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Update

Making Tax Digital (MTD)
From 1 April 2019, if you have a taxable turnover in excess of the 

VAT registration threshold, you’ll be obliged to keep records 

digitally (for VAT purposes only) and provide your VAT return 

information to HMRC through MTD compatible software. 

Significant amendments to existing accounting software may be 

required in order to comply with the law and HMRC will impose 

penalties for non-compliance. Is your software compliant or does 

it need updating? A review of the underlying data is 

recommended as it will be fully accessible to HMRC. 

Treatment of supplies for education  
and conferences
Membership bodies can treat their supplies of education and 

conferences as VAT - exempt providing certain conditions are 

met. However, it is important to ensure that the rules are 

complied with and that the liability is correct. It may be that an 

exemption is not optimal and that making changes to your 

structure so that some supplies are taxable would improve your 

VAT position.

VAT & membership organisations

Overseas activities
The VAT place of supply rules can be very complex and 

membership organisations with overseas members and overseas 

structures or branches will need to consider the VAT liability of 

their supplies carefully. It also means that services purchased 

from abroad are potentially subject to UK VAT and will need to 

be included in partial exemption calculations.

Subscription apportionment
If you provide a package of membership benefits, particularly 

relevant to printed materials, you may apportion your 

subscription. A split between zero-rated and exempt is most 

common. These need to be reviewed periodically as HMRC often 

check the split is still relevant. The rules may be changing soon 

as the tax concession which HMRC believes allows 

apportionment is under threat.

Journals – electronic publishing
The move from print to electronic publishing continues to gain 

momentum, as it is cheaper and often more desirable for the 

The VAT treatment of membership organisations is complex and there is the potential for both errors 
and opportunities. Moore Stephens’ VAT team specialise in supporting membership bodies and can 
help you stay compliant within the VAT rules and improve your VAT position.
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subscriber. Unfortunately there are potentially serious VAT 

consequences as, unlike printed matter, electronic publications 

are subject to standard rated VAT. The question becomes even 

more complex when subscribers receive both print and electronic 

editions; especially if they are based overseas. They may also 

need to account for European VAT in sales made to non-UK 

customers (“MOSS” issues).

Journals – third party arrangements
Increasingly, journals and publications are not published  

‘in house’ but instead under arrangements with third party 

publishers. There are numerous potential arrangements, varying 

from profit shares to the sale of titles, and each have a VAT 

treatment.

Non-business activities
Organisations that undertake activities for no charge often have 

non-business activities, for example grants. This is particularly true 

of charities, and can mean that they need to restrict VAT recovery.

Some activities that are treated as non-business should be seen 

as business. They may be undertaken to ultimately benefit or 

increase membership. Are your activities correctly described  

and consequently can your VAT recovery be improved?

Property assets
Membership bodies often hold substantial property assets and 

may look to rent these, or part of these, out. This income could 

be treated as exempt from VAT or subject to VAT at the standard 

rate should the option to tax be exercised. This is especially useful 

if significant VAT costs are incurred in relation to the property. 

Where significant expenditure is incurred in relation to a property, 

such as an acquisition or a development, it may be necessary to 

undertake Capital Goods Scheme Calculations. You may wish to 

consider alternative methods of apportionment in order to 

maximise VAT recovery on such expenditure

Subscription liability
Many membership bodies, particularly charities, professional 

bodies and learned societies, can treat their subscriptions as VAT 

exempt. Case law and policy have continually developed in this 

area meaning a constantly changing landscape.

VAT reliefs
Membership organisations that are also charities are entitled  

to take advantage of a number of VAT reliefs such as those on 

fundraising and advertising. Often these are not fully exploited.

VAT recovery and partial exemption
If you have non-business or exempt activities then you will  

suffer a restriction in VAT recovery. Is your method still 

appropriate or can it be improved? The standard income 

apportionment method can often result in lower VAT recovery, 

as it can potentially overstate the value of those activities that 

are exempt or non-business for VAT purposes.

If you have a partial exemption special method, has it been 

reviewed recently? The VAT recovery rules have changed over the 

last few years with charges to minimum value rules, the Capital 

Goods Scheme and introduction of joint methods. It is always a 

good idea to check that it gives you the optimum VAT recovery.

VAT inspections
We are seeing an increase in VAT inspections. Are you prepared 

for an inspection and do you have the right processes in place to 

deal with one?

Overseas conferences
Conferences held overseas can be a source of complication.  

In many cases an overseas VAT registration is necessary but 

sometimes changes to the event can make this unnecessary.

If you hold events abroad, do you do it in conjunction with other 

organisations? This can be another source of confusion. The 

penalties for VAT errors abroad can be serious. Are you sure  

you are applying the rules correctly?

Let us help you
Our VAT team acts for many membership organisations ranging 

from the largest professional bodies to small specialist groups. 

We have decades of experience in dealing with membership VAT 

and have been involved in many of the key cases both in HMRC 

and the profession.

We have the skills to warn you when appropriate and help improve 

your position. In the majority of cases we can identify savings. We’d 

be happy to meet with you and discuss your VAT position.

For further information please contact:

Terri Bruce – VAT Associate Director

T +44 (0)20 7334 9191

terri.bruce@moorestephens.com
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