it’s that time again!

A reminder that tax returns are due to be filed with the Inland Revenue by 31 January, and payment of the balance of tax due for 2001/02 together with the first instalment payment for 2002/03 are due by the same date. Remember to leave enough time for your payment to reach the Inland Revenue, otherwise you will be charged interest on the amount due.

If you are late paying the final instalment for 2001/02 and any of this is still outstanding on 28 February, it will carry a supplement of 5% for late payment. Those having difficulty meeting their tax liabilities should contact the Inland Revenue as soon as possible rather than waiting until the payment is overdue. It is sometimes possible to agree payment terms with the Inland Revenue, but this is not something that they will do as a matter of course.

If you are responsible for submitting your own tax return to the tax office, remember that although the late filing penalty of £100 does not apply to returns filed during the day on 1 February, these returns are still technically late and therefore your taxpayer file will be logged accordingly, and your return will be open for enquiry until 30 April 2004 rather than 31 January 2004. Returns filed on 2 February will attract a £100 fixed penalty, unless the tax outstanding is less than that amount.

customs update guidance – trading on the internet

The excellent online guidance for businesses trading on the internet has been updated. It is designed for SMEs and is a comprehensive web based guidance tool for businesses. There is a guidance map and comprehensive list of contents linked to the detail, with a summary of the main topics for easy reference. This facility has been available for some time, but has recently been updated; the new structure is clearer and easier to use. 

The guidance also refers readers to other information about internet trade available from the Inland Revenue, but it is the VAT treatment of transactions which will require the most careful consideration.  Trade over the internet can change the place of supply rules and create specific VAT problems. In some cases supplies which are zero rated in the UK when supplied as goods, are liable to standard rated VAT when supplied over the internet to private customers in the EU.

The main ‘front page’ of the revised guidance is very user friendly, and provides links to advice under the following main headings:

· What is e-commerce?

· Where do you trade 

· UK, 

· EC or 

· Outside EC ? 

· VAT registration

· Do you need to?

· Where?

· In another country?

· UK businesses

· Making sales

· Receiving purchases

· Digitised products

· Books, records, e-docs

· Dealing with countries outside the UK

· What are your obligations?

· VAT in other languages

· Contact addresses in other member states

· What’s new

· FAQs

· Guidance map

There follows a complete list of links to each section of the guidance.

Internet trade brings with it a number of new VAT issues for most VAT registered businesses. Use this online guidance for initial help, but you should seek specific advice if you have a particular supply in mind. Rulings obtained in writing from Customs can be relied upon if an officer subsequently doubts the treatment you have applied, whereas a verbal reply from the telephone helpline does not provide sufficient record of the question you posed and the answer you obtained to give you the assurance you need.

Internet Links : Access the main front page of this guidance at 

http://www.hmce.gov.uk/business/tradinginternet/tradinginternet.htm
pre budget report – extension of loan guarantee scheme

The Pre Budget Report (PBR) announced the extension of the Government’s Small Firms Loan Guarantee Scheme from April 2003 to include more trade sectors, and by the revision of various conditions to make the scheme more widely available. 

It is anticipated that take up of loans under the scheme will increase by 25% once the changes have been implemented. The scheme provides a Government Guarantee for the loan (to become a 75% guarantee across the board) which will encourage banks and other lenders to make the loan whereas they may have been unwilling without Government backing.

The changes to the Loan Guarantee Scheme planned include:

· The extension of the scheme to cover new business sectors. This will include retail, catering, motor vehicle repair and servicing, travel agents, libraries, museums and cultural activities, steel and coal businesses, hairdressers and estate agents who will all become eligible for the scheme.

· The maximum turnover for the service sector will increase from £1.5 million to £3 million per annum

· A single guarantee rate of 75%. At present there are two rates, 85% for established businesses and 70% for new businesses.

· Loans granted before April 1993 will be ignored, thus allowing previous beneficiaries to apply again if they wish to, and

· A 2% premium will be paid by the borrower on all new loans.

More information on this subject will be available from the DTI and the Small Business Service in due course. Business Link organisations will also be involved in the implementation of the new scheme on a local basis.

new health and safety guidance issued

The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) has published new guidance on procedures which should be applied to protect pregnant women from hazards in the workplace. 

The news release detailing the new publication highlights that many sex discrimination cases taken to Tribunal relate to discrimination resulting from an employee’s pregnancy, and that failure to undertake and act upon a risk assessment to expectant mothers would probably constitute sex discrimination. Employers should carry out risk assessments immediately they are notified of an employee’s pregnancy, which should include any problems that the employee has had with previous pregnancies such as repeated miscarriage. 

The release also contains a number of case studies provided by the Equal Opportunities Commission as illustrations of both good and bad practice relating to pregnant employees. In particular, employers should ensure that pregnant employees are not exposed to:

· Lifting heavy loads

· Working in confined spaces

· Working at unsuitable workstations

· Working in stressful or violent environments, and

· Working with lead.

The press release illustrates cases of bad practice with information about successful sex discrimination cases taken by pregnant employees, and highlights the instruction by one employer that an employee engaged in lifting work should ”use her common sense and not lift anything too heavy” as inadequate application of Health and Safety requirements.

Readers should also note that employees who are unable to work due to pregnancy related Health and Safety issues are deemed by employment law to be suspended on full pay, and are not to be put on sick leave – SSP is not applicable in these cases.

The new publication “New and Expectant mothers at work – a guide for employers” provides clear guidance on this subject and can be obtained from the HSE bookshop (Contact details below)

Weblinks : The HSE press release with these details in is number E226:02 dated 9 December 2002 and available from the HSE website at www.hse.gov.uk
HSE books online order facility is at www.hsebooks.co.uk
