mahmood: Regarding the written evidence by RAVAS and VAT fraud;
one of the things they talk about is in relation to the seizing of stock freezing
of funds and the blocking of listings. Their own examples that they give relate
in particular to Amazon. What are your powers in relation to the seizing of
stock and so on? What can you do when you issue a notice?

Jim Harra HMRC: Generally speaking we’ve got two seizure powers. One is under
customs legislation which we do use, and we’ve used that for example in some
fulfilment houses where we find that goods have been misdeclared, then we’ve got
the right to seize them. Furthermore, we have a got a right of access to goods
basically under bailiff legislation - if we have an unpaid debt, which I think is
probably more relevant here, so if we, for example, make those assessments
and then those assessments are unpaid, then one of the things we would look
to would be, are there goods that we could take to help to pay towards the
debt? Our powers are greatest where the goods are held in the debtors own
premises, where goods are held in a fulfiiment house belonging to a third
party then under UK law, as it currently stands, we have to see a warrant to
gain access to the premises for that, so it becomes less and less of a sort of
practically viable way of doing things and we are engaging with the ministry
of justice about whether those powers really meet our needs.

Meg Hillier MP: But you can get a warrant?

Jim Harra HMRC: You can but you have to go through with it and we discussed this
earlier with regards to Lycamobile and there are quite stringent sets of evidence we
need to go through and it causes delays and it causes costs (in Lycamobile they said it
wasn’t clear which company was which in this case HMRC have already identified the
VAT evader and issued a notice to Amazon under legislation with the VAT evaders name
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on it) so it becomes less and less of a cost effective way of covering your debt so we so
we are looking ....

Meg Hillier MP: Yes but it’s not just about debt is it? It’s about the impact on other
businesses who are being screwed because of the VAT...

Jim Harra HMRC: Yes, | appreciate that. | think what we are engaging with is whether
we can get a more streamlined set of powers that would be are more useful to us

Shabana Mahmood MP: Are you saying the warranty regime is too stringent for these
sorts of cases?

Jim Harra HMRC: | think from our point of view it doesn’t necessarily make sense from
where we sit for why there is a more stringent set of rules for goods that are in a third
party’s premises than when they are in the traders and in these cases the traders
generally do not have their own premises in the UK.

Meg Hillier MP: |s this the reason that, according to Amazon, who wrote to
Chris-Heaton Harris MP a former member of this committee they said “ to our
knowledge HMRC has never issued a notice to Amazon to seize goods the third party
goods belonging to a seller in respect of whom they have issued a joint and several
liability notice “

Jim Harra HMRC: | mean that that's correct. It’s not part of our current sort of
compliance method of tackling this risk because we don’t think that as our powers
currently stand it's a practical way of us making any meaningful difference here buts
it's definitely an area we want to look at to see if we can use it.

So, HMRC won't issues warrants to search for evidence or relevant documents in these
case because the costs and hassle are too great.

Richard then researched the costs. They are here, and don't look to be beyond
the wit of the average law enforcement officer to me, which is of course, the
intended case. But the cost issue is also well worth noting. The fees are;

And just for the record, if the JP is satisfied that it is necessary to authorise
multiple entries in order to meet the purpose of the warrant, they may
specify that the warrant is for an unlimited number of entries or limited to a
maximum number of entries. Despite this HMRC apparently have been unable
to fork out this extortionate sum to gain entry to Amazon's premises to seize
the goods of those partaking in a multi billion pound fraud (I stress, that is
billion).

I do wonder if they can't afford the cost whether we should do a
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crowdfunding to help them out? them? 20p a shot, anyone?

You really could not make arguments this ludicrous up.
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