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Taxation (Cross-Border Trade) Bill – PCS Brief 

The Bill was introduced into the Commons for its first reading on 20th November 2017 with a 

statement that the purpose of the Bill was: 

“A Bill to impose and regulate a duty of customs by reference to the importation of goods into 

the United Kingdom; to confer a power to impose and regulate a duty of customs by reference 

to the export of goods from the United Kingdom; to make other provision in relation to any 

duty of customs in connection with the withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the EU; to 

amend the law relating to value added tax and the law relating to any excise duty on goods in 

connection with that withdrawal; and for connected purposes.” 

At its second reading on 8th January 2018 an opposition amendment was moved by Peter 

Dowd MP: 

 “I beg to move an amendment, to leave out from “That” to the end of the Question and add: 

“That this House recognises that the UK will need considered and effective arrangements to 

ensure a customs and tariff regime, including the potential of a customs union with the 

European Union, is in place before the UK’s exit, in order to guarantee frictionless movement 

of goods at UK ports and the ability to levy customs duty and VAT and to protect 

manufacturing and other key industries through the power to enact protective tariffs, but 

declines to give a Second Reading to the Taxation (Cross-border Trade) Bill because the 

Government has failed to provide a coherent plan for the operation of the customs and tariff 

regime after the UK’s exit from the European Union or for the maintenance of frictionless 

movement of goods at UK ports, because the Bill is not accompanied by proposals to ensure 

that Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs are properly resourced and organised to implement 

a new customs and VAT regime, because the needs of UK manufacturers and producers 

have not been properly reflected in the design of the proposals and because the Bill proposes 

to give excessive powers to Ministers without appropriate procedures for parliamentary 

consultation and scrutiny.” 

After debate that motion was defeated. 

PCS along with our sister unions Unite and GMB have been invited to give evidence to the Bill 

Committee when it meets on Tuesday 23rd January.  

 

PCS is the main Trade Union representing the majority of workers in HM Revenue and 

Customs (HMRC), the government department responsible for assessing, enforcing and 

collecting taxes which pay for all public services.  

 

The Taxation (Cross Border Trade) Bill is of particular relevance to PCS because we 



represent members in HMRC and it is clear that workers in HMRC will be directly impacted in 

their day to day duties, by the provisions within this Bill and subsequent legislation.  

 

It is being brought forward as part of the arrangements for exiting the EU but is set against a 

backdrop in which PCS have argued for many years that HMRC needs more resources in 

order to operate effectively. 

 

On November 12th 2015, HMRC announced proposals to close nearly every office 

(approximately 170) in the HMRC estate and to replace them with 13 ‘regional centres’ and 4 

(it is now 5) ‘specialist sites’, mostly based in major UK cities. These plans were titled 

“Building our Future” and if implemented in full, will involve vast areas of the UK being left with 

no local HMRC office.  

 

We know that HMRC is already currently inadequately resourced. It is difficult to see how 

arrangements for leaving the EU and any transitional period after, can be properly 

implemented unless the current and future detrimental impact of the Building Our Future plans 

and the current resourcing levels are addressed properly, in a government department that is 

frankly in crisis. 

 

 

 

          

           INTRODUCTION 

1. The Public and Commercial Services union (PCS) represents over 180,000 
members in the civil and public services; and in some areas which have been 
privatised. We represent the majority of workers in HM Revenue and Customs 
(HMRC), the government department responsible for assessing, enforcing and 
collecting taxes which pay for all public services. Our General Secretary is Mark 
Serwotka and our President is Janice Godrich. 

2. In November 2017 PCS produced a briefing document ahead of a Westminster hall 
debate on HMRC. It gave information regarding the resourcing problems in HMRC 
together with other information on the government’s Building Our Future Plans 
which, almost 3 months on is still pertinent. Previously, in November 2016, PCS had 
launched a publication called “Building an Uncertain future- the cuts don’t work”, in 
Parliament, in which we set out alternative proposals for HMRC.  
 
We think it is vital that the Government take note of our ongoing, consistent, 
well informed arguments, about the resourcing of HMRC in the course of the 
progress of this Bill over the next few weeks. 
 
 



BUILDING AN UNCERTAIN FUTURE 
 

3. The Building Our Future plans, propose that almost the entire HMRC estate be 
closed with a move to a “regional hub system” in addition to five specialist centres. 
HMRC has already shrunk from 105,000 staff in 2006 to approximately 56,000 full 
time equivalents in 2018 and these proposals, if carried through, will lead to many 
thousands more job cuts. The implications of Brexit, had however seemed to finally 
persuade an intransigent department to accept that there is a need for more, rather 
than less, staff to be employed to deal with the fallout from a likely exit from the 
Customs Union. An intention to recruit to between 3000 and 5000 new jobs was 
announced in October 2017 and this “extra recruitment”, is addressed further, later 
on in this briefing. 
 
 
 

4. Even if this “extra recruitment” transpires, the department will still be massively under 
resourced compared to when it was created via the merger of the Inland Revenue 
and Her Majesty’s Customs and Excise. Apart from Greece no other European 
country has cut the resources of its tax authority more than the UK in the last five 
years. 
 
 
CALL FOR A HALT TO BUILDING OUR FUTURE FOLLOWING THE 
REFERENDUM 
 

5. Our members in HMRC include many who work on Customs and International 
Trade, Excise and VAT processing and Compliance. Immediately after the vote to 
leave the EU, PCS wrote to HMRC calling for the Building Our Future Plans for office 
closures and redundancies to be paused whilst the new situation was evaluated. 
HMRC refused.  
 

6. There are shortages of trained and experienced staff in all the tax areas impacted by 
Brexit. The Building our Future office closure programme will make this worse 
between now and March 2019 and also in any transitional period following Brexit. 
Over 17,000 staff years of experience in HMRC was lost to redundancy schemes in 
2017 alone. Further years' experience lost in the planned closures in the next 2 
years will be considerably greater. It is important to understand the detrimental 
impact of the shortages of trained and experienced staff in all the tax areas impacted 
by Brexit. HMRC is a government department in on-going crisis. 

 

SHORTAGES IN STAFFING PUT AT RISK HMRC’S ABILITY TO DELIVER EU 
EXIT 
 

7. PCS have identified six areas where we believe staff shortages will impact 
detrimentally on the ability of HMRC to deal adequately with exiting the EU. 
 
 

 Customs and International Trade Policy staff  
 



The Customs and Indirect Tax Policy Line of Business has 635 staff. 225 of these 
are based at Southend, which is a site due to close as Britain leaves the EU. This is 
even though the staff there will be needed to work through the complex technical 
issues both prior to Brexit and also following Brexit, in any transitional period. Many 
others are also in offices that will close. Many will be forced to leave HMRC by 
means of redundancy because of the lack of anywhere within reasonable daily travel 
to relocate to. Many staff may simply leave HMRC because of the low morale 
currently being experienced, arising from 10 years of constant re-organisation that in 
reality has not brought efficiencies or better services.  
 
 

 Customs compliance staff  
Customs compliance staff work with the Border Force (part of the Home Office) and 
the Police. Within HMRC, the Fraud Investigation Service (FIS) business stream has 
a wide range of duties, including but not limited to, work tackling smuggling and other 
criminal activity at ports and airports. There are approximately 4,000 HMRC/FIS staff 
located in over 60 sites, most of which are scheduled to close under the Building Our 
Future plans. Border Force employees, staff the ports and airports, but call out 
HMRC staff when needed, at any time of day or night. With a move to a regional 
structure, PCS dies not believe it will be impossible to carry out that essential work 
from just 13 Regional centres. Many ports and airports will be long distances from 
the nearest HMRC office meaning that when the Border Force has to call upon 
HMRC in order to deal within regulations and law with for instance smugglers, the 
distance may prove too far for HMRC to be able to arrive within specified time limits. 
HMRC sites that are scheduled to close include Southend, Ipswich (for these FIS 
staff), Swansea, Portsmouth, and Southampton. It is intended that there will be no 
HMRC offices dealing with this work on the entire south coast. The impact cross 
department then will be of significance. If Border Force staff are unable to use the 
services of HMRC because there are no HMRC offices within 200 miles the ability of 
the Border Force to keep the borders secure will be compromised. 

 

 Staff who will process the increased number of Customs Declarations, 
identify where customs duty may be at risk and collect the right amount 
of duty  

HMRC could still take the opportunity to keep locations like Lillyhall, in West 
Cumbria, open and train existing staff located there on the extra work likely to arise 
from this Bill and other pieces of draft legislation, following their implementation. At 
present HMRC still plans to make the 200 staff based at Lillyhall redundant very 
soon. It seems ill thought out to take those jobs away from an area of economic 
deprivation, whilst being uncertain about its ability to hire equivalent staff in other 
geographical areas.   
 

 

 VAT Compliance staff  
These staff are situated throughout HMRC, working on a range of businesses, and 
they will be expected to deal with the increased number of VAT issues that will arise 
from the new relationship with the EU countries.  
 
 



 Staff who will be expected to develop, test and roll out the new IT 
systems 

The details of these new processes cannot be finalised until it is clear what the new 
Customs, VAT, and Excise regimes will be. It is however very clear that given there 
is already concern regarding digitalisation of services and tax that any shortage in 
staff numbers in this area, will impact detrimentally on the government’s ongoing 
plans around digitalisation even before Brexit. 

 Staff who train and develop the new recruits 
These staff, develop the exact processes and write the detailed training manuals and 
HMRC needs experienced staff to pass on their technical knowledge and experience 
but the Tax Academy is scaling back locations and will make staff redundant as 
locations close. The challenges that HMRC and the UK face with Brexit will not be 
assisted by a lack of staff having the necessary experience to train new recruits. 
Without adequate resources HMRC is setting itself up to fail. 

 

 

      HALT THE BUILDING OUR FUTURE PROGRAMME 

8. PCS believes that the Government should pause the Building our Future office 
closure programme whilst it re-evaluates what is needed from HMRC for whatever 
form of Brexit that is negotiated and agreed. 
 

9. The HMRC Chief Executive says HMRC may need up to 5,000 more staff. It is not 
clear from the various different statements that have been made internally to staff 
and externally in the media as to whether these will be “new jobs”, newly funded, or 
a relocation of jobs and people. Rather than additional staff (whether new or simply 
newly appointed from across the department) HMRC may actually lose some of its 
skilled staff working on Customs and International Trade, Excise, and with specialist 
VAT knowledge to “outside competitors”. Their skills are very likely to be sought after 
at a financial premium in private industry where there will also be an increased need 
for their skill set and experience following Brexit. 
 

10. After years of pay restraint in HMRC, salaries in HMRC are uncompetitive and this 
combined with other pressures, may result in experienced staff leaving for greener 
pastures. HMRC is only recruiting in the areas where it will have the 13 Regional 
centres and 5 Specialist Sites. Those are mostly large conurbations where job 
competition is already higher than for example in some more rural areas.  
 
 

11.  Ironically staff would be more likely to either be recruited to HMRC or indeed remain 
working in the department in the areas that HMRC already has sites but which 
HMRC has decided to close. So at a time of increased need for skills and experience 
HMRC risks actually losing the very staff it would seek to retain. The sites proposed 
for the new Regional Centres that PCS is aware of, have some of the most 
expensive real estate costs in the UK and yet efficiency savings are constantly cited 
as one of the outcomes sought from the Building our Future plans. If the Government 
seek an orderly, optimised exit from the EU, one of the things it should do 
immediately is to lift the pay cap and reward staff properly in order to retain the skills 
needed during the ongoing Brexit negotiations and in any future transitional period.  



 

12. The ongoing office closure programme has already resulted in the loss of many 
trained and experienced staff who deal with Customs and International Trade, 
Excise, and VAT processing and Compliance. The Staines office, close to Heathrow 
Airport, has recently closed. The office at Newry, which will be the land border with 
the EU, has closed. All the other Northern Ireland offices except Belfast are set to 
close. The only site for vehicle inspection in Northern Ireland is owned by HMRC and 
is due to close on 31 March 2019.  
 

13. There is already a shortfall in staff needed to assess and address risks in the offices 
dealing with the largest businesses. As more locations close this loss of experienced 
staff will accelerate. PCS has seen no sign of specific recruitment and training to 
deal with the increased workload expected from Brexit. On the contrary, there is now 
a recruitment freeze in several areas of HMRC. There is no money to even backfill 
the posts of staff who retire, resign or move to another HMRC post. 
 

14. In the absence of knowing what sort of Brexit is going to be achieved it is difficult to 
predict the extent of the work and what the pressure is likely to be on the new 
Customs Declaration Service. It is clear however that recent IT failures do not fill 
PCS with confidence about the ability of this work being carried out adequately. 
Currently HMRC is inadequately resourced and the majority of HMRC staff are 
suffering financially, from years of the pay cap. Morale is at an all-time low because 
of year on year reorganisations that do not improve services.  
 

15.  Following the second reading of the Bill on 8th January a number of public 
commentators raised concerns regarding the ability of this Bill to achieve what is 
necessary for a beneficial outcome for the UK on leaving the EU. PCS believes that 
unless HMRC is adequately resourced NOW there is a grave risk that the aims of 
this Bill will not be able to be met and HMRC will be unable to deliver what is needed 
as Britain leaves the EU.  
 
 
 
 

 

Alan Runswick. From PCS will be attending the Bill Committee on 23rd January along with 
sister unions Unite and GMB, to give evidence. 

January 2018 

 


