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JOINT RESPONSE: CBI and SHARING ECONOMY UK 

HMRC CALL FOR EVIDENCE: THE ROLE OF ONLINE PLATFORMS IN ENSURING TAX 
COMPLIANCE BY THEIR USERS 

Published: 13 March 2018; closing date for comments: 8 June 2018 

Background 

As the UK’s leading business organisation, the CBI speaks for some 190,000 businesses that together 

employ around a third of the private sector workforce, covering the full spectrum of business interests 

both by sector and by size. 

Sharing Economy UK (‘SEUK’) is the trade body championing the UK’s sharing economy industry – 

from the world’s most influential sharing economy businesses to innovative and industry-defining start-

ups. SEUK was launched in March 2015 following a Government-commissioned independent review. 

In March 2017, Sharing Economy UK entered into close collaboration with the CBI.  

We welcome the opportunity to provide comments as part of the call for evidence in the role of online 

platforms in ensuring tax compliance by users. The digital economy is enabling greater transparency of 

trading relationships through technology, providing opportunity for people to earn money and contribute 

tax. Following on from a recent meeting between CBI, SEUK and several members, we have set out 

below the key points we consider should be kept at the forefront of mind in relation to any measures 

proposed:  

Our recommendations 

• HMRC should prepare a short online information pack with specific guidance for users of online 

platforms, with businesses willing to contribute ideas on what the guidance could include 

We fully understand the importance of ensuring users of online platforms understand their UK tax 

liabilities resulting from online activity and fully support payment of tax in line with the current tax 

legislation, which is vital for continuing to provide essential UK public services. However, we 

consider that any measure must be a joint effort between both business who operate online 

platforms and HMRC. There is currently very limited guidance to help users of online platforms to 

understand their tax obligations and while we understand that the tax profile of every user is 

different, clear guidance outlining the key considerations for users is essential for businesses to 

be able to support any measure to educate users. Online platforms cannot provide tax advice and 

so need to be able to point users to external resource from HMRC, where this becomes a chosen 

measure to pursue. This also ensures that users are given accurate information, as the guidance 

would be maintained and updated by HMRC. Platforms also have the ability to distribute and 

signpost users to this resource. 

• HMRC need to carefully consider the definitions used to scope the measure, including what 

constitutes an online platform and a user 
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The scope set out in the call for evidence considers the term “online platform” and notes how this 

can encompass businesses in the sharing economy, gig economy and online marketplaces. It is 

noted that the businesses envisaged to be affected are hugely diverse and many of these 

businesses do not define themselves as “online platforms” so the definition used within the scope 

needed to be appropriately drafted to ensure all businesses within the policy objective are included 

within the measure. Similar consideration needs to be applied to the definition of “user” and other 

terms used within any proposal.  

• The scope of marketplaces covered and the extent of the measure need to be carefully balanced 

with risks of displacement, in particular for online stores and marketplaces 

We consider that most users want to comply with their UK and other tax obligations and contribute 

to the UK fiscal purse for the activity carried out via online platforms. For such users, we therefore 

consider guidance on how to comply would be likely to be welcomed but a measure must only 

provide proportional administrative burden for the user. For example, provision of various tax details 

to an online platform may discourage entrepreneurial activity through online platforms due to the 

time and administrative requirements. Similarly, any withhold of tax may also discourage activity, in 

particular for occasional or ad-hoc users where tax is actually not due and a refund must be sought1. 

In order to not create more work for both users and HMRC, the best use of resource should be to 

focus on informing users to take the appropriate and correct action. Some users may also be 

reticent to share personal information and tax details with online platforms, especially smaller 

businesses, which may have adverse consequences on start-ups and growth via access to users, 

which is one of the great opportunities for innovative new businesses to grow as facilitated by the 

digitalisation of the economy.   

We understand the need to evaluate and ensure compliance within the tax system. However, we 

note that in reality e-commerce is very fluid and there are now many (and increasing) channels for 

selling online, which perhaps are not considered online marketplaces or platforms. We are 

concerned that significant increases in administrative burden or information reporting by online 

platforms about their users may result in displacement of sales to other mechanisms, which are 

often untracked.  

As a consequence, we consider that it is important that any measure: 1. Applies appropriately to 

any channels with the propensity to act as a marketplace; and 2. Is proportionate to activity to allow 

the vast majority of users to feel the benefits of help from online platforms in compliance, rather 

than feel onerous additional requirements when carrying out online entrepreneurial activity.  

• The challenges arising from “multi-apping” should be considered when any proposal is being 

designed 

The advances in technology bring significant economic benefits to the UK and drive productivity 

and this is particularly true when considering the sharing and gig economy. However, in some 

circumstances, users engage with multiple online platforms to carry out their activity and often may 

have multiple income or business opportunities facilitated via online platforms – the same person 

may rent out a spare room in their home, drive their car for additional income after work in the 

evenings and engage in ad-hoc sales of unwanted items via online platforms. As such, it is very 

difficult for platforms to build up a full profile of each user and their tax affairs. In particular, we 

consider this would make it incredibly difficult for an individual online platform to assess the trading 

or employment status of a user and therefore determine their tax liability and the applicable tax rate. 

                                                
1 An example is for individuals with small amounts of income falling within new annual tax allowances for £1,000 of trading and 

£1000 of property income. We note that the policy objective was in this instance to both simplify the tax system but also to help 
the UK become leaders in the digital and sharing economy. 
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In order to have an effective and accurate outcome of compliance, this responsibility should sit with 

the user not the platform. 

Final remarks 
 
The above is just a selection of the comments we consider to be important in relation to this topic. We 
hope that our response is useful and we look forward to continuing to work closely with you to ensure 
any new measures continue to support the UK’s important and growing digitalising economy while 
assisting users with meeting their UK tax compliance obligations.   


