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One service failure is one too many 

An efficient and effective revenue service is crucial to optimal tax revenue collection. Efficiency 
and effectiveness require a high standard of service, which in turn requires investment in 
appropriate human resources and infrastructure to deliver such a service.  

However, in 2021, the Commissioner of SARS (the CSARS) indicated that SARS will have to 
battle with a R9 billion deficit over the next three years, despite it receiving an additional R3 
billion over the same period. Earlier this year, whilst the 2022 Budget indicated that the 
National Treasury will continue to engage SARS on its funding challenges regarding the 
important role it plays, to date, no concrete proposals have come to the fore as to how this will 
be addressed.  

In addition to this, whilst a structural review of the governance of SARS was promised after 
the recommendations issued by the Nugent Commission, no public consultation process has 
since followed and taxpayers continue to be disadvantaged as a result of certain historical 
governance failures. Although Treasury advises that many of the recommendations have 
already been implemented and a discussion document will be released, this, in SAICA’s view, 
does not absolve Treasury of its duty, which was to follow due process in a timely manner.  

The extent to which the above concerns are being addressed between SARS and National 
Treasury is currently not clear, but we hope that the medium-term budget policy statement 
(MTBPS) will include an update of the plans and any progress made in this regard as well as 
whether additional budget will be allocated to address SARS' needs in implementing its 
strategic plan. 

In the meantime, it appears that taxpayers will continue to be expected to bear the brunt of 
service failures, many of which have been brought to SARS’ and Treasury’s attention by 
SAICA, the Tax Ombud and other stakeholders. One only has to look at the Tax Ombud’s 
year-on-year systemic issues to note that certain matters that were raised as concerns years 
ago, still remain on the current list of issues and this can be attested to, based on the issues 
escalated by SAICA as part of the ongoing SARS/RCB national stakeholder engagements. 
Whilst there is a good intention on the part of SARS to resolve these matters, the action taken 
is, in SAICA’s opinion, often ‘too little, too late’. 

In March 2022, the Commissioner of SARS (the CSARS) responded to Parliament regarding 
certain complaints of poor service delivery.  

In his response, the CSARS noted that SARS aspires to the concept that ‘the best service is 
no service’, alluding to the fact that if taxpayers do not require service interventions, this means 
that all SARS processes are working effectively and efficiently.  



Part of the plan to reduce the administrative burden on taxpayers and to achieve more efficient 
collection, was automating assessments for personal income tax, something initially 
implemented in 2020. SARS is rapidly progressing with its Vision 2024 project, to expand third-
party data collection and the timing of this data collection and auto-assessment process. 

Despite SARS’ aspirations and good intentions, the reality is that not everything is working as 
it should, and in our view, in many instances, there are inadequate plans in place to efficiently 
deal with systemic failures which are not unique to SARS, but affects any organisation that 
relies heavily on technology for certain functions to be carried out. Whilst SAICA understands 
the concept of Vision 2024, some changes are moving ahead far too rapidly and whilst 
consultation is taking place, it is again a case of possibly too little consultation too late in the 
process. 

 

2022 Filing Season 

One just has to look at the challenges that came with the current filing season to understand 
what some taxpayers and tax practitioners are facing.  

At the outset, it must be noted that for taxpayers with simpler tax affairs, filing their own income 
tax returns, the system mostly works as it should. However, for taxpayers with more complex 
tax affairs or tax practitioners assisting them, the outcome is not always positive.  

In addition to SARS now treating the ‘auto assessment’ as an estimated assessment in terms 
of section 95 of the Tax Administration Act, which SAICA does not agree with, the current filing 
season has seen a significant reduction in the time available to edit returns by those incorrectly 
auto assessed as well as shorter filing deadlines for those not auto assessed.  

However, there has been a multitude of system errors since filing season commenced and 
whilst SARS has tried its best to deal with matters as and when escalated, some matters 
remain unresolved, which impacts taxpayers’ ability to file ‘true and correct’ returns timeously.  

Although the process allowed for extensions, in many instances the requests for extension 
were not responded to at all and in some instances, it seems that even though reasonable 
circumstances should be good enough, some tax practitioners believe that they are being 
asked to demonstrate exceptional circumstances to qualify for such extension – that is, when 
they receive a response from SARS. In addition, where taxpayers try to amend returns, if there 
is a mismatch between third-party data that SARS has on hand and that which is disclosed by 
the taxpayer, the system sometimes rejects the amendment and reinstates the SARS 
estimated assessment. Those who successfully submit edited returns are subject to manual 
intervention, which should take 21 business days to finalise, but on follow-up, some taxpayers 
are being told to wait 90 business days. These are just some examples of challenges that are 
being faced and exclude many of those issues dealt with over the last few months – and this 
is in respect of the filing season alone. It is further important to note that if a deadline is missed 
due to the system not working as it should, penalties will automatically be imposed and 
unfortunately, in our experience, the taxpayer has to follow the dispute process to find any 
relief. There is no alternative process available in such circumstances. 



Despite this and the impact of relentless load shedding, there has been no move to extend 
the filing deadline nor any indication of leniency in respect of penalties that will be imposed 
due to non-compliance with the deadline as a result of SARS system deficiencies or 
deficiencies in the process. To add insult to injury, those that are struggling with the process 
find little to no relief when reaching out to SARS via the contact centre, with increasing reports 
of extended waiting times and calls often dropped after having waited up to two hours for calls 
to be answered. Many tax practitioners have also complained that the call-back function 
appears to be non-functional at times. There are other online platforms or service channels, 
but these do not always function as they should, resulting in a need to speak to a call centre 
agent.  

The list goes on, unfortunately… 

In addition to the filing season woes, delayed refunds continue to be a challenge, mainly 
ivalue-added tax and personal income tax. In many instances, this is because of verifications, 
the turnaround time of which is unfortunately not legislated, resulting in taxpayers having to 
wait months for finalisation of the verification and subsequent payment of refunds due. Some 
VAT vendors are finding that they are subject to verification every single period, with no 
material adjustments arising, and in their view, SARS should instead go after those defrauding 
government and not the compliant taxpayers. The SARS risk engine identifies which taxpayers 
should be selected for verification, but it seems that it may need to be revised to avoid such 
inefficient verifications – which may be unnecessarily using SARS capacity and resources as 
well as that of affected taxpayers. 

Where verifications and/or audits are finalised and an assessment issued, unfortunately the 
challenges do not end there. If the taxpayer disagrees with the assessment and decides to 
dispute, this is another long road to be travelled before any conclusion is reached. There are 
many instances where SARS is not compliant with dispute timelines and whilst there are 
remedies available to taxpayers, this involves the court and comes at a cost which many may 
not be able to afford. 

All of these issues are ongoing and have also been identified by the Tax Ombud as systemic 
issues. For smaller businesses and public benefit organisations, delays in refunds have a 
significant impact on cash flow, often threatening the viability of such organisations. SARS 
may deal efficiently with specific escalations by SAICA and other recognised controlling 
bodies, but for those who don’t have access to this, they find little to no relief as in some 
instances, even the complaints management office yields unsatisfactory results, with 
complaints sometimes being automatically rejected by the system on the basis that the matter 
is ‘within service levels’.  

One service failure is one too many 

Whilst the response is often that it is only a minority of taxpayers who experience these 
challenges, to quote from the minutes of the meeting with the Standing Committee on Finance 
on Tax administration challenges: Tax Ombudsman, SARS & NT briefing in June 2022, SARS 
‘regarded a service failure as one too many’. So, whether it is 1 taxpayer, or 1 000 taxpayers 
impacted, it is still a service failure and is, according to SARS, unacceptable. 

One of SARS’ strategic objectives is ‘Increased tax compliance’, as it should be. Research 
has shown that there is a strong correlation between taxpayer trust of a revenue authority and 



taxpayer compliance. The situation over the last number of years has deteriorated, resulting 
in a significant trust deficit. Whilst SARS has as another of its strategic objectives, ‘increased 
public trust and credibility’, it is taking some time for SARS to recover from what has happened 
over several years.  

SARS cannot do this alone and needs the support of National Treasury including the 
necessary funding to invest in adequate human capital and technology to realise its strategic 
objectives. 

We hope that this will be addressed extensively in the upcoming MTBPS. 

 

About SAICA 

The South African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA), South Africa’s pre-eminent 
accountancy body, is widely recognised as one of the world’s leading accounting institutes. 
The Institute provides a wide range of support services to more than 50 000 members and 
associates who are chartered accountants (CAs[SA]), as well as associate general 
accountants (AGAs[SA]) and accounting technicians (ATs[SA]), who hold positions as CEOs, 
MDs, board directors, business owners, chief financial officers, auditors and leaders in every 
sphere of commerce and industry, and who play a significant role in the nation’s highly 
dynamic business sector and economic development. 

Chartered Accountants are highly valued for their versatile skill set and creative lateral 
thinking, that's why all of the top 100 Global Brands employ Chartered Accountants. 
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