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The survey reinforces 

that singapore is one of 
the easiest countries to 
do business in, with our 

tax policy being viewed as 
one of the most consistent, 

most predictable and 
least complex in Asia 

Pacific. specifically, 93% 
of respondents rated 
singapore as having 
a consistent or very 

consistent tax regime, 
while 86% of respondents 

are confident in the 
effectiveness of  

tax administrative 
procedures in place.

The world was still dusting off 
the fallout from the collapse 
of Lehman Brothers that 

precipitated the global financial 
crisis when Deloitte conducted its 
inaugural Asia-Pacific Tax Complexity 
Survey. The 2010 survey1 sought to 
provide businesses operating in Asia 
Pacific a benchmark for comparing 
their perceptions of and responses 
to the current and anticipated tax 
environments across the region.

Four years on, the world remains 
buffeted by the ramifications 
emanating from the crisis. The 
confluence of factors creating the 
“perfect storm” –  such as drained 
coffers due to massive bailouts, 
governments turning to tax revenues 
to replenish their treasuries and 
public anger as a result of harsh 
austerity measures due to the fiscal 
squeeze – has led to a period of 
unprecedented focus and examination 
on local and global tax policies, both by 
governments and taxpayers alike. 

It is amid this backdrop of 
increasing public interest in perceived 
tax avoidance by businesses and a 
growing debate on tax morality that 
Deloitte felt it opportune to refresh its 
survey on tax complexity in the  
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Asia Pacific and examine the new trends 
that have emerged2. The report is titled 
“Risk, uncertainty and opportunity in  
a changing tax landscape”. 

Importance of  
tax polIcy when 
InvestIng In asIa pacIfIc
In 2010, tax policies in the respective 
Asia-Pacific jurisdictions were 
considered to be one of the key 
decision-making criteria for businesses 
making an investment in the region. 
This is the result of the global financial 
crisis creating intense budgetary 
pressure on tax jurisdictions. 
Moreover, emerging economics and 
new business models were appearing, 
which placed unprecedented pressure 
on existing tax policies.

The pressures magnified in 2014;  
survey respondents found that 
consistency3, predictability4 and 
complexity5 – three tax attributes that 
underpin any tax regime – continue 
to be challenging factors. Interestingly, 
only 32% of respondents in 2014 felt that 
tax policy ranked among the top three 
criteria influencing investment decisions 
in Asia-Pacific markets (Figure 1).  
Nevertheless, a combined 85% of 

respondents still commented that tax 
policy is at least a high priority to consider 
when investing across the region.

There are many reasons why tax 
policy appears to have taken somewhat 
of a backseat in influencing investment 
decisions. Businesses may have 
already invested in the region, this is 
especially so after the global financial 
crisis accelerated the movement of 
capital from West to East. In addition, 
a lack of growth in the western 
economies relative to Asia Pacific may 
have crystallised a “must be there” 
attitude and in such an atmosphere, 
market potential outweighs concerns 
about complex tax environments. 

consIstency of tax 
regIme most Important 
to taxpayers
Asia-Pacific tax practitioners are 
focused on the consistency of tax 
regimes in 2014, regarding it as 
more important than complexity and 
predictability (in that order). Close to 
75% of respondents with Indonesian 
operations and approximately two-
thirds of respondents with operations 
in Australia, Chinese Mainland, Hong 
Kong, India, Japan and Singapore 
thought that consistency was the  
most important issue to deal with 
when making business decisions 
across the region. 

This finding marks a 180-degree 
shift from the 2010 study, where 
consistency was least important to 
respondents then. 

This perhaps indicates that Asia-
Pacific tax practitioners are becoming 
more adept and experienced in dealing 
with complexity. Equally, respondents 
could also have resigned themselves 
to the fact that tax laws will change 
as tax authorities in the region catch 
up on growth and as regional markets 
remain uncertain.

1 “Asia Pacific complexity forecast: Where are your challenges?”,  
2010, Deloitte AP ICE, Limited
2 “Risk, uncertainty and opportunity in a changing tax landscape”, 
2014, Deloitte AP ICE, Limited
3 “Consistency” refers to the perceived uniformity and transparency  
of enforcement of prevailing tax laws by the jurisdiction.
4 “Predictability” refers to the availability of information and resources 
that allow taxpayers to foresee the direction and potential changes 
in tax law.
5 “Complexity” means the perceived level of difficulty in interpreting 
and understanding the respective jurisdiction’s tax law and regulations.

Figure 1  How important are tax 
policies across the Asia-Pacific 
region in influencing your investment 
decisions? (Regional results)

NB: Graph excludes respondents who answered: 
”Insufficient knowledge to comment.“
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Figure 2  Please rate the following jurisdictions’ consistency  
(Results by tax jurisdiction)

Figure 3  Are you concerned about 
the G-20/OECD Base Erosion and 
Profit Shifting (BEPS) initiative? 
(Regional results)

That being the case, what 
respondents seem to want is consistency 
in the enactment and enforcement  
of the current laws (Figure 2). In this 
regard, a large number (over 90%) 
of respondents noted that the Guam, 
Hong Kong, New Zealand, Singapore 
and Taiwan tax regimes were currently 
either consistent or very consistent, a 
finding which was partially reflected 
in the 2010 survey. On the flip side, 
Chinese Mainland and India were seen 
as the least consistent tax jurisdictions 
then and now, with Indonesia gaining 
the dubious distinction (replacing 
Vietnam) of being the third least 
consistent tax jurisdiction in 2014.  

globalIsatIon: shIft In 
busIness drIvers
In 2010, tax policy was much more 
influenced by a business model 
focused on revenue growth. There 
was optimism that through growth, 
shareholder prosperity could 
return. The tightening of financial 
markets since then and the general 
conservatism of companies have 
created a shift from growth/revenue-
based models to a margin-and-cost-
containment model.

This has caused an interesting 
effect on tax policies. As seen from the 
2014 survey, indirect taxes became 
more important compared to 2010 
– likely because they have an impact 
on the “above the line” profit margins 
and as a result, meet cost-containment 
objectives. Unsurprisingly, corporate 
income tax and transfer pricing 
remained as important areas of 
concern, with 61% and 49% of 
respondents respectively ranking 
them as “extremely important” 
taxation issues.

payIng the “rIght” 
amount of tax
One of the most sweeping changes on 
the horizon, which aims to tackle tax 
avoidance, among other tax inequities, 
is the Organisation for Economic Co-
Operation and Development (OECD)’s 
Base Erosion and Profit Shifting 

project (BEPS). Tax avoidance has 
come into focus recently as it has 
become an increasing problem for 
governments because the taxpayer’s 
attempt at minimising liability often 
hinges on a favourable interpretation 
of a “grey” area in tax laws, and in 
certain instances, entail legal but 
convoluted transactions with little 
commercial value or rationale.

BEPS will affect how business 
is conducted in Asia Pacific. In fact, 
over 60% of survey respondents have 
expressed their concern with the 
implementation of the BEPS initiative, 
while 82% of respondents believe 
it will have a significant impact on 
the region (Figure 3). Similarly, 
84% of respondents indicated that 
reputational risk is a key concern 
when undertaking tax planning, 
with only approximately half the 
respondents willing to undertake a 
tax planning strategy even if it were 
perfectly within compliance of the  

laws of the tax jurisdiction. Clearly 
people are expecting change and are 
very mindful of having an appropriate 
tax policy. They are becoming far 

NB: Graph excludes respondents who answered: ”Insufficient knowledge to comment.“

NB: Graph excludes respondents who answered: 
”Insufficient knowledge to comment.“
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Figure 4  Which of the following tax jurisdictions need reform in the 
following areas?

   

 

 

Figure 3  Which Treasury model is right for you?

human resources and advancement 
in technology. This circles back to the 
underlying core business objective 
of cost management and providing 
consistent and reliable financial results.

sIngapore scores well 
on the survey
The survey reinforces that Singapore 
is one of the easiest countries to do 
business in, with our tax policy being 
viewed as one of the most consistent, 
most predictable and least complex 
in Asia Pacific. Specifically, 93% of 
respondents rated Singapore as having 
a consistent or very consistent tax 
regime, while 86% of respondents are 
confident in the effectiveness of tax 
administrative procedures in place. 
Furthermore, 90% of respondents said 
that Singapore’s tax regime has either 
not changed much from three years 
ago or has become less complicated. 

Going forward, it would be 
increasingly challenging to maintain 
this advantage in view of the various 
BEPS initiatives that are expected 
to be introduced to address the 
issues of tax base erosion and to 
improve tax transparency. However, 
it is encouraging to see that survey 
respondents appear positive about 
Singapore and have indicated that 
Singapore’s tax environment is 
unlikely to experience material change 
in the near term.

Moving ahead, as the Asian 
economies continue to influence and be 
influenced by global forces, we know 
that tax regimes can only become more 
complex. However, the opportunity 
lies in being able to keep up-to-date 
with, understand and formulate plans 
to deal with these tax changes so as to 
deliver success.  ISCA

Low hwee chua is head of tax Services, 
Deloitte Singapore and Southeast Asia; 
Daniel ho is Director of taxes, and  
chua kong Ping is tax Senior Manager, 
Deloitte Singapore.

more transparent with their tax 
strategy in this regard as it has 
become a boardroom topic, with a 
majority (52%) of respondents saying 
that they believe their C-suite and/
or Board of Directors are now more 
engaged in tax planning considerations 
than before.

areas for Improvement 
More broadly, survey respondents 
indicated that the most significant areas 
of reform needed by tax departments 
lie in tax officer training and the speed 
and timeliness of tax audits (Figure 4). 

While tax audits are often 
unavoidable as governments need to 
perform regular checks to ensure a high 
level of tax compliance, respondents 
generally felt that the audit and 
enforcement units of tax bureaus in 
the Asia-Pacific region were not well-
equipped and were undertrained to 
deal with today’s business complexities. 
As the governing bodies continue to 

introduce more complex tax legislation, 
this capability gap may even be 
widened. This issue should be the 
priority for tax bodies in Asia Pacific, 
especially for jurisdictions with high 
tax audit activity, such as Chinese 
Mainland and India.

tax rIsk management
Before the 2014 survey was 
conducted, it was predicted that 
tax risk management is a critical 
concern, and the survey results 
support this. One of the most telling 
signs of this is that more than 
60% of respondents indicated that 
they were looking to manage tax 
affairs and associated risks in the 
foreseeable future by implementing 
tax-risk management systems and 
strengthening relationships with 
government authorities. This could 
be a result of the global nature of the 
business, large volumes of data to be 
managed, limitations with regard to 

the Asia-Pacific tax Complexity Survey 2014 is 
available at www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/
Deloitte/global/Documents/tax/dttl-tax-ap-
2014-tax-complexity-survey.pdf. 




