counting down to retirement

In order to qualify for the maximum state pension, an individual needs a minimum number of ‘qualifying years’. That is years in which they have paid sufficient national insurance contributions (NI). More specifically, a qualifying year requires earnings at least equal to the lower earnings limit (currently £4,004) or 52 weeks of Class 2 contributions or a combination of the two. Where insufficient contributions have been paid, voluntary Class 3 contributions can be paid to top-up the record. To qualify for a full state pension, men need to pay NI for 44 years and women for 39 years, or the amount they get is reduced. 

Recently there has been media coverage of the Revenue’s decision back in 1998 not to remind anyone with a deficient NI record that they could pay voluntary Class 3 contributions. Since then an estimated ten million workers could have developed gaps in their payments without realising it. The Revenue now says it is planning to issue ‘Deficiency Notices’ to inform people of shortfalls. As a Revenue spokesperson said “In the forthcoming mailing, the years we’ll be looking at are 1996/97 to 2001/02 inclusive, and we expect to issue something in the region of ten million notices”.

Anyone who receives a Deficiency Notice before 6 April 2004 will have until 5 April 2008 to pay top-up contributions. Those informed after that date will have until 5 April 2009.

Health and Safety Executive discussion document – first aid at work

The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) is reviewing the legislation regulating the provision of first aid in the workplace with a view to revising the Regulations. 

A discussion document has been issued which will be of interest to every employer irrespective of size, as the requirement to make provision for first aid applies to all employers. 

The discussion document considers the options for change, including extending the scope of the current Regulations to include 

· the provision of first aid arrangements to visiting members of the public rather than just employees, 

· the standards and approval of first aid training and 

· the provision of first aid equipment and medication (which are not currently required by the Regulations). 

More information  is available from the HSE at www.hse.gov.uk. The discussion document is available from http://www.hse.gov.uk/consult/live.htm. For those who would like to know what the existing Regulations currently require, the following site describes the requirements and provides Frequently Asked Questions for employers:

http://www.hse.gov.uk/firstaid/index.htm
new guidance on teleworking

Since April 2003, employers of staff with young children aged under six years have been required to consider seriously requests by staff for flexible working arrangements. This might include flexitime, job sharing or arrangements to work from home for part of their contracted hours. Industry surveys suggest that the initial number of requests from parents has been very low indeed, but both the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) and trade organisations view working from home (teleworking) as an important development for staff and employers alike. By the spring of 2001 around 2.2 million workers were working remotely, which is an increase of 65% over four years.

New guidance has therefore been provided on the DTI website with a view to helping employers implement flexible working patterns for employees through teleworking. This online resource provides help for employers on the subjects of : 

· Health and safety, 

· Allowances and taxation and expenses aspects, 

· Human resources issues such as recruitment, training and career progression, 

· Personal support for remote workers to ensure that they do not become isolated, and 

· Information security. 

The guidance has been prepared by the DTI with the help of the CBI, the TUC and CEEP UK which represents public sector employers.

More information :  If you are currently implementing a flexible working policy, this guidance may prove invaluable. It is available from www.dti.gov.uk/er
vat - new invoicing REGULATIONS

The EC VAT Invoicing Directive was agreed by member states in 2002 and as a result new UK Regulations will be issued shortly which will prescribe the correct form and content for a valid VAT invoice. The new rules will be consistent across the EU, so that businesses trading under several VAT authorities will be subject to a single set of rules on invoicing. 

Customs have now released draft Regulations to advise businesses what is in the wings. The new rules will commence in January 2004. The new Regulations will also provide a new set of rules for self billing arrangements, which will no longer be subject to agreement by Customs, and finally provide all new Regulations for electronic invoicing and electronic storage of documents, inlcuding provisions to ensure integrity of invoices, once issued.

The changes to UK invoice requirements are minor, but once finalised businesses will need to check that their invoicing format complies with the law, otherwise their customers may be prevented from recovering input tax on them. 

The changes proposed to UK VAT invoices are as follows :

· Remove the requirement to state the type of supply (sale, hire etc)

· Remove the requirement to show each rate of VAT and the total VAT charged at each individual rate

· Remove the requirement to show the exclusive total of the supply (before VAT) in sterling

· Introduce a new requirement to show the unit price.

In addition, Customs will be able to compel a trader with a VAT invoice not expressed in English to obtain a translation. This power is unlikely to be used routinely.

The unit price requirement is the only real amendment that MUST be made, as it is a new item of content which must be added to invoices. The deleted items can still be shown and will not make an invoice invalid. Unit price for goods is self explanatory and should provide traders with no difficulty, but the requirement also applies to supplies of services. The Joint VAT Consultative Committee paper on this subject indicates that the suggested unit price is an hourly or similar rate, unless the supply has a “price for the job” in which case the charge is itself a unit price. Suppliers of services will need to consider this carefully, and seek advice if necessary.

Those making e-supplies should make themselves aware of the authentication issues around electronic invoicing – more guidance will be issued by Customs once the Regulations are finalised, and Customs have already indicated that a transitional period of up to six months will be permitted for traders to adapt their procedures and software.

More information from Customs JVCC document  (paper 04(03)) with appendix of draft SI at http://www.hmce.gov.uk/forms/notices/jvcc0403.htm
opra bring first criminal prosecution against director

OPRA, the Occupational Pensions Regulatory Authority, has brought its first successful criminal prosecution against a director of a company for fraudulent evasion in failing to pay over contributions to an occupational pension scheme within the required time limits. 

The sponsoring employer in this case has ceased to trade, and the director concerned has been required to pay compensation to affected members, has been banned from acting as a company director for four years, and ordered to contribute to OPRA’s costs.

This prosecution was secured at Gloucester Crown Court on 4 September 2003. The individual concerned was found guilty on four out of seven charges of fraudulent evasion and acquitted on the remaining three charges (one charge was brought against him for each unpaid month of contributions). In addition to the penalties outlined above, he was also fined £1,000.

The offence of fraudulent evasion was introduced into the Pensions Act 1995 by the Welfare Reform and Pensions Act 1999, and applies with effect from 3 April 2000. The offences prosecuted occurred between June 2000 and December 2000. This is the first time such a prosecution has been brought by OPRA.

