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The foreign property ownership 
boom has meant that my firm deals 
increasingly with both general 
accountants and tax advisers in Spain. 
Amongst other things, this experience 
has highlighted some big differences in 
the way Spaniards operate compared 
with how things are done over here.  

The big difference
In the UK, most accountants would argue 
they ‘do tax’ because they offer compliance 
services – and the distinction between an 
accountant and tax adviser is rather blurred. 
But in Spain, accountants basically just do 
accounts and leave tax advisers, who tend to 
be linked to solicitors or conveyancing firms, 
to concentrate on the tax side of things. 
This means that in Spain, a tax adviser is 
recognised as a specialist profession in its own 
right, just like law. Whereas in the UK, if you 
asked most people – and potentially even 
practice accountants – what the difference 
was, they would be hard-pushed to be 
specific.

Experiencing this cultural difference 
made me wonder why the situation exists 
in the UK – and I think the issue stems from 
the education system. If you think back to 
accountancy studies, the AAT exams go into 
tax in some depth; this knowledge is then 
built on by ACA or ACCA qualifications. 

A huge leap
So anyone who qualifies as an accountant 
will have a fairly good knowledge of tax 
compliance as it affects the accounts. And that 
individual could subsequently set up a general 
practice and have enough tax knowledge to 
be able to do the compliance and a fair level 
of tax planning. But then, there is a huge 
leap between tax advice at that level and the 

more complex tax planning which might take 
place for instance when a company buys or 
sells, during company re-structuring or IHT 
planning for wealthy individuals. And these 
types of specialist tax services are also often 
provided by larger solicitors with an in-house 
tax department. As with accountancy, 
studying law also includes learning about tax 
in quite some depth, but not as much as a 
chartered tax adviser would.  

So this crossover between the academic 
disciplines results in a blurring of boundaries 
between the three professions and leaves 
pure tax practitioners a bit between two 
stools. It also means that if you want to set 
up a dedicated tax practice from scratch you 
might struggle to secure a flow of work.  This 
is because tax tends to revolve around people 
or businesses that have to complete a set of 
accounts. And let’s be honest, it’s an unusual 
accountant who would turn away a client 
by saying they need to go to a bespoke tax 
practitioner.  

Connecting with the public 
So, the knock-on effect of this for clients 
relying upon generalist accountants for tax 
advice, means that they may often miss out 
on tax planning opportunities unless they go 
to the larger firms. And for a pure tax practice 
to survive and thrive, it has to be highly 
specialised, which explains the rise in boutique 
firms specialising in capital allowances or share 
schemes for instance. 

Going forward, what should the tax 
profession be doing to counter this blurring 
and raise its profile as a stand-alone 
profession? First and foremost, the CIOT is 
perfectly placed to promote the role of the tax 
specialist to potential clients and the general 
public by providing advice about why they 
would want to use a chartered tax adviser. 

Its website is excellent once someone has 
decided they need a tax adviser – but there 
must be many people out there who are not 
aware that they do. 

What can we do that a general practice 
accountant can’t? As a qualified CTA and 
tax adviser for 30 years, my experience has 
shown that our qualifications are every bit 
as stringent and well regarded as those of 
the ACA and ACCA. It certainly isn’t the 
easy option – and it’s different from practice 
accountancy.  To be a good tax practitioner 
you of course have to be technical. But 
you also need the ability to communicate 
technical ideas to clients and then help them 
understand how they can be applied. This 
requires a high level of both creativity and 
communication skills that a general practice 
accountant might not necessarily need to 
possess in order to excel at what they do. It 
is very hard to practice tax well and not have 
that level of creativity.

I believe that now, more than ever, it’s 
important for the general public to properly 
understand the difference between a tax adviser 
and accountant. Our tax laws are constantly 
changing and the whole self-assessment 
regime is a minefield for those who are not 
well-represented. The fact that a charity such 
as TaxAid not only exists, but is practically a 
necessity, illustrates that tax is now far more 
of an issue for more people than it ever was 
before. The ICAEW is doing a tremendous job 
in raising general awareness of the accountancy 
profession and what it means to have ACA 
status. It’s perhaps time for the CIOT to do more 
to enhance the profile of our profession to the 
general public too.

Lesley Stalker is head of tax at  
TAX UK (www.taxuk.co.uk)

A successful tax adviser displays creativity and 
technical excellence, says Lesley Stalker – so why 
doesn’t the profession blow its trumpet more?

Let’s stand up 
and be counted
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