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Minutes 
 
Forum name: Administrative Burdens Advisory Board (ABAB)

Date: 17 February 2026

Location: 100PS and Microsoft Teams

Advisory Board attendees: Dame Teresa Graham, DBE (Chair), Bill Dodwell, Paul Aplin, Karen Thomson, Kevin Sefton, Albert Azis-Clauson, Sue Youngman, Roger Southam, Jeremy Coker, Graham Rogers, Rebecca Benneyworth

HMRC attendees: JP Marks, James Mitton, Chris Southworth, Claire Walsh, Rob Jones, Richard Hawthorn, Craig Ogilvie, Peter Emerson, Wendy Saunders, Colin Shingler, Kev Brown, Jade Ashton, Millie Cameron

Apologies: Malcolm Bacchus (ABAB), Jonathan Athow, Kevin Hubbard, Nick Atkinson, Ronan McDonald (HMRC)
Welcome and Apologies:
· Dame Teresa Graham welcomed ABAB board members and gave apologies.
· Introduced Wendy Saunders, who has taken over from Alex Galloway as the Deputy Director responsible for the secretariat.
· Dame Teresa Graham is visiting HMRC Newcastle Upon Tyne, 16 March 2026.
· November minutes agreed.  

MTD Update (HMRC)- Craig Ogilvie:
· Delivery remains on track, with 94% of functionality complete and two releases remaining before mandating. 
· Sign‑up activity has increased post‑January peak; however, take‑up by April is expected to be lower than the full eligible population, with most customers filing later in the year. 
· A soft‑landing approach will apply in the first year, with compliance activity phased towards the end of 2026. 
· Engagement of unrepresented customers (approximately 25%) remains a key focus, particularly in construction, real estate, and agriculture. While not complacent, HMRC are confident we are making excellent progress.
· Extensive mitigations are in place, including targeted outreach, improved guidance, partnerships, and developer engagement. 
· Technical readiness and the software ecosystem are strong, with ongoing testing and issue resolution. 
· Exemptions are being processed well, and support arrangements are in place. 
· The programme represents a major change to self‑assessment, with continued board oversight and support requested during early rollout.

MTD Reflections (ABAB)- Paul Aplin
· Overall resistance to MTD has reduced, with stakeholder focus shifting from objections to practical implementation.
· Simplification of scope, including removal of certain features, is viewed as supporting a more manageable rollout.
· The soft‑landing approach is welcomed, though there is a need to encourage early behavioural change rather than delay.
· Engagement of unrepresented customers (approximately 200,000) remains a key risk, particularly due to limited bookkeeping capability.
· Data quality issues, including double counting in some software, highlight the need for continued user support and training.
· Broader participation in beta testing is needed, with some end‑of‑year processes yet to be fully tested.
· Future communications should emphasise the practical benefits of digital adoption, including error reduction, rather than compliance messaging.

ABAB Feedback:
· Demand for MTD training remains high, though variable awareness among bookkeepers continues to be a concern.
· Recent guidance on exclusions and exemptions is highly regarded; however, navigation and discoverability remain challenging.
· Engagement of unrepresented taxpayers remains a key risk, alongside concerns about common bookkeeping and software errors.
· Software integration and data‑quality issues (including double counting) highlight the need for continued user training and developer engagement.
· Awareness‑raising activity, including high‑profile media support, is being pursued to broaden reach.
· Support services are generally viewed positively, though some delays in exemption processing and clarity of communications were noted.
· An issue was raised regarding personal identity prompts when accessing MTD via Agent Services, with clarification requested on requirements for multi‑user access.
· Stakeholders offered continued collaboration to support readiness ahead of mandating.

HMRC Overview & ABAB Q&A Session- JP Marks
· Staff engagement has improved, with rising engagement scores reflecting stronger communication and morale.
· Customer service performance has strengthened, including improvements in self‑assessment delivery, digital engagement, and telephony standards.
· Operational performance is improving across key services, with continued focus on meeting service standards and reducing customer burden.
· Digital transformation remains a strategic priority, with a long‑term ambition to significantly increase digital interactions while maintaining support for digitally excluded customers.
· Capacity is being increased through substantial recruitment in debt and compliance roles.
· Modernisation efforts are underway across technology, systems, and ways of working, including contact centre and enterprise platform upgrades.
· Partnerships and co‑design approaches are expanding to improve customer outcomes, particularly for vulnerable or less digitally confident users.
· There is a strong emphasis on customer‑centric culture, fairness, and empowered decision‑making by frontline staff.
· Complaint handling and customer engagement approaches continue to evolve, with recognition that emotional connection remains a long‑term challenge.
· The organisation’s overall mission remains focused on becoming a secure, modern, customer‑centric body and reducing the tax gap by 2030.
· A proposal was made to follow up offline to discuss ongoing initiatives and opportunities for further collaboration and shared learning.

ABAB Feedback:
· External organisations report strong results from internal technology‑led innovation, with greater value seen in infrastructure and developer‑driven improvements than in customer‑facing change.
· Clarity was sought on the organisation’s approach to innovation, technology adoption, procurement, and how internal innovation is identified, scaled, and embedded.
· Emphasis was placed on culture and people as critical enablers of innovation and high‑quality customer service, alongside technology.
· Feedback highlighted the value of staff experiencing services as users to better identify pain points and opportunities for improvement.
· A positive customer service case study demonstrated effective handling of a complex issue, with proactive support and clear follow‑up restoring confidence.
· The importance of open working, early engagement with partners, and addressing whole problems rather than partial fixes was reinforced.

SA / Class 2 National Insurance- Richard Hawthorn
· RH apologised that this issue had happened and for the impact it had on customers and agents
· The issue arose because the detailed IT requirements were not shared with our IT teams and was not therefore an IT failure as such.
· The issue was identified through customer helpline feedback rather than internal testing.
· A total of 14,500 customers were affected, significantly fewer than initially feared.
· Following investigation and testing, a fix was implemented, significantly reducing the impact from initial worst‑case estimates; all affected cases were resolved by year‑end.
· In the reporting of the incident to the Representative Steering Group (RBSG) HMRC had set out the number of customers who had been affected on a worst case scenario,  Our understanding of the numbers of customers actually impacted improved as we worked through the necessary fix and recovery work and turned out to be much smaller
· We had been tracking the calls into our service centres throughout, and the level of contact reflected the smaller impacted group that our recovery work has identified.
· The issue was identified in May.  A fix was put in place at the end of September and the work to correct those customers affected was completed by early December.RH acknowledged that the letters sent out to customers affected were less than ideal because we use standard outputs.   There was a balance between pace of recovery and the time it takes to create bespoke letters for the specifics of this situation. 
·  RH explained that briefings had been provided to RBSG and through Agents Updates but recognised that further collaboration with ABAB would be beneficial to ensure all members are fully informed. An unrelated registration issue that also impacts on Class 2 NI paid by the self-employed has been fixed for new cases, with a phased approach being planned to address historic cases.
· HMRC plans to target those closest to state pension age for National Insurance top-ups, followed by others; more details will be shared in June. 
· Issue with National Insurance registration is separate from the recent communication problem; both are being addressed.


ABAB Feedback:
· Communications to taxpayers, agents, and developers during the incident were insufficient, leading to confusion, anxiety, and incorrect tax payments by some customers.
· Lack of timely updates limited the ability of agents to support clients.
· Frontline staff seemed unaware of the issue in its early stages.
· Pleased that lessons have been identified around the need for timely, accurate, and segmented communications, including interim updates via agent and digital channels.
· Clearer coordination between systems and improved messaging are required to prevent similar issues and protect customer confidence.
· Pleased that other aspects are NI are also being improved.

Digital Roadmap Update- Claire Walsh, John Screeton
· Chief Customer Officer oversees improvement of daily performance and customer experience.
· Two main targets for 2029/30: at least 90% of interactions to be digital, and 80% customer satisfaction.
· Currently, 78.4% of interactions are digital (as of December).
· Focus not just on targets, but on delivering complete end-to-end digital journeys for customers and agents.
· Emphasis on effective communications, guidance, education, and personalised, targeted support for those who need it most.
· Pre-reading material groups improvements and deliverables under Strategic Objective 2 (SO2), with 21 deliverables assigned to directors.
· Key initiatives include post digitisation programme, improved communications and guidance, app adoption campaigns, and customer journey management.
· Seeking feedback on progress and suggestions for areas where greater input or influence could be provided.

ABAB Feedback:
· Concerns were raised about cross‑department collaboration, particularly around digital ID and account access across government services.
· Issues were highlighted where legacy accounts and processes prevent users from accessing new digital services or completing required actions.
· There is a risk that digital transformation is outpacing underlying infrastructure, leading to technical issues and poor user experience.
· Data mismatches and delays were noted across payroll, personal tax accounts, and payment visibility, affecting trust and confidence.
· High digital uptake does not consistently translate into improved service quality, indicating a need to measure user experience alongside adoption.
· Prototyping end‑to‑end user journeys with external partners was suggested to identify pain points early.
· Ongoing issues with tax codes for individuals with complex income sources were highlighted as a recurring source of customer error and confusion.
· Learning from other sectors, particularly banking’s approach to vulnerable customers and digital exclusion, was encouraged. Dame Teresa offered to link up HMRC & UK Finance.

HMRC Strategic Objectives & ABAB Priorities- Claire Walsh, Rob Jones, James Mitton, Chris Southworth
· SO1 (Compliance and Tax Gap): Commitment to maintaining and raising tax gap performance through upstream interventions, including guidance, education, and intermediation.
· Significant recruitment is underway to build compliance capacity, with a focus on professional standards and effective training.
· SO2 (Customer Experience): Focus on strengthening customer data and insight, including better triangulation with external sources, and improving end‑to‑end customer journey management, particularly for small businesses.
· Ambition to improve communications, awareness, and education, with openness to external expertise and joint working.
· SO3 (Reform and Modernisation): Priority on improving data quality, security, and accessibility to support decision‑making, digital services, and responsible use of AI.
· Reform efforts are focused on integrating data, technology (including CRM), and people capabilities to improve customer experience and reduce the tax gap.
· Continued emphasis on coherent digital journeys, with particular attention to complex and vulnerable customers.
· The board’s role is to support delivery of strategic priorities rather than individual projects.
· Key opportunities were identified in software strategy, API development, and progression towards e‑invoicing to improve integration.
· The long‑term ambition is a fully intermediated tax system with real‑time data sharing, integrated accounts, and accurate tax codes.
· Clear milestones and regular assurance are required to ensure delivery of core fundamentals.
· Stronger, more open relationships with the software industry are essential to enable innovation and system integration.
· Improving cross‑government access, including consistent login and identity solutions, is critical to user experience.
· Lessons from past issues should inform prioritisation of key pain points.
· Effective execution remains critical, with core capabilities (such as business login) needing active delivery through the strategic roadmap.
· Leadership for intermediation and external engagement is active across relevant areas to support delivery.
· Focus remains on strengthening intermediation to help close the tax gap and improve customer experience through better digital services.
· A strategic software forum is driving progress on software standards and collaborative working.
· Efforts are underway to shift organisational culture towards greater co‑creation and innovation, while recognising ongoing challenges.
· External partners are encouraged to engage in more innovative and objective ways to support shared outcomes.

ABAB Feedback:
· The value of involving experienced individuals in training and onboarding was highlighted, using real customer experiences to build capability.
· Emphasis was placed on customer proximity and understanding the needs of different user groups.
· Board members provide a unique, independent customer perspective that complements professional and representative bodies.
· Earlier board involvement in project development was encouraged to help identify and mitigate issues before they are embedded.
· A culture of openness, including early sharing of challenges and failures, was advocated to enable constructive solutions.
· The board’s role in post‑implementation reviews was reaffirmed as a key mechanism for learning and continuous improvement.
· Greater and earlier use of board expertise and engagement was encouraged to support successful delivery from project inception.


AOB- Dame Teresa- Next ABAB meeting 20th May 2026, back to 1:30pm start.
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