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Tax
JASON CLOUT
The Australian Taxation Office has intensified its collection efforts, potentially endangering the cash-
flow position of some small businesses, say SME advisers.

Ken Gunderson-Briggs, director of accountants at Gunderson Briggs, says in June some small
business clients were hit with tax bills many thousands of dollars more than they expected.

“Instead of paying $8000 in the quarterly instalment, they had to find more than double that figure.”

Even well-run small businesses can find that impost on their cash flow a big burden, he says.

“In the past the ATO would have collected any additional tax owing when the tax return for that year
was lodged. But now they want it sooner.”

The ATO has worked closely with the small business sector in the past to deal with the implications of
the global financial crisis. But Gunderson-Briggs says it started to tighten a few years ago. “It is a little
bit tighter again this year.”

John Wong, another director at the firm, says it can be difficult to get refunds for clients from the ATO.

“We’ve waited 12 months at times for a refund. It can be particularly long if it is an amended tax return.
There is a process about how the ATO deals with such problems. But these are not isolated issues.”

Managing director of William Buck NSW, Nick Hatzistergos, says there is increased attention by the
government on collecting revenue.

“It seems that is a policy by Treasury to accelerate collections. It’s not as if it is a sledgehammer
approach by the ATO but rather a series of steps which mean they are getting their money earlier,” he
says. “They want to speed up payments, whether it’s PAYG or company tax.”

‘HEIGHTENED MONITORING’

Some businesses have moved from quarterly to monthly payments, says Hatzistergos. Fines will be
introduced for tax agents who don’t meet their targets, and more businesses could face penalties for
late lodgement.

“It is also part of the heightened monitoring capability the ATO has now. There is more of a sense of
urgency.”

Private clients partner at BDO, David Ratcliffe, says SME owners need to accept the ATO is part of
their operation. “They are a part of your business, that’s just the way things are. It is a matter of
communicating with them all the time, especially if there are any problems. We’ve noticed they have
become a bit tighter compared to their attitude during the GFC, but it is still a matter of communicating
with the ATO.”

BDO’s partner in charge of private clients, Chris Allen, says there is less tolerance for late lodgment
and payment.
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In severe cases the tax office can even implement a garnishee order, whereby it contacts a third party
such as a bank to hand over money owed to the tax office.

“There is no limit placed on the amount the [tax] commissioner can withdraw from the account,” Allen
says, as long as the proper procedures are followed. “So if a taxpayer owes the commissioner
$100,000 and there is $80,000 sitting in a bank account of the taxpayer, under an appropriately issued
garnishee notice, the commissioner can take the $80,000 in part satisfaction of its debt.”

But the ATO is generally satisfied to renegotiate terms for payment of tax, says Allen.

“That’s the case even if it happens a number of times for some taxpayers, as long as the tax office is
being informed.”

There is also an understanding within the ATO about seasonal revenue fluctuations for many small
business sectors, such as the decline many restaurants face in winter.
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