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Investing in the UK, an acknowledged world-leading business 
destination, is a strategic objective for a number of global shipping 
companies and international investors.
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The UK shipping sector has interests in a 

range of vessel types from bulk carriers, 

tankers and offshore vessels to passenger 

and container ships. Clusters such as 

Aberdeen, Glasgow, Hull, London, 

Merseyside, Southampton and beyond, 

all provide a centre for ship ownership and 

management. The City of London is seen as 

one of the world’s leading financial centres 

and shipping hubs where the key players and 

standard setters in the industry operate, 

including the Baltic Exchange, International 

Chamber of Shipping, Institute of Chartered 

Shipbrokers, Intertanko-Intercargo, Lloyd’s of 

London and the HQ of International 

Maritime Organization. London is the world’s 

leading centre of marine insurance and is 

also home to a number of leading shipping 

law firms and banks – there is little surprise 

that more and more global shipping 

businesses are choosing to set up in the UK.

To avoid any pitfalls, it is crucial to 

understand the various UK legal and financial 

This is for good reason: the UK tax and 

economic environment is attractive to 

overseas investors.

 

The UK has long had a positive attitude 

towards inward investment and is in the 

World Bank top ten economies for ease of 

doing business. Few restrictions on foreign 

investors, a favourable tax regime for 

non-domiciled UK residents and corporation 

tax reducing to 17% by 2020, makes the UK 

an attractive place for business. The UK 

benefits from a diverse and competitive 

shipping sector made up of more than 6,600 

companies. One of the UK’s strengths over 

its competitors is the size, variety and quality 

of shipping companies across the country. Its 

skills, expertise and innovation in marine 

systems, equipment, maritime insurance and 

professional services, design, manufacturing, 

marine engineering and maritime architecture 

are recognised throughout the world. 

regulatory frameworks. This will help you 

ensure your investments flourish in  

this market. 

Setting up business in the UK 
Setting the right structure

You may wish to operate in the UK by setting 

up a physical presence or office location. The 

first and most important decision is to select 

whether the UK business will trade as a 

subsidiary or a permanent establishment.

A permanent establishment is a fixed place 

of business through which the operations of 

a company are wholly or partly carried on. 

This can include a branch, a place of 

management, an office, a factory, or even a 

ship. A branch is deemed an extension of 

your parent company, unlike a subsidiary, 

which is considered a separate legal entity, 

allowing a distinction between your 

international and UK operations. The public 

nature of UK company records, tax 

efficiencies and maintenance costs of the 

two options are important factors to consider.



“ The UK offers great opportunities for 
companies in the shipping industry with the 
City of London being one of the world’s leading 
financial centres and shipping hubs.“
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Getting the legalities right

UK businesses are subject to filing 

requirements which start on formation and 

continue throughout the life of the entity. 

The responsibility of this falls on the 

directors. This includes maintaining the 

registered office address and adhering with 

all aspects of company law and filing 

requirements.

Accounting & reporting 
Accounting books and records

Legally, you are required to keep accounting 

books and records that show and explain 

financial transactions undertaken, as well as 

disclose with reasonable accuracy the financial 

position of your company at any time.

Business outsourcing

Setting up in a foreign country is a challenge 

in itself without having to worry about 

accounting records, payroll and tax returns.  

It can be more efficient to initially outsource 

some or all of your back office functions.

Financial reporting

The requirement to prepare financial 

statements will depend upon the legal status 

of the entity. For most companies, the law 

places a responsibility on the directors and 

members to prepare financial statements 

that give a true and fair view of the state of 

affairs at the end of the financial year and 

for financial statements to be filed annually 

with Companies House in the UK. 

Companies have the choice to prepare 

financial statements either in accordance 

with UK Generally Accepted Accounting 

Principles or in accordance with International 

Financial Reporting Standards, as adopted in 

the European Union.

Audit

Many entities are required by law to have  

an audit of their financial statements. The 

question of which companies are required  

to have an audit is based substantially upon 

the size of the company. Certain small 

companies with a turnover of less than  

£6.5 million and with gross assets of less 

than £3.26 million can claim exemption  

from an audit of their financial statements. 

However, it is not uncommon for companies 

with financial results lower than this 

threshold to carry out an audit of their 

financial statements, to provide their 

stakeholders will a greater level of assurance.

Finance 
Banking and bank debt

The UK debt funding market has become 

increasingly challenging and sophisticated  

in recent years. There are now a greater 

number of non-mainstream lending 

institutions ‘open for business’ as well as 

there being a wide variety of debt and lease 

finance solutions available. This includes 

raising debt finance – whether this be a 

refinancing of existing debt facilities to 

obtain better terms & conditions, to raising 

new finance to support a company’s growth 

or to fund an acquisition.
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Tax for individuals
Individuals – residence

Whether an individual is resident in the UK is 

determined by the Statutory Residence Test. 

This generally provides significant certainty, 

and in some circumstances can allow an 

individual to spend a reasonable amount of 

time in the UK without being resident but it 

can also require detailed records to be kept.

The Statutory Residence Test looks principally 

at the number of days spent in the UK. Other 

factors that may be relevant are the location 

of the individual’s main home, where they 

work, other accommodation available to 

them, where their family are resident and 

their residence status in the three previous 

tax years. Factors such as nationality, visas etc 

are irrelevant for this purpose. The position 

may also be affected by the ‘tie-breaker’ 

clause in a double tax treaty.

Normally, residence status is determined for  

a complete tax year (to 5 April). However, in 

certain circumstances the year can be split 

and an individual is only treated as resident 

or non-resident from part way through the 

tax year. These rules are particularly complex 

Capital markets

Becoming a public company is a major step 

in the development of a private company.  

It can provide capital for growth, create a 

market for its shares, enhance the profile and 

credibility of the business, and ultimately 

provide an exit strategy for its owners. The 

London Stock Exchange is one of the world’s 

most international capital markets, home to 

approximately 2,200 companies from more 

than 70 countries around the world.

Private equity and other funding sources

Shipping has become an increasingly 

attractive source of alternative investments 

for private equity funds in recent years. This 

includes the acquisition of bank shipping 

loan portfolios through to distressed vessel 

situations. Whilst shipping markets remain 

volatile there is still a need for capital as 

traditional sources of finance such as bank 

debt is relatively scarce. The UK shipping 

sector continues to be engaged with private 

equity firms and hedge funds.

and the date on which tax residence starts 

may not be the same date on which the 

individual physically arrives in the UK. 

It is important to take advice in the tax year 

prior to that in which it is intended UK 

residence will commence.

Non-doms and the remittance basis

The UK offers a favourable tax regime for 

individuals who are resident but not 

domiciled in the UK, so called ‘non-doms’.

An individual is, very broadly, domiciled in 

the country that constitutes their permanent 

home. At birth an individual acquires a 

‘domicile of origin’, normally from their 

father. This may be displaced by a ‘domicile 

of choice’ but it is possible to live in the UK 

for a significant period without acquiring a 

UK domicile of choice, depending on all the 

circumstances.

A UK resident is normally taxable on all 

income and capital gains, wherever they 

arise. In certain circumstances this can 

include income and gains of non-UK 

structures to which they are connected.
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centrally managed and controlled in the UK, 

unless a residence ‘tie-breaker’ clause in a 

double tax treaty applies. Broadly, a UK tax 

resident company is subject to UK 

corporation tax on its worldwide profits  

and gains.

A non-UK resident company that trades in 

the UK through a UK permanent 

establishment will be liable to UK corporation 

tax on profits and gains attributable to the 

UK permanent establishment.

From 1 April 2017, the rate of UK 

corporation tax is 19%. This is expected to 

reduce to 17% by 2020.

Capital expenditure which is regarded as 

plant and machinery , including expenditure 

on ships, will qualify for capital allowances or 

‘tax depreciation’ at set rates.

The UK transfer pricing rules apply to most 

transactions between a UK resident company 

and a connected party (as defined). Such 

transactions must be on (or adjusted to) an 

arm’s length basis for tax purposes. The onus 

is on the taxpayer to comply with these rules.

However, non-doms may elect to be taxed 

on their foreign income and capital gains by 

reference only to the amounts remitted to 

the UK, (the ‘remittance basis’), rather than 

by reference to the total amounts arising.  

It should be noted that:

• UK income and gains remain taxable  

in full;

• there are specific rules for employment 

income. Remuneration relating to duties 

performed in the UK, and to certain 

offshore employments connected to the 

UK, are generally taxable.

Electing for the remittance basis has the 

effect that the individual loses the benefit of 

the income tax personal allowance. This may 

not be a significant issue because the 

allowance is in any case progressively 

withdrawn for individuals with taxable 

income in excess of £100,000. The capital 

gains tax annual exempt amount is also lost.

In addition, longer term residents have to 

pay an annual remittance basis charge. This 

is as follows and can be paid from offshore 

income and gains without generating a 

tax charge:

• UK-resident in at least seven of the 

previous nine tax years – £30,000;

• UK-resident in at least 12 of the previous 

14 tax years – £60,000.

The Government has announced significant 

changes to the taxation of non-domiciliaries 

to come into effect (retrospectively) from  

6 April 2017. The key measure is that from 

that date an individual who has been 

resident in the UK for more than 15 out of 

the past 20 tax years, will be deemed to be 

domiciled in the UK for all tax purposes.

Tax for companies 
UK corporation tax

The normal UK corporation tax rules apply to 

UK companies carrying on shipping activities 

which are not in the tonnage tax regime. 

This may apply to UK shipowning companies 

that have not elected into the regime, for 

example because their activities do not 

qualify, or to companies that carry on other 

shipping related activities, such as ship 

management or shipping advisory services. 

A company will be tax resident in the UK  

if it is incorporated in the UK, or if it is 
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Tonnage tax

The UK tonnage tax regime provides an 

alternative way of calculating taxable profits 

of companies operating qualifying ships 

that are strategically and commercially 

managed in the UK.

Taxable profits relating to the ship operating 

activities are calculated by reference to the 

net tonnage of the vessels a company owns 

or charters in. This results in a relatively low 

rate of tax. Any profits not relating to the 

ship operating activities are subject to the 

normal UK corporation tax rules.

International tax

The UK has an extensive network of double 

tax treaties, the benefits of which can 

include relief from overseas taxes, such  

as freight taxes.

Payroll taxes

Shore based and qualified crew costs must be 

paid after deduction of income tax (Pay As 

You Earn) and national insurance contributions  

(NIC) by the employee. In addition the 

business must also bear the cost of 

employers’ NIC.

The Apprenticeship Levy is payable by 

employers in the UK at 0.5% of gross wage 

costs on a monthly basis. All employers will 

receive an annual allowance of £15,000 to 

offset against the payment of the levy, 

which effectively means the levy is only 

payable by employers with total wages in 

excess of £3 million per year.

Enterprise Investment Scheme (EIS)

The EIS offers a number of valuable tax 

reliefs to individuals who subscribe for 

shares in qualifying companies. For shipping 

companies looking to raise equity capital, 

and to take advantage of depressed vessel 

values, the benefits of EIS can help to 

attract funds. Given the value of the reliefs, 

a number of conditions have to be met by 

the investor and the investee company. 

VAT

Although a large proportion of shipping 

and shipping related activities are zero-rated 

in the UK, most UK companies carrying on 

such activities would be eligible (or required) 

to register for VAT in the UK. The benefit of 

VAT registration is that the company would 

be entitled to reclaim VAT incurred on 

associated expenditure.

Research & Development (R&D)  

tax relief

There is a lot of terminology around R&D 

tax relief, but don’t be put off. R&D can be 

costly, but the UK has some of the most 

effective tax reliefs available in the form of 

R&D tax credits.

Here are the key facts:

• if you are an SME, for every £100,000 

spent on R&D, you can receive a £230,000 

deduction from your corporate taxable 

profits potentially triggering a cash benefit 

of £43,700 or, if loss-making, gain a cash 

benefit of up to £33,350;

• if you are a large company, you can 

trigger a benefit of up to £110,000 for 

every £1,000,000 spent, under the R&D 

expenditure credit scheme.

What surprises many clients in the shipping 

and offshore maritime sectors is that they 

are already likely to qualify for R&D tax 

credits. Examples of recent successful claims 

include the design of gas terminal 

infrastructure, the development of oil spill 

recovery systems, software for self-driving 

boats and much more!

“Ask a shipowner which international accountant 
they most associate with the shipping industry, and 

they will probably say Moore Stephens.“
Lloyds List
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Africa
South Africa – Durban
Jeff Blackbeard
jeffr@msdbn.co.za

Americas
USA – New York
Michael Halkias 
mhalkias@mspc-cpa.com

John Repetti 
jrepetti@citrincooperman.com

Brazil – São Paulo
Sérgio Lucchesi Filho
lucchesi@msbrasil.com.br

Asia
Hong Kong
Helen Tang
helentang@moorestephens.com.hk

Singapore 
Chris Johnson
chrisjohnson@moorestephens.com.sg

Europe
UK – London
Michael Simms 
michael.simms@moorestephens.com

Cyprus – Limassol
Christos Christodoulou
c.christodoulou@moorestephens.com.cy

Greece – Piraeus
Costas Constantinou 
costas.constantinou@moorestephens.gr

Monaco
Andrew Gallagher 
andrew.gallagher@moorestephens-mc.com

Netherlands – Rotterdam
Michael Bick 
m.bick@moorestephensrotterdam.nl

Norway – Oslo
Bjørn M. Naustheller 
bmn@moorestephens.no

Middle East
UAE – Dubai
John Adcock
john.adcock@moorestephens-uae.com

Why Moore Stephens 
We help our clients thrive in a changing world. 

With over 75 years’ experience in the 

shipping industry, Moore Stephens is widely 

acknowledged as the world’s leading 

shipping accountant and adviser.

In our long association with the shipping 

industry, Moore Stephens has accumulated 

an unparalleled depth of knowledge and 

breadth of worldwide experience. That 

knowledge is demonstrated by the fact that 

the net book value of vessels audited in 

London exceeds US$20 billion and that we 

act for over 2,000 ships internationally. 

With member firms in all of the principal 

shipping locations throughout the world, 

you’ll have easy access to the right people 

whenever you need them, so that decisions 

can be made quickly and confidently.

We advise a wide range of clients from 

large multinational corporations to single 

vessel owners, including:

• banks

• charterers

• cruise operators

• hedge funds

• logistics operators

• maritime organisations

• operators

• owners

• P&I clubs (insurers)

• port agents

• ports

• private equity

• ship brokers

• ship managers

• shipping funds

• shipping pools

As your circumstances change, we’ll give 

you all the support and guidance you need 

to deal with new risks and opportunities.

Moore Stephens provides a variety of 

services to the shipping sector, including 

audit, accounting, outsourcing, tax, risk and 

systems assurance, corporate finance, 

restructuring and insolvency, IT and cyber 

security assurance, wealth management 

and disputes analysis. 

If a client’s business and personal 

interactions need to expand, we’ll help 

make it happen – coordinating advice from 

a network of offices throughout the UK and 

in more than 100 countries. 

Key global shipping contacts



Contact information
If you would like further information on any item within this 

brochure, or information on our services please contact:

Michael Simms – Head of Shipping & Transport

michael.simms@moorestephens.com

Sue Bill – Partner

sue.bill@moorestephens.com

Philip Bird – Partner

philip.bird@moorestephens.com

Ryan Biscomb – Associate Director

ryan.biscomb@moorestephens.com

Phil Cowan – Partner

phil.cowan@moorestephens.com

Cassie Forman – Director

cassie.forman@moorestephens.com

Richard Greiner – Partner

richard.greiner@moorestephens.com

Gill Smith – Partner

gill.smith@moorestephens.com

Steve Williams – Partner

steve.williams@moorestephens.com

Moore Stephens LLP, 150 Aldersgate Street, London EC1A 4AB 
T +44 (0)20 7334 9191
www.moorestephens.co.uk
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About Moore Stephens 
We help you thrive in a changing world.

We provide all the support and guidance you 

need to deal with new risks and opportunities. 

We ensure easy access to the right people, so 

decisions can be made quickly and confidently. 

A consistent team will partner with you to 

support your aspirations and contribute to  

your success.

You’ll have access to a range of core services, 

including audit, accounting, tax, risk and 

systems assurance, corporate finance, 

restructuring and insolvency, wealth 

management and disputes analysis. As a Top 10 

accounting and advisory network we support  

a broad range of individuals and entrepreneurs, 

large organisations and complex international 

businesses.

If your business and personal interactions 

need to expand, we’ll help make it happen – 

coordinating advice from a network of offices 

throughout the UK and in more than  

100 countries.

Moore Stephens globally
Moore Stephens International is a top ten 

global accountancy and consulting network, 

headquartered in London. With fees of over 

US$2.74 billion and offices in 108 countries, 

clients have access to the resources and 

capabilities to meet their global needs.

By combining local expertise and experience 

with the breadth of our UK and worldwide 

networks, clients can be confident that, 

whatever their requirement, Moore Stephens 

provides the right solution to their local, 

national and international needs.


