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The UK trust is in decline and tax justice campaigns ha...
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It is my habit to mark successes for tax justice. | see no reason why not. If campaigning
does not change things it is not worth doing. Change is what seeks to create and so
noting it is wise.

HMRC's latest data on trusts marks what, | think, is a tax justice campaigning success.
Trusts have long been the focus of tax justice attention. John Christensen and | drew
attention to the problems that they create in the Tax Justice Network’s first statement
of goals in 2005, entitled ‘Tax Us If You Can’,

The title was not by coincidence: the whole point for focussing on trusts was that we
were aware that they could be used for tax abuse. On and offshore they provided
enormous opportunity for anonymity, a lack of accountability, a denial of responsibility
and in some cases blatant non-compliance with the requirements of tax law.

We did not say the trusts were all bad. They are not. They can be used for charitable
purposes. They can protect the assets of vulnerable people, including the young. In
some cases they are the right way to hold the ownership of an asset for the benefit of a
group. None of this is disputed.

But, in exactly the same way that limited companies can provide benefits and can also
be vehicles for commercial and tax abuse, so too can trusts be abused. As we said in
2005:

Trusts are a principal vehicle of tax injustice:

TR HSPY tRBEEH AR ERFA A minee trustees create a secrecy space that is

NAreiRmeI8tF countries, trusts are equivalent to secret bank accounts. This is a valid
complaint of those countries that are being asked to remove their banking secrecy

I ﬁ’ﬂf‘?edibly, charitable trusts own many of the offshore ‘special purpose vehicles’ that
are used by so many companies as part of their international tax planning. This is an
abuse of the concept of charity.
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https://www.taxresearch.org.uk/Blog/2019/10/01/the-uk-trust-is-in-decline-and-the-tax-justice-campaign-has-played-a-key-part-in-that/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/834078/Table_13.1.pdf
https://www.taxjustice.net/cms/upload/pdf/tuiyc_-_eng_-_web_file.pdf

Trusts have been widely abused and they clearly need to be better regulated. They
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Trusts are given rights and privileges similar in many respects to those of limited
liability companies. These rights and privileges should be balanced by a requirement for
transparency and social responsibility.

So it is good to note that we have won the argument for trust registration: it will begin
in 2020. And, second, over the period that we have been campaigning the number of

trusts in use in the UK has fallen significantly. The latest HM Revenue &amp; Customs
data shows this:

The number of trusts is declining, markedly. | would suggest that is because there use
for abuse is also falling. And those who have dug a little deeper have shown that the

trend is continuous. As International Investment notes, in 2005 when John and | wrote
there were supposedly 220,500 trusts in the UK. The latest data is some 32.5% lower.

| and not suggesting that the abuse of trust has ended: | am sure it has not. | am not
saying that all those that remain have a genuine social purpose. Again, | suspect that
this is not true. But there has, undoubtedly, been a massive change in social culture.
Tax abuse using trusts has declined. And new rules on trust transparency are
discouraging those who have used them to hide their activities to create unlevel playing
fields in the UK economy that they have been able to abuse for commercial advantage.
This is good news. | welcome it.
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/834078/Table_13.1.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/834078/Table_13.1.pdf
https://www.internationalinvestment.net/news/4005413/uk-trust-funds-drops-149

