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16/379 Collins Street, Melbourne Vic 3000
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13 November, 2002

The Secretary

Senate Economics Committee 

Suite SG.64

Parliament House 

Canberra   ACT   2600 

Dear Sir/Madam,

Inquiry into the Inspector-General of Taxation Bill 2002

The Business Coalition for Tax Reform (BCTR) is an apolitical organisation whose members are industry and professional associations from all sectors of the economy representing small, medium and large businesses.  

The BCTR welcomes the opportunity to provide a response to the Senate Economics Committee on the Inquiry into the Inspector-General of Taxation Bill 2002. 

Background

The Bill proposes to establish a statutory office to review tax administration and to report to Government with recommendations for improving tax administration for the benefit of all taxpayers.  It provides for the appointment of an independent Inspector-General who will be endowed with a broad range of powers to obtain comprehensive information on the administration of the tax laws.

The BCTR supports the object of the Bill to improve the administration of the tax laws for the benefit of all taxpayers.

We also support the functions of the Inspector-General as defined at sub-section 7(1) of the Bill 

The BCTR believes that the position of Inspector-General has the potential to secure significant and lasting improvements to the administration of taxation in Australia and fully supports the introduction of the Bill. 

The role of the Inspector-General 

The BCTR agrees that the role of the Inspector-General should be established outside the Ombudsman’s office, with the Ombudsman retaining its existing functions.  This will ensure the independence of the role and will enable both bodies to carry out their responsibilities without distractions.  That said, the BCTR acknowledges that there may be some efficiencies to be obtained from the sharing of information, services or facilities. However, the BCTR believes that the independence of the Inspector-General is paramount and should not be compromised.

The BCTR believes that the primary focus of the Inspector-General should be on systemic issues rather than individual issues. Independence from the Ombudsman will allow the Inspector-General to focus on these systemic issues and enable the individual complaints role to remain the domain of the Ombudsman.  

Reporting mechanisms

Reports made by the Inspector-General, under section 10 of the Bill, can only be made public by the Treasury Ministers.  We note that the Annual Report will include a report on the operations of the Inspector-General, including details of any directions given by the Minister under subsection 8(2).  However the reports on reviews undertaken by the Inspector-General are not included in the Annual Report.

The BCTR believes that the Inspector-General should have the power to table a report in Parliament after a set period of consultation with the Minister.  We believe that taxpayer confidence in, and the overall effectiveness of, the Inspector-General will depend critically on the ability of the public to examine its reports.

We believe that the Inspector-General should be required to report annually to the Parliament.  We do not believe that the Treasury Ministers should influence the selection of reports to make public or to table in Parliament.  A perception of a conflict of interest could arise if the Minister responsible to the Parliament for the administration of taxation could influence the reporting of the Inspector-General in this way. 

The BCTR acknowledges that in rare circumstances, such as involving taxpayer confidentiality, there may be legitimate reasons for not making reports public.  We believe, however, that transparency is a critical element of the Inspector-General function.  Therefore, these reports should generally be made public and there should be clear and explicit criterion for not publishing reports.

The BCTR would be happy to expand on any of these points either in an appearance before the Committee or separately.  Please contact Su McCluskey, BCTR Secretariat, on 03 9610 4222, if you would like any further information.  

Yours faithfully,

Mark Bayliss

Chair

Business Coalition for Tax Reform







