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Foreword

I am pleased to present the 2020–21 GST administration annual performance report on behalf of the 
Commissioner of Taxation.

We are committed to delivering an effective and efficient GST administration that delivers better experiences for 
our clients.

Overall, the GST system is operating well. The net GST gap calculated for 2019–20, is estimated to be 7.8%, 
resulting in the ATO receiving over 92% of the GST revenue that was expected to be collected, the bulk of which 
was collected voluntarily. This compares favourably with similar international tax jurisdictions.

As the economy recovered from COVID-19 in 2020–21, we raised $73.1 billion in GST cash collections. This was 
4.7% (or $3.3 billion) above the revised budget estimate and 21.3% higher than in 2019–20.

Our GST cash collections included:

 � $4.8 billion (net) from the Department of Home Affairs

 � $1.0 billion in GST for supplies of digital products and services, and low value imported goods.

We also raised $2.3 billion in liabilities through client engagement activities, including:

 � $1.1 billion from compliance and lodgment enforcement activities as part of the GST compliance program

 � $0.5 billion in compliance liabilities raised from our high-risk refund case work.

Expenditure on GST administration for 2020–21 was $538.2 million, down 6.5% from 2019–20. The decrease in 
costs was as a result of the ATO’s continued support of the COVID-19 stimulus measures in the first two quarters 
of the year.

We take a holistic approach to ensuring the health of GST, which means we use different strategies to encourage 
sustained voluntary compliance. While we address non-compliance through audits, audit amendments make up a 
small percentage of total GST collections. Fundamentally, the GST system relies on the vast majority of taxpayers 
engaging with the ATO as willing participants, so we are increasing our focus on assisting clients to get things right 
from the start.

Technology and data are increasingly driving improvements to the GST system, and the ATO leads the way as one 
of the most digitalised revenue authorities in the world. In the last 12 months, these key ATO digital transformation 
milestones have positively impacted the administration of GST:

 � Establish the Australian Business Registry Services (ABRS) – a new service that will streamline how businesses 
interact with government and manage their registry obligations, providing one unified source of trusted business 
information.

 � Replace the ATO Business Portal with Online services for business – making it easier for businesses of all sizes 
to manage their ATO obligations.

 � Deliver automation and new GST risk models under the Contemporising GST Risk Models project – providing 
efficiencies, better strike rates and increased revenue protection.

The practical implications of using technology and data to drive voluntary compliance leads to significant 
improvements in tax performance. Those who are digitally engaged, particularly small businesses, are more likely 
to be successful in meeting their taxation obligations.

COVID-19 has continued to present challenges; the impact however has not been consistent across industry or 
location. Some businesses are recovering well, others are struggling, while some have experienced little change. 
In effect, this has created a multi-speed economy. In this environment, different businesses require different 
support; a uniform or one-size-fits-all response from the ATO is not appropriate, so we have used discretion 
based on the circumstances.
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Throughout 2020–21, the ATO applied several administrative levers including:

 � deferrals of payments

 � quicker access to GST refunds

 � options to enter low-interest payment plans for existing or future tax debts.

Our empathetic approaches were well received, providing a good foundation for 
relationships and compliance with clients into the future.

I would like to acknowledge our strong, cooperative working relationship with 
representatives from Treasury and the states and territories on the GST Administration 
Subcommittee and the GST Policy and Administration Subgroup, and thank them for 
their ongoing support and advice during the year.

Deborah Jenkins 
Deputy Commissioner, Small Business

GST KEY PERFORMANCE INDICATORS (KPIs)

2016–17 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21

Net GST gap (%) including debt 8.4 7.8 7.8 7.8 –

excluding debt 7.3 6.7 6.6 5.3 –

Voluntary compliance ratio (%) by number of taxpayers (strict) 44.8 43.8 44.7 29.7 –

by number of taxpayers (relaxed) 79.2 78.6 82.7 78.3 –

Ratio by value of GST 81.6 82.3 81.9 74.6 –

Ratio of collectable debt to 
GST (%)

Debt collection rate (accrual method) 6.2 6.2 6.4 11.8 12.1

Debt collection rate (cash method) 6.4 6.3 6.6 13.1 12.0

Strike rate of audit activities 
(%)

Small business – – – – 87

Privately owned and wealthy groups – – – – 66

Public and multinational businesses – – – – 75

Not-for-profit – – – – 81

Other – – – – 85

Total 69 69 79 80 86

Costs as a percentage of GST revenue (%) 1.12 1.07 1.01 0.92 0.71

Tourist Refund Scheme (TRS) claims rejected (%) 3.2 1.6 3.0 1.6 1.7

GST compliance program (Schedule D) return on investment – – – 15.5:1 11.3:1

Wider revenue effects ($m) – – 960 848 796

Tax assured (%) 1.2 7.6 4.6 – –

Note: The bottom-up GST gap is currently under development and estimates are expected to be available for the 2021–22 GST administration annual performance report.
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FIGURE 1: GST SNAPSHOT AS OF 30 JUNE 2021
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1 Accountability framework

Our relationship with federal, state and territory 
governments
The ATO’s responsibilities and formal accountabilities under the framework established by the Council of Australian 
Governments (COAG) include specific reporting on GST administration.

We report through governance forums, escalating through to the Council on Federal Financial Relations (CFFR). 
The accountability mechanisms and forums are depicted in Figure 2.

FIGURE 2: ACCOUNTABILITY FRAMEWORK
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2 GST revenue performance

Revenue collection

Cash collections
In 2020–21, net GST cash collections (excluding non-GIC penalties) were $73.1 billion, including net Department 
of Home Affairs collections of $4.8 billion. This was 22.0% (or $13.2 billion) above the 2020–21 Budget estimate of 
$59.9 billion and 4.7% (or $3.3 billion) above the revised budget estimate of $69.8 billion.

The upward revision from the original Budget estimate to the revised Budget estimate was attributable to higher-than-
expected collections as well as stronger economic forecasts for 2020–21. The final cash collections outcome for 
2020–21 was higher than the revised estimate, largely due to very strong April and May 2021 activity statements.

The 2020–21 cash outcome was 21.3% (or $12.8 billion) higher than in 2019–20, consistent with strong growth in 
household consumption and dwelling investment as the economy recovered from the impacts of COVID19. An additional 
contribution to the increase in GST collections was related to 2019–20 COVID-19 deferrals that were paid during 2020–21.

Cash collections and revenue accruals
In 2020–21, net GST cash collections were $73.1 billion. However, net GST accrued on a tax liability method (TLM) 
was $72.6 billion. The TLM is defined as the earlier of the cash payment being received or the associated liability being 
recognised. The difference between net GST accruals and cash collections was -$0.5 billion and largely reflects 2019–20 
deferrals relating to COVID-19 paid in 2020–21.

The estimated total statement outcome for business activity statements (BAS) for June 2020 to May 2021 (BAS due in 
2020–21) was $64.5 billion, $4.5 billion higher than the corresponding period in 2019–20. This was mainly due to strength 
in the wholesale trade, retail trade and manufacturing sectors. Partially offsetting these were lower GST payments from 
the accommodation and food services sector as well as higher refunds to the public administration sector.

TABLE 1: REVENUE OUTCOME

2016–17 
$b

2017–18 
$b

2018–19 
$b

2019–20 
$b 

2020–21 
$b 

Total GST revenue (accrual) 61.8 64.7 66.7 66.7 72.6

Total GST revenue (cash) 59.8 63.1 65.2 60.2 73.1

GST revenue Home Affairs cash (net) 3.5 3.9 4.2 4.2 4.8

Note: The total GST revenue amount excludes non-GIC penalties. GST accrual revenue is provided using the tax liability method (TLM). Under the TLM basis, 
GST revenue is defined as being the earlier of the cash payment being received or the associated liability being recognised.

FIGURE 3: REVENUE (CASH) OUTCOME
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Measurement and effectiveness
The ATO uses performance measures to monitor the health of the GST system. These performance measures include 
GST gap estimates, voluntary compliance ratio, total revenue effects and GST assured.

Three of our performance measures (tax gap, voluntary compliance ratio and tax assured) are ‘lag indicators’ that tell us 
about GST performance in earlier years. The full impacts of COVID-19 will not be known for some time; we anticipate the 
full suite of our measures and business results for 2020–21 will show this.

Total revenue effects, on the other hand, is a contemporaneous indicator that tells us about the impact of our work on 
GST revenue in 2020–21.

GST gap
The GST gap estimates the difference between GST collected by the ATO and the amount that would have been 
collected if every taxpayer was fully compliant with tax law.

In 2019–20 (the most recent year where data was available), the net GST gap is estimated to be $5.3 billion (7.8%). 
It is estimated that businesses paid more than 92% of the total theoretical net GST revenue payable in this year. 
The GST gap has trended down from 2015–16, but remained relatively steady over the past 3 years. The gap excluding 
debt was $3.6 billion (5.3%), with this gap declining since 2015–16. The gross gap (the gap before taxpayer compliance 
amendments), was $7.5 billion (11.2%) of theoretical net GST revenue.

FIGURE 4: GROSS AND NET GST GAP (BOTH WITH AND WITHOUT DEBT) PERCENTAGE

Note: Estimates of the GST gap are updated as BAS are lodged or amended. The GST gap is also adjusted to account for revisions to external data sources, such as 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics.

 Net GST gap equals GST liabilities not reported plus non-pursuable debt. The gross GST gap (including debt) is obtained by adding the liabilities raised from 
ATO compliance activities to the net GST gap figure.

Theoretical GST for 2019–20 was $67.2 billion, representing a 3.7% decrease from the revised 2018–19 figure. 
Looking at 2 major components of the theoretical tax base for GST in detail:

 � Household consumption for 2019–20 declined by 4.2% compared to 2018–19. This reflects the impact of COVID-19, 
which resulted in the first decline in overall household consumption in more than 6 years and follows an extended 
period of strong growth (averaging around 3.5% over the previous 6 years).

 � New dwelling purchases (as indicated by gross fixed capital formation in dwellings) declined by 8.1% in 2019–20 
compared to 2018–19, which was the lowest observed rate in new dwelling purchases since 2000–01.

GST paid by business was $62.0 billion for 2019–20. This represents a 3.7% decrease from the revised 2018–19 figure. 
The components of GST paid in detail are:

 � tax paid voluntarily declined by 3.8% to $59.7 billion in 2019–20, due to lower consumption in the economy
 � amendments declined by 2.7% to $2.3 billion in 2019–20, a result of shifting the focus from our usual compliance 

programs to provide support to taxpayers due to the impacts of COVID-19.
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FIGURE 5: GST TAX PAID AND NET GST GAP

While international comparisons are difficult due to different VAT/GST regimes (i.e. rates, base, turnover thresholds), 
Australia’s GST gap compares favourably with similar international tax jurisdictions. Over a 5-year timeframe, it is in line 
with comparable performing European Union member countries and the United Kingdom.

ATO action to reduce the GST gap

A range of taxpayer actions can affect the GST gap, including:

 � non-reporting of GST
 � under-reporting of GST
 � over-claiming of refunds
 � non-payment of GST liabilities.

These behaviours range in severity from honest reporting errors to deliberate non-compliance. The failure of taxpayers 
to meet their obligations leads to:

 � reduced GST collected
 � reduced voluntary compliance
 � erosion of community confidence in the ATO
 � negative implications for a level business playing field.

We are constantly working to minimise the GST gap and maximise voluntary compliance by addressing and influencing 
taxpayer behaviour. Our compliance programs usually have a balance of prevention, early engagement and assurance 
activities, and are targeted at those taxpayers and industries that are higher risk. These activities include:

 � analysing third-party data holdings, and conducting analytics and risk mitigation activities to identify and address 
non-compliance

 � preventing compliance issues before they arise, by supporting those that want to do the right thing and helping them 
reduce mistakes – through reminders, nudges, improved information on ato.gov.au and public advice and guidance

 � taking a firmer approach with those we detect deliberately evading their GST and other tax obligations
 � continuing to integrate our work programs across all taxes, to deliver more effective and efficient risk management 

and enhance the taxpayer experience.

The financial year of 2019–20 was unusual for our compliance programs due to bushfires and COVID-19, with some 
of our compliance work paused for clients in areas affected by bushfires. Further, a number of compliance staff helped 
deliver the government’s COVID-19 support and stimulus packages. Recognising that not all taxpayers and localities in 
Australia were impacted in the same way, we resumed our business-as-usual activities towards the end of the financial 
year where and when it was appropriate.

We will continue to work towards closing the gap by:

 � implementing strategies under the GST compliance program
 � achieving GST compliance outcomes from ATO government-funded programs including the Shadow Economy, 

Serious Financial Crime and Phoenix Taskforces.

Recognising the importance of having reliable and credible tax gap estimates, we continue to engage an independent 
expert panel to provide advice on the suitability of our tax gap methods and the reliability of our estimates.

Australian tax gaps – overview provides further information on the concept of tax gap, including why and how we 
measure them, and a summary of the latest available tax gap data.
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GST voluntary compliance ratio
The GST voluntary compliance ratio (VCR) complements the GST gap by measuring the proportion of taxpayers fully 
compliant with the 4 pillars of compliance – registration, lodgment, reporting and payment. To be fully compliant, 
a taxpayer must:

 � be correctly registered
 � lodge by the due date
 � report the correct amount of GST
 � pay the correct amount on time.

The proportion of taxpayers voluntarily complying with their obligations, and the value of GST remitted voluntarily are 
important indicators of the health of the GST system and community confidence.

Measuring the VCR

The GST VCR is measured at 2 levels:

1 Taxpayer level – the number of taxpayers who completely meet all their obligations for the financial year.
2 GST value level – the amount of GST, by value, that is voluntarily remitted to us in accordance with the law for 

the financial year.

VCR trends and latest findings

Using our strict VCR test, we estimate that 29.7% of taxpayers were voluntarily complying in 2019–20. This does not 
include minor unintentional late payments or lodgments. The significant decline from 2018–2019 (which was estimated 
at 44.7%) recognises the impact of bushfires and COVID-19 on taxpayers meeting their obligations.

The VCR increases to 78.3% by adjusting for:

 � taxpayers who have no total business income in the year (nil BAS)
 � taxpayers who are only considered non-compliant for having one BAS lodged late and/or one late payment.

In making these adjustments, it is recognised there is a significant proportion of taxpayers who aim to do the right thing 
but are late with either a single lodgment or payment.

At the GST value level, the amount of revenue received voluntarily paid on time and without enforcement action has been 
stable over recent years. However, 2019–20 saw a decline in the VCR by value to 74.6% of theoretical GST revenue as a 
result of the 2019–20 summer bushfires and impacts of COVID-19.

While the bushfires and COVID-19 impacted taxpayers lodgment and payment compliance, our approach to support 
them during this difficult period enabled them to stay in the tax system and eventually report their GST obligations – 
good for the GST gap and system in the longer term.

FIGURE 6: VCR GST VALUE AND TAXPAYERS 2015–16 TO 2019–20
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Total revenue effects
GST total revenue effects (TRE) measures the impact our activities have on improving taxpayer compliance. These 
activities ultimately improve levels of willing participation in the tax system. Understanding and measuring the impact of 
our activities helps us to develop effective new strategies and improve existing ones. It is also a useful signpost of our 
shift in focus from ‘corrective’ to ‘preventative’ strategies, which cannot be detected by measuring audit yield alone.

TRE combines the following:

 � Audit yield – the collection of liabilities, directly connected to adjustments we make as a result of our ‘downstream’ 
interventions, including prompted lodgment. The tables below provide 2 versions of audit yield: liabilities including 
penalties and interest, and liabilities excluding penalties and interest. Penalties are a small component of audit yield 
and are not distributed to the states and territories under the intergovernmental agreement.

 � Wider revenue effects (WRE) – represents an estimate of the additional voluntary tax paid, generated through our 
engagements with taxpayers. To be considered part of the WRE, there needs to be a clear connection with our work 
and the tax paid.

TRE is a contemporaneous indicator that tells us the impact our work had on tax revenue in 2020–21. As such, TRE has 
been impacted by a range of factors relating to COVID-19, including:

 � taxpayers’ ability to pay
 � our cautious approach to compliance, interest and debt recovery
 � our focus on delivering government stimulus measures.

FIGURE 7: HOW THE WIDER REVENUE EFFECTS AND AUDIT YIELD COMBINE WITH OUR OTHER ACTIVITIES TO ADD 
TO THE TOTAL TAX BASE

Through our compliance activities, we raised $3.1 billion in liabilities (excluding penalties and interest) and wider revenue 
effects for GST in 2020–21. This resulted in total revenue effects of $2.6 billion (excluding penalties and interest).

TABLE 2: GST TOTAL LIABILITIES RAISED, 2018–19 TO 2020–21

2018–19 
$m

2019–20 
$m 

2020–21 
$m

Excluding penalties and interest Liabilities 3,164 2,645 2,339

Wider revenue effects 960 848 796

Liabilities raised 4,124 3,493 3,135

Including penalties and interest Liabilities 3,386 2,827 2,798

Wider revenue effects 960 848 796

Liabilities raised 4,346 3,675 3,594

TABLE 3: GST TOTAL REVENUE EFFECTS, 2018–19 TO 2020–21

2018–19 
$m

2019–20 
$m 

2020–21 
$m

Excluding penalties and interest Audit yield 2,573 2,291 1,835

Wider revenue effects 960 848 796

Total 3,533 3,139 2,631

Including penalties and interest Audit yield 2,652 2,425 1,883

Wider revenue effects 960 848 796

Total 3,612 3,273 2,679

Penalties
and interest

Voluntary revenue

Stimulus program 
impacts

Wider revenue 
effects Audit yieldVoluntary payments

Tax base

Total revenue effects

Figure 7

https://www.ato.gov.au/About-ATO/Research-and-statistics/In-detail/General-research/Total-revenue-effects/?=redirected_totalrevenueeffects
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The WRE amount for compliance engagement work is predominantly due to audits and reviews and our lodgment 
program. Around $370 million of the WRE related to lodgment engagement work, while $425 million related to risk 
engagement work. The small business client experience accounted for $317 million, and privately owned and wealthy 
groups accounted for $361 million.

Preventing compliance issues before they arise and supporting those who do the right thing are expected to contribute 
to WRE more over time, as we shift our focus to preventative methods, including:

 � reminders
 � marketing communications
 � improved information on ato.gov.au
 � public advice and guidance
 � online nudges.

GST assured
GST assured is:

 � an estimate of the proportion of GST in which we have high confidence is correctly reported
 � based on the concept of justified trust.

GST assured is an indicator to help the ATO demonstrate confidence in taxpayer behaviour and the GST system, 
by highlighting strengths and identifying potential threats.

We achieve justified trust and consider tax to be assured when we have evidence that reporting of GST is complete and 
accurate. Data is collected from a range of sources such as third parties, and is used to verify the information taxpayers 
report to us.

For businesses (particularly larger businesses), we primarily assure tax by reviewing objective evidence obtained through 
one-to-one engagements. GST results are primarily driven by public and multinational businesses, where we provide 
assurance on a case-by-case basis. There was $2.6 billion of GST assured in the public and multinational businesses 
in 2018–19.

We expect the percentage of GST that will be assured will increase between 2019 and 2023 as a result of the justified 
trust funding attached to the GST compliance program.

In practice, we cannot gather third-party data or other information to compare against all GST reported on the 
BAS. As such, our tax assured estimates will always be lower than the real amount of tax that is correctly reported. 
Where we cannot gather information to assure tax, we rely on our broader risk management approaches to provide 
us with confidence over the rest of the total tax reported.

It is estimated that 4.6% of total GST reported could be assured for 2018–19 (the most recent year that estimates can 
be made). In dollar terms, the ATO has assured $2.8 billion of GST revenue compared to the total net GST BAS outcome 
of $60.9 billion.

The decline from 2017–18 is tolerable, and is due to a change in our assurance approaches for clients we engage 
directly with. This has resulted in improvements in estimating how much GST we are assured is correctly reported.

TABLE 4: GST ASSURED AND THE EQUIVALENT TAX BASE 2016–17 TO 2018–19

2016–17 2017–18 2018–19

GST assured ($m) 709 4,508 2,782

Net GST BAS outcome ($m) 58,197 60,173 60,919

Percentage assured (%) 1.2 7.6 4.6

https://www.ato.gov.au/About-ATO/Research-and-statistics/In-detail/General-research/Tax-assured---gaining-confidence-the-right-amount-of-tax-is-reported/?=redirected_taxassured
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3 GST administration expenditure

The ATO administers the GST on behalf of the Australian states and territories, who then reimburse the Commonwealth 
for the ATO’s cost of administering GST. Our obligations to the states and territories are set out in the GST Administration 
Performance Agreement (Performance Agreement) between the ATO and the Council on Federal Financial Relations as 
stated in The Intergovernmental Agreement on Federal Financial Relations | Federal Financial Relations.

The cost of administering GST is calculated by using the ATO’s strategic costing framework (SCF). This is a cost 
attribution model consistent with the Australian Government’s accrual-based outcomes and programs costing 
framework. It calculates the proportion of the ATO’s total operating expenses that relate to GST administration activities 
on a full-cost basis.

GST administration costs are monitored throughout the year, with oversight provided by the ATO GST Product 
Committee. The GST costs are endorsed by the Chief Finance Officer and are subject to an annual independent audit 
by the Australian National Audit Office (ANAO). Costs are reported against the Program Framework Deliverables set out 
in Schedule B of the Performance Agreement.

The ATO prepares a Schedule B estimate for consideration by the states and territories ahead of each financial year. 
Once agreed, the estimate serves as the initial intended cost of GST administration for the upcoming financial year. 
The SCF maps GST activities to program deliverables to capture the direct costs to administer the GST. The percentage 
of direct costs is applied to the ATO’s indirect costs to calculate the GST portion of indirect costs. The direct and indirect 
costs are then added together to derive the full cost of administering the GST.

There is a gap between the Schedule B estimate and actual costs that is influenced by the timing of the formulation of 
the Budget estimate. The estimate is calculated well before the financial year begins and when the ATO’s final budget for 
the financial year is settled. As such, there is an inevitable difference between the budget figure and actual costs.

The full year actual cost for administering the GST in 2020–21 was $538.2 million, reducing by 6.5% from 2019–20 
and $83.3 million below the agreed Schedule B estimate. The decrease in costs was as a result of the ATO’s continued 
support of the COVID-19 stimulus measures in the first 2 quarters of 2020–21. A return to usual GST business functions 
occurred in the final 2 quarters of the year.

FIGURE 8: ADMINISTRATION COSTS
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FIGURE 9: PROGRAM FRAMEWORK DELIVERABLES 2020–21

The proportion of indirect costs over the past few years has trended up, reflecting the increasing drive towards digital 
channels and associated increased investment in information technology (IT) solutions, including IT security and data 
storage, IT sustainment and data analytics.

TABLE 5: BREAKDOWN OF COSTS

2019–20 
 $m

2020–21 
$m

Variance

$m %

Direct costs 303.6 281.2 −22.4 −7.4

Indirect costs 272.2 257.0 −15.2 −5.6

Total 575.8 538.2 −37.6 −6.5

Cost of collection
The cost of collection measures the cost of collecting every $100 of GST. It is often used as a broad measure of a tax 
administration’s efficiency and effectiveness. Movements in the ratio from year to year can also be significantly influenced 
by factors such as:

 � changes in tax rates
 � fluctuations in tax revenues due to economic factors
 � new administrative expenditure programs that are non-discretionary, or that may have a medium or longer-term 

impact on efficiency and effectiveness (e.g. investment in new technology).

For these reasons, it is important to understand the drivers of variations in the cost of collection ratio from year to year.

The cost to collect $100 of GST significantly decreased from $0.92 in 2019–20 to $0.71 in 2020–21. The decrease 
is largely due to a 21% increase in GST collections and a 6% decrease in costs associated with collecting GST. 
The decrease in cost was as a result of the ATO’s continued response to COVID-19. The significant increase in 
revenue resulted from the recovery in economic conditions.

TABLE 6: COST TO COLLECT GST REVENUE AND PER REGISTRANT

2016–17
$

2017–18
$

2018–19
$

2019–20
$

2020–21
$

Cost to collect $100 GST revenue 1.12 1.07 1.01 0.92 0.71

Cost per registrant 264 250 232 198 176
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Manage payment and debt 10.6%  
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5.7% Compliance intelligence and                           
risk management

4.4% Resolve and prevent 
disuputes

3.6% Interpretative assistance

3.5% Customer service  

3.4% Processing and accounts

Figure 9
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4 GST administrative risk

As a world-leading tax administrator, the ATO has well-established systems of oversight and management, including:

 � governance across day-to-day operations
 � integration of risk with strategy, planning and performance.

The monitoring of performance outcomes under the Performance Agreement is incorporated into ATO operations.

The collection of GST revenue includes optimising voluntary compliance, by effectively and efficiently managing the 
administrative and compliance risks to the GST system.

GST administrative risk is the impact of uncertainty on our ability to meet the objectives of:

 � Best practice – achieve world’s best practice for GST administration.
 � Digital transformation – deliver digital transformation that improves the administration of the GST system.
 � Transparency – deliver cost effective and transparent GST administration.
 � Cooperative relationships – establish and maintain cooperative relationships between the parties.

Best practice
Schedule A of the Performance Agreement provides a range of agreed measures in the following categories:

 � Maintain compliance
 � Client engagement outcomes
 � Cost-effective administration

Each category has both ‘core’ and ‘supplementary’ indicators. Core performance indicators are our key accountability 
measures. Taken together, they enable the ATO to demonstrate it has achieved best practice.

Achieving best practice in the eyes of the community can be reflected in levels of trust and community confidence. 
We conduct regular research to measure the levels of confidence in the ATO held by the general community, as well as 
clients who have recently interacted with us. In 2020–21, 83% of those surveyed felt that the ATO is effectively managing 
the tax system, compared to 69% in 2019–20. In addition, 70% believed the ATO to be efficient in its use of money and 
resources to fulfil its role for the Australian Government, compared to 62% in 2019–20.

The ATO continually looks for better practices by comparing ourselves with other organisations (public and private) with 
complex client bases. We continually introduce innovative ways to support and serve clients, and shore up the integrity 
of the ATO and tax system.

The ATO continues to advance consistency in the administration of consumption tax internationally. We support 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in its forums dealing with the collection of 
VAT/GST on cross-border supplies of digital products and services and low value imported goods. In 2020–21, 
2 ATO representatives also assisted the OECD in developing a regional VAT/GST digital toolkit.

Digital transformation
The ATO has a strong record of digital innovation and delivery and harnessing new digital opportunities. The emergence 
of new analytical tools, increased digitalisation and availability of data offer significant opportunities to enhance tax 
administration and reduce the burden on business.

Our focus and commitment to growing our data and analytics capability is reflected as one of our 8 strategic initiatives 
from the ATO 2020–21 corporate plan: ‘Unlock our data potential’. This builds on the work completed by the ATO over 
recent years to become an organisation that is more integrated, streamlined, and data-driven. The strategic initiative 
is focused on improving the way we collect, manage, share and use data, to build confidence and drive actions that 
maximise value for the ATO and the community. Data facilitates a better understanding of our clients and provides an 
appropriate level of transparency to improve their interactions with us. Examples include:
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Contemporising GST Risk Model project
This initiative continues to modernise and improve our capability to manage GST compliance risks, with contemporary 
risk models that:

 � target highest risk taxpayers
 � take advantage of the rapid development and sophistication in analytic techniques
 � accommodate new and ‘big’ data sets
 � keep pace with the changing risk environment and counter increasingly sophisticated and continually changing threats 

from fraud attempts.

Online services for business
An ATO-wide innovation in 2020–21 that improved online services for clients was the replacement of the ATO Business 
Portal with Online services for business. Online services for business is a secure and modern channel designed to 
operate seamlessly across a range of electronic devices, making it easier for clients to manage and access their 
obligations. Its additional features allow businesses to:

 � transact for all ABNs in a single login
 � schedule and manage a payment plan online
 � view communication history with the ATO
 � obtain copies of income tax returns.

Transparency
The ATO is transparent in its accountability to states and territories through regular updates at GPAS and GSTAS, 
and incorporating the following 4 schedules into this report:

 � Schedule A – reports against the performance outcome measures specified in the Performance Agreement
 � Schedule B – reports on the GST program deliverables that form the GST administration budget and provides 

the GST administration cost statement, which is a special-purpose financial report
 � Schedule C – provides monitoring and review arrangements
 � Schedule D – reports against the performance outcome measures for the ‘MYEFO 2018 Measure: Additional 

Funding – GST Compliance Program’. This measure was previously known as the GST compliance program 
‘Working together to improve voluntary compliance’.

Cooperative relationships
The ATO has maintained and further enhanced cooperative relationships with key internal and external stakeholders, 
in particular:

 � the states and territories
 � Treasury
 � the Department of Home Affairs.

We partnered with Treasury in 2020–21 to develop a closer working relationship with the states and territories, primarily 
through the GPAS. This has enabled the ATO to consult more effectively with the states and territories, inform them of 
risks and issues, and co-design initiatives to achieve better outcomes.

The ATO also worked with the GST Stewardship Group, using members’ GST knowledge and experience to:

 � gain insight into the issues faced by taxpayers
 � help the ATO to improve the GST system’s future operation
 � communicate key ATO messages to the broader community.

With other stakeholders in the community, we liaised with Property Exchange Australia (PEXA) to reduce duplication 
by incorporating the GST property settlement reporting obligations within the business systems of conveyancers.
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5 GST compliance risks

GST compliance risk is the risk of clients’ attitudes, behaviour and choices impacting on their ability to correctly 
meet their GST obligations. The failure of clients to meet their obligations leads to:

 � reduced collection of budgeted revenues
 � reduced voluntary compliance
 � erosion of community confidence (in the ATO)
 � negative implications for a level playing field.

We see clients’ behaviour range on a spectrum from those who don’t know what to do, to those who are faced 
with setbacks, to those who play the system and deliberately avoid their obligations. The ATO currently manages 
work programs to mitigate the following risks:

 � Not meeting the 4 pillars of tax compliance – registration, lodgment, payment (often referred to as debt), 
and correct reporting.

 � Industry and structural risks – real property transactions, financial services and insurance, refund integrity, 
international and cross-border, and evasion.

Registrations
We help people to correctly register in the GST system and to exit the GST system when required.

From 1 July 2020 to 30 June 2021:

 � Approximately 409,000 new GST registrations requests were received. The 10% growth in requests from last year 
was driven by the financial services, construction and retail trade sectors. This was partially offset by fewer transport 
services registrations than last year.

 � Approximately 253,000 GST registration cancellations were processed. This was approximately 4% less than last 
year and reflected in lower cancellations in the construction, and professional, scientific and technical services sectors.

As of 30 June 2021, our register had 3.1 million active GST registrants, compared to 2.9 million in 2019–20. 
Those sectors showing the highest growth rates in net registration for the current year include health, retail trade and 
administrative and support services. Small business clients have comprised 78% of active GST registrants over the 
past 2 years.

TABLE 7: TOTAL REGISTERED CLIENT BASE BY CLIENT EXPERIENCE

2016–17 
million 

2017–18 
million 

2018–19 
million

2019–20 
million 

2020–21 
million 

Small business – – – – 2.4

Privately owned and wealthy groups – – – – 0.4

Public and multinational businesses – – – – 0.1

Not-for-profit – – – – 0.1

Other – – – – 0.1

Total registered client base 2.7 2.7 2.8 2.9 3.1

Note: Total registered client base by client experience is reported for the first time in 2020–21. This is the total registered population as of 30 June 2021. Over time this 
measure will show how fluid the client base is through GST registrations.

Detecting and deterring GST refund fraud in the community by gathering intelligence and cancelling unnecessary GST 
registrations ensures the integrity of our register. This year more than 22,900 GST registrations were checked, resulting in:

 � 2,791 cancelled registrations
 � more than 360 enterprises referred for further investigation.
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Debt and lodgment
Engagement with clients was driven by our response to COVID-19 and is represented by the phased engagement 
strategy we used in 2020–21:

 � Help and assist (June 2020) – interactions aimed at understanding the client’s circumstances and obligations and 
providing the appropriate support.

 � Advice about future action (February 2021) – gradual reintroduction of messages about potential future action we 
may take, if appropriate, for clients who continue not to engage.

 � Additional action if required and appropriate (April/May 2021) – firmer and stronger actions where appropriate.

Also, in response to COVID-19, referrals to external collection agencies (ECAs) were suspended in March 2020. In lieu of 
referrals to ECAs, we moved to a new model where additional contract staff performed outbound telephony work to keep 
clients engaged.

Our strategy centred on enhanced engagement interactions with clients or their representatives to secure outstanding 
lodgments, resolve the debt, or enter into a payment plan. Where the client chose not to engage with the ATO to resolve 
their obligations, subsequent firmer action was considered.

Along with our ongoing automated activity (SMS/letters), all available outbound telephony capacity was directed towards 
GST/BAS debt from mid-May 2021. This included an increase in firmer action activity across a ‘sophisticated’ client 
population comprising large employers, public and multinational businesses, and privately owned and wealthy groups. 
This firmer-action strategy was effective, with a positive outcome from two-thirds of the selected population.

Debt
At 30 June 2021, total GST debt was $10.7 billion, up 4.7% compared to last year and 88% higher than 2018–19. 
GST collectable debt was $8.8 billion, up 11.4% compared to last year and 105% higher than 2018–19. The factors 
that contribute to the significant growth against 2018–19 are:

 � the ongoing impacts of droughts, bushfires and COVID-19
 � the ATO pausing most debt recovery activities between March 2020 and mid-May 2021.

Total and collectable GST debt continued to grow in 2020–21 as clients experienced cash flow issues, particularly those 
impacted by the dynamic economic environment as a result of COVID-19. Clients were encouraged to lodge outstanding 
obligations even when they could not pay. Part of this debt relates to clients who may have ceased trading, or walked 
away from their businesses part way through the year.

TABLE 8: GST DEBT CORE INDICATORS

2016–17 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21 

Total GST debt outstanding ($b) 5.6 5.5 5.7 10.2 10.7

GST Collectable debt ($b) 3.8 4.0 4.3 7.9 8.8

Insolvent debt ($b) – – – – 1.6

Disputed debt ($b) – – – – 0.3

Debt collection rate – TLM accrual (%) 6.2 6.2 6.4 11.8 12.1

Debt collection rate – cash (%) 6.4 6.3 6.6 13.1 12.0

Note: Collectable debt is debt for which there is no impediment to collection – it is not subject to objection or appeal, or to some form of insolvency administration.

 The debt collection rate is calculated using the GST collectable debt amount as a percentage of 12 month rolling GST (TLM accrual or cash) collections. This is 
a measure used by several revenue agencies to gauge their relative effectiveness in managing their debt holdings. Insolvent and disputed debt are reported for 
the first time in 2020–21.

We take a differentiated approach to maximise the outcome for each of our different client segments, while ensuring we 
consider clients’ individual circumstances. As shown in Table 9, $6.3 billion (70%) of GST collectable debt is attributed to 
small businesses (representing 78% of total GST registrants) and may need help and support to understand, and meet, 
their obligations.

GST debts are treated utilising analytical models that consider clients’ overall position and help determine the appropriate 
action. Work continues with clients to determine what support may best suit their circumstances, including options such 
as deferral of due dates and payment plans. Clients facing difficulty meeting their obligations are encouraged to contact 
us so we can assist them. Our aim is to maintain engagement.



19

TABLE 9: GST COLLECTABLE DEBT BY CLIENT EXPERIENCE

2016–17 
($b)

2017–18 
($b)

2018–19 
($b)

2019–20 
($b)

2020–21 
($b)

Individuals – 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4

Small business – 3.0 3.0 5.4 6.3

Privately owned and wealthy groups – 0.7 0.8 1.6 1.8

Public and multinational businesses – 0.1 0.2 0.4 0.3

Other – 0.0 0.1 0.2 0.1

Total 3.8 4.0 4.3 7.9 8.8

Note: Other includes not-for-profit, APRA regulated super funds, SMSF and unknown. Totals may differ from the sum of components due to rounding.

The ongoing impacts of natural disasters and COVID-19 on the ageing of GST debt can be seen in Figures 10 and 11 
below. In particular, the increase in the >365 days aged category highlights clients experiencing ongoing challenges with 
meeting their obligations at the commencement of the pandemic.

FIGURE 10: AGEING OF GST DEBT BY NUMBER OF BAS DEBIT ASSESSMENTS 

Note: Figures reported for 2019–20 and onwards are derived from a new reporting source due to transition to a single accounting system. A GST debt may appear in 
multiple age ranges where the client owes amounts relating to multiple assessments. Total GST debt aged represents the number of activity statement accounts 
multiplied by a GST attribution rate.

FIGURE 11: AGEING OF GST DEBT BY VALUE

Note: Figures reported for 2019–20 and onwards are derived from a new reporting source due to transition to a single accounting system. Age of debt is determined 
by the latter of the processed date or the effective date of the transactions.
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Lodgment
Although the number of BAS lodged has increased steadily, the number of BAS dispatched and due has been increasing 
at a faster rate. As a result, the BAS on-time lodgment rate has declined. We are in the process of identifying the entities 
that are still expected to lodge, to ensure our lodgment on-time measure is reflective of only those required to lodge.

Lodgment performance

 � Monthly BAS – The on-time lodgment performance for 2020–21 BAS due as at 30 June 2021 is 78.5%, 
3.3 percentage points below the 2019–20 results and 4.9 percentage points below 2018–19 results.

 � Quarterly BAS – The on-time lodgment performance for 2020–21 BAS due as at 30 June 2021 is 67.3%, 
3.7 percentage points below the 2019–20 results and 5.8 percentage points below 2018–19 results.

TABLE 10: BAS LODGMENT

2016–17 
 % 

2017–18 
 %

2018–19 
 % 

2019–20 
 % 

2020–21 
% 

Lodged (monthly) 93.2 93.4 93.0 90.8 89.9

Lodged (quarterly) 85.3 85.4 85.6 82.3 81.9

Total BAS lodged (including annual BAS) 87.6 87.7 87.7 84.6 84.1

Lodged on time (monthly) 83.5 83.7 83.4 81.8 78.5

Lodged on time (quarterly) 73.5 73.9 73.1 71.0 67.3

Total lodged on time (including annual BAS) 76.4 76.6 76.0 74.0 70.3

Overall online lodgment of BAS has increased 11.4% over 5 years, from 77.5% (2016–17) to 88.9% (2020–21). 
Annual remitters’ online lodgment has increased over 20% for the same time-period.

TABLE 11: BAS LODGMENT METHOD – PERCENTAGE OF BAS LODGED ELECTRONICALLY

2016–17 
%

2017–18 
% 

2018–19 
%

2019–20 
% 

2020–21 
%

Monthly remitters 76.8 80.5 83.7 87.4 92.2

Quarterly remitters 77.8 80.7 83.6 88.2 88.4

Annual remitters 74.9 89.1 91.0 91.3 95.0

Overall 77.5 81.0 83.8 88.2 88.9

Correct reporting
We address the risk of clients incorrectly reporting their GST obligations primarily through our Client Engagement Group. 
Our treatment strategies to mitigate risk (differentiated based on client behaviours) include prevention, correction, 
leverage and identification/support activities.

The key focus areas under the reporting pillar are:

 � GST evasion
 � refund integrity and high-risk refunds
 � international cross-border
 � real property transactions
 � financial services and insurance.

GST evasion
The GST evasion risk is characterised by taxpayers attempting to gain financial benefit through deliberate and significant 
non-compliance with their GST obligations. The population engaging in GST evasion is not static and changes constantly 
in response to market drivers and opportunities that can be exploited.

Throughout 2020–21 we maintained a focus on:

 � preventative detection and deterrence activities to address systematic GST refund fraud
 � increasing community confidence through the assurance of tax agent integrity and referrals to the Tax Practitioners 

Board (TPB)
 � remediating vulnerabilities across the ATO and Australian Business Register (ABR) to strengthen the GST system.
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While COVID-19 affected GST evasion casework throughout 2020–21, the Phoenix and Tax Evasion programs 
completed more than 890 GST review and audit activities to address suspected GST evasion, resulting in GST liabilities 
of approximately $153 million.

Other outcomes included:

 � Australian Securities and Investments Commission (ASIC) de-registrations
 � TPB de-registrations
 � prosecutions and convictions
 � pursuit of leveraged solutions (including law change or industry strategies), to close identified systemic weaknesses.

Information about fraud or evasion GST-related assessments conducted in 2020–21 is shown in Table 12. In 2020–21, 
16 taxpayers were subject to a fraud or evasion GST-related assessment; all incurred an additional penalty. These 
taxpayers represented 0.15% of all taxpayers subject to a GST audit-related assessment.

TABLE 12: FRAUD OR EVASION GST ASSESSMENTS BY CLIENT EXPERIENCE, 2020–21

Number of 
taxpayers 

subject to a GST 
audit-related 
assessment

Taxpayers subject to a GST fraud or evasion assessment

Number

% of taxpayers 
subject to a GST 

audit-related 
assessment

Number with an 
additional penalty

Individuals 232 – – –

Small business 9,578 8 0.08 8

Privately owned and wealthy groups 787 5 0.64 5

Public and multinational businesses 221 3 1.36 3

Not-for-profit 75 – – –

Self-managed super funds 43 – – –

APRA super fund 2 – – –

Total 10,938 16 0.15 16

Note: The tax law fraud or evasion exception to limited periods of review found within the income tax, superannuation and GST Acts allows that, if in the 
Commissioner’s opinion there is fraud or evasion, the Commissioner is not constrained and may amend an assessment at any time.

Information about fraud or evasion assessments also appears in the ATO annual report 2020–21.

High-risk refunds
Throughout 2020–21, we achieved strong revenue results from our high-risk refund case work. As the business 
community continued to be impacted by COVID-19 and lockdowns, we continued to help clients obtain their entitled 
GST refund as quickly as possible.

The ATO’s administration of stimulus measures commenced in 2019–20 and extended into 2020–21, with continued 
focus on the integration of our risk models and triaging clients who were lodging GST refund claims and were eligible 
for stimulus measure payments. This ensured there was no degradation to the performance of our GST refund integrity 
models or the effectiveness of our pre-issue assurance work to review high-risk GST refunds.

The additional profiling and triage work improved strike rates from 85% in 2019–20 to 94% in 2020–21, and increased 
revenue results from $306 million to $484 million, respectively. The detection of suspect refund activity resulted in 
significant revenue results from several high-risk refund cases in the last quarter of 2020–21.

TABLE 13: REFUND INTEGRITY ACTIVE COMPLIANCE LIABILITIES RAISED AND STRIKE RATE

Strike rate Liabilities

2018–19  
%

2019–20  
%

2020–21  
%

2018–19 
$m

2019–20 
$m

2020–21 
$m

Small business – – 95 – – 374

Privately owned and wealthy groups – – 74 – – 66

Public and multinational businesses – – 85 – – 19

Not-for-profit – – 92 – – 4

Other – – 96 – – 20

Total 77 85 94 506 306 484

Note: Refund integrity active compliance liabilities raised and strike rate is reported by client experience for the first time in 2020–21.

The client contact approach through our tailored advice letters was paused for part of 2020–21 due to COVID-19 impacts 
on business. The correspondence recommenced in early 2021, however letters originally scheduled for late May 2021 
were delayed, and issued after 30 June 2021. The impacts of this correspondence will now appear in 2021–22 results.

https://www.transparency.gov.au/annual-reports/australian-taxation-office/reporting-year/2020-21-55
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International and cross-border
This risk is associated with the GST treatment of goods or services that cross Australia’s border.

Our focus in 2020–21 was primarily on supplies from offshore involving digital products and services or low value goods 
(A$1,000 or less) sold to consumers in Australia.

In 2020–21, we were particularly mindful of the global impact of COVID-19 and how this affected those offshore 
businesses with obligations under the GST law. We provided administrative support to them in fulfilling their obligations. 
For example, by providing assistance with reporting obligations when lockdowns prevented access to the ATO’s online 
services for non-residents system.

While there was potential for significant impact on these businesses, given the extended periods of lockdown for significant 
percentages of the Australian population, the increase in GST revenue for supplies of digital products and services was an 
expected outcome. GST revenue for both measures increased when compared to 2019–20. Almost $1 billion in GST was 
collected and paid in 2020–21.

TABLE 14: NET GST REVENUE FROM CROSS-BORDER MEASURES

2017–18 
$m

2018–19 
$m

2019–20 
$m 

2020–21 
$m 

Digital products and services 355 400 455 545

Low value imported goods – 360 400 445

Total 355 760 855 990

Note: GST administration of digital products and services commenced on 1 July 2017. GST administration of low value imported goods commenced on 1 July 2018. 
All figures have been rounded to the nearest $5m.

Our focus in 2020–21 was on identifying businesses with obligations under these measures and bringing them into 
Australia’s GST system. We use a combination of data held by the ATO, and external sources, to identify these 
businesses and quantify their level of sales to consumers in Australia. Appropriate strategies are then used to assist 
businesses in meeting their obligations. These strategies range from educational activities designed to raise awareness 
of potential obligations under our law, through to targeted contact with individual businesses and/or their representatives. 
Where necessary, we use compliance reviews and audits to engage with offshore businesses that may be resistant to 
meeting their obligations under the law.

To the end of June 2021, our review and audit program finalised 51 cases, resulting in an additional $55.7 million in GST 
revenue. Importantly, the businesses subject to these activities have remained engaged and compliant with law beyond 
the closure of the cases.

Throughout 2020–21, 250 businesses supplying digital products and services, or low value goods registered for 
Australian GST.

We have engaged in bilateral discussions with other countries that have approached us for information on our experience 
in designing, implementing, and administering our law applying GST to these supplies. We have also continued to support 
the OECD in its forums dealing with this subject. Participating in these discussions allows us to share the success of our 
administration that is closely aligned to OECD principles, and promotes international consistency in applying value-added 
taxes to these transactions. The greater the level of consistency, the easier it is for business, leading to higher levels of 
engagement and compliance.

In 2020–21, the ATO assisted the OECD in developing a regional VAT/GST digital toolkit to assist tax authorities in 
Latin America and the Caribbean with implementing reforms to apply VAT/GST to cross-border business to consumer 
supplies of digital products and services and low value imported goods. This work will continue in 2021–22, with the 
ATO contributing to the development of a similar toolkit for Asia Pacific countries.

Real property transactions
A real property transaction risk occurs when an entity fails to correctly treat the supply or acquisition of property in 
accordance with GST law. The GST real property industry risk is endemic and exists in all client experiences.

While some client engagement activities were temporarily paused due to COVID-19, the residential property market 
boom, and increased residential sales meant liabilities raised were higher than anticipated.

We focused on the following issues in 2020–21:

 � Development agreements – the ATO position is currently being challenged by litigation regarding the non-monetary 
consideration of works undertaken as part of a development agreement. This litigation may change the ATO 
interpretations of ‘consideration’ and may have a wider impact than real property transactions. There are several 
audits and objections on hold pending the outcome of this decision.
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 � Misuse of GST concessions – GST at settlement data has identified a risk associated with the use of the 
margin scheme. Since GST at settlement commenced, we have identified that approximately 70% of residential 
developments are applying the margin scheme. There are 3 key risks associated with this:

1. Developers may be using the margin scheme when they are not eligible.
2. Where developers are eligible, they are using cost base methods that are incorrectly reducing the GST payable.
3. Large businesses may be using an apportionment method that is not ‘fair and reasonable’ and is contrary to ATO 

public advice.
Our web guidance has been updated to help people understand their eligibility in applying the margin scheme. 
Additionally, the GST property decision online tool has been redesigned to accurately reflect both eligibility and 
calculation of the margin for the taxpayer. This update will go live in December 2021.

 � GST at settlement – We successfully liaised with Property Exchange Australia (PEXA) to incorporate the GST at 
settlement reporting obligations within the business systems of conveyancers, resulting in ATO online forms no longer 
being required. The integrated forms are pre-populated with information already provided within PEXA, thus reducing 
duplication. In conjunction with PEXA, we have also introduced an automated cancellation process that negates the 
need for the conveyancer to contact the ATO, saving time for both the conveyancer and ATO.

In 2020–21, we matched GST at settlement data with land titles transfers data from the states and territories against 
BAS data. We then wrote to a pilot group of taxpayers advising them of the information held by the ATO on their 
property sale and provided them with an opportunity to amend their BAS without penalty imposition. We had a 50% 
response rate to this letter and this approach is now being incorporated in our GST at settlement strategy.

To further assist with correct GST reporting, we plan to include ‘nudge’ messaging in the ATO Online and Online 
services for business, advising clients that property data indicates that a sale will need to be reported in their BAS.

 � Build to rent –This is traditionally input taxed, as it is the supply of residential accommodation. The business model 
is rapidly changing to move into commercial residential premises. However, there is still some uncertainty about 
what is input taxed, what is taxable, and what happens when the conditions or services offered within a commercial 
residential premises change. The ATO is working with industry and the states and territories to develop a consistent 
understanding of build to rent, the risks and ways to improve the client experience.

Financial services and insurance
The financial services and insurance (FSI) industry risk is that GST obligations and entitlements are not reported in 
accordance with the specific provisions in the GST law for financial services and insurance. The GST FSI strategy aims to 
obtain greater assurance that clients in the industry are reporting the right amount of GST. This involves engagement with 
the FSI industry and advisers to communicate:

 � the ATO’s focus areas
 � the pathway for clients to obtain justified trust
 � technical advice on relevant GST issues across the ATO.

Highlights for 2020–21 included:

 � Productive engagement with banks to ensure compliance with our recent public guidance on GST apportionment of 
costs to provide credit cards, transaction accounts and home loans. As a result. many banks have agreed to transition 
their arrangements to be in-line with the guidance in products, such as Practical Compliance Guideline 2019/8: 
ATO compliance approach to GST apportionment of acquisitions that relate to certain financial supplies. These 
products have achieved the intended behavioural change, with industry participants adopting lower risk positions 
resulting in significant revenue effects.

 � Bespoke data tests provided to both the financial services and insurance industries. Based on observations of 
common errors, these tests can be used to ensure correct reporting in relation to specific GST risks. While these tests 
are conducted in reviews, industry participants have been encouraged to apply the tests as part of their preparatory 
work prior to a review.

 � Guidance provided to the banking industry, regarding how the ATO will review GST risks involving the entitlement to 
reduced input tax credits on acquisitions under complex IT outsourcing agreements.

 � A workshop with the Australian Banking Association to ensure a shared understanding of the application of the ATO’s 
GST governance, data testing and transaction testing guide within the industry.

 � Consultation on proposed additional disclosures by banks (included in the Top 100 program) to the ATO under Annual 
Compliance Arrangements. The aim is to improve real-time transparency and engagement on GST issues, and to 
enable the ATO to effectively monitor emerging GST risks.

 � Engagement with industry and advisers to communicate the ATO’s areas of focus in our reviews. For example, 
we engaged with industry on the GST treatment of fee for no service remediation payments related to the 
Royal Commission into Misconduct in the Banking, Superannuation and Financial Services Industry.

https://treasury.gov.au/publication/p2019-fsrc-final-report
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6 Compliance engagement

Liabilities
In 2020–21, GST liabilities raised through client engagement activities (including the GST compliance program) were 
$2,339 million (excluding penalties and interest).

TABLE 15: COMPLIANCE LIABILITIES

2016–17 
$m

2017–18 
$m

2018–19 
$m

2019–20 
$m 

2020–21 
$m 

GST liabilities raised 2,895 3,014 3,173 2,645 2,339

GST liabilities raised – business as usual 1,791 1,809 1,504 1,077 1,241

GST liabilities raised – compliance program 1,104 1,205 1,669 1,568 1,098

In previous years, large case adjustments exceeding $20 million in GST were included in the table above and were not 
reported separately. Due to the significant amount of GST outlier liabilities in 2020–21, we have reported these separately.

TABLE 16: COMPLIANCE LIABILITIES AND CASH COLLECTIONS – INCLUDING OUTLIER CASES

Liabilities raised 
$m

Cash collections 
$m

Total GST liabilities – includes business as usual and compliance program 2,339 1,835

Outlier cases 2,487 2,189

Total – including outlier cases 4,826 4,024

Note: Estimated cash collections (including penalties and interest). Outliers that fall into the extreme or nonsensical categories are excluded from reporting.

Outlier cases can arise due to various reasons. Some examples from 2020–21 include:

 � identity (ID) fraud – where a person has tried to use someone else’s ID to claim major refunds
 � a refund fraud case – where a fraudulent BAS resulting in a large refund was lodged; the client later stated they 

were having a medical episode at the time of lodgment
 � clerical errors by taxpayers or their advisers – where clerical and transpositional errors lead to incorrect amounts 

being reported.

GST compliance program
The GST compliance program was established in 2010. The different iterations have been a significant part of the ATO’s 
resourcing and GST administration results, returning approximately $11 billion in GST revenue to the states and territories 
through to June 2021.

The ATO has been provided with additional funding, extended through to June 2023 to ensure the following objectives 
are met:

1 Taxpayers are correctly registered – Coverage to ensure clients were correctly registered was achieved. Revenue 
commitments of $13.1 million was not met due to resources being directed to higher priority and higher revenue risk work.

2 Correct reporting is focused on tackling refund exploitation and dealing with systematic or deliberate 
under-reporting of GST – Compliance activities raised $509.1 million, significantly exceeding the target of 
$283.9 million. As we transitioned out of one of the COVID-19 phases and impacts and the administration of stimulus 
measures, this strategy maintained a focus on pre-issue reviews for high-risk GST refunds and the detection of 
fraudulent behaviours. Analytical risk models have remained effective in detecting suspect refunds, with strong revenue 
results achieved from several high-risk refund cases.

3 Large businesses pay the right amount of GST: Justified trust program – Revenue commitments were met 
with $178.7 million raised against a planned commitment of $132.2 million. The justified trust program is detailed 
below Table 17.
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4 More direct contact between the ATO and non-lodgers – Lodgment compliance activities raised $410.5 million 
against the planned commitment of $225.5 million.

5 More direct contact between the ATO and taxpayers with a GST debt – GST debt recovery activities returned 
$335.5 million against an annual commitment of $244.4 million. In response to COVID-19 restrictions, external 
collection agencies (ECA) referrals ceased in March 2020. In lieu of ECA referrals, an additional 260 outsource staff 
were employed from February 2021 to undertake outbound telephony debt and lodgment work.

These objectives are managed through 12 strategies, as stated in the GST compliance program 2019–23 bid papers. 
All strategies funded by the program were disrupted and impacted to some degree by COVID-19. This resulted in fewer 
activities in the first half of 2020–21, with rolling lockdowns continuing to significantly impact all deliverables.

In 2020–21, GST compliance and lodgment enforcement activities raised total liabilities of $1,098.3 million, exceeding 
the commitment of $654.7 million by $443.6 million.

The strategies and compliance liabilities raised within the objectives are detailed in the table below.

TABLE 17: GST COMPLIANCE PROGRAM STRATEGIES AND LIABILITIES RAISED

Strategy 
number Key objective Strategy description

GST 
$m

1, 11 4 Lodgment compliance activities to ensure taxpayers that are required to lodge are 
lodging, promoting fairness and confidence in the system; to address declining performance 
of quarterly BAS lodgment, predominately for the small and micro segments.

410.5

3 1 Ensure taxpayers are correctly registered in key risk areas such as GST registrations, 
deferred GST, and associated account integrity.

–

4 2 E-audit capabilities to more efficiently and effectively analyse taxpayer-provided data. 20.3

5 2 Correct reporting tackling refund exploitation to detect, address and deter GST 
incorrect reporting and GST refund fraud.

414.9

6(a) 2 Detect and deal with the most egregious taxpayers who seek to hide or avoid GST to 
obtain an unfair advantage.

73.9

6(b) 5 Investigations and prosecutions action that sends a strong message to the community 
of the high risk of being detected and the consequences of non-compliance behaviour.

–

7 5 Dispute resolution leading to the prevention or early resolution of disputes under objection. –

8 All Risk and strategy resourcing to assess risk to the GST system, and determine the most 
appropriate strategies for the resources available.

–

9 All Program management, effectiveness, and GST gap research to better understand 
influences on the GST gap and international benchmarking across jurisdictions.

–

10 2 Improve risk models to take advantage of technology and better use of data. –

12 3 Large business compliance to provide greater assurance that large public, multinationals 
and private businesses are meeting their GST obligations (justified trust).

178.7

Total 1,098.3

2 5 Prevent and reduce GST debt arising from compliance program outcomes achieved. 335.5

Justified trust
Under our justified trust program, we undertake specific tax assurance engagements with:

 � the Top 100 and Top 1000 public and multinational businesses
 � the Top 500 privately owned groups where we apply the justified trust methodology.

The justified trust program seeks assurance that large clients are reporting the right amount of GST. To achieve justified 
trust, we seek objective evidence that would lead a reasonable person to conclude that a client paid the right amount 
of tax. Justified trust does not provide absolute certainty that the entity is complying with all its tax obligations and the 
amount of tax paid is completely accurate, as we recognise that obtaining this level of certainty is not practical.

Justified trust reflects a level of evidence-based assurance that the entity is complying with its tax obligations within the 
materiality threshold.

https://www.ato.gov.au/business/large-business/justified-trust/


26

Top 100 and Top 1000 programs

We undertake specific tax assurance engagements with the Top 100 and Top 1000 public and multinational businesses. 
The integration of our approaches to implement the justified trust work program from a whole-of-client and multiple tax 
perspective continues with a focus on:

 � GST governance
 � determining the extent of creditable purpose
 � reduced input tax credits
 � reverse charges
 � food classification
 � correct reporting.

Incorrect reporting from inadvertent errors is one of the main GST risks identified through the assurance reviews. Most GST 
amended assessments in the large market are the result of voluntary disclosures arising from processing or system errors.

The GST Analytical Tool (GAT) is applied in top 100 and top 1000 GST assurance reviews and provides a strategic, 
top-down view of a taxpayer’s GST performance. It is used to identify and understand key variances between accounting 
figures reported in audited financial statements and GST reported in BAS.

The application of the GAT is an important element in assuring the GST outcomes of taxpayers in our reviews of top 100 
and top 1000 taxpayers who are predominately in the taxable supply industry.

We encourage taxpayers to embed the GAT in their governance framework as it provides a check as to their GST 
outcomes. Taxpayers have found benefits in applying the GAT to their systems, and they have subsequently picked up 
issues and made changes to improve correct GST reporting. 

Through improved governance, and clients undertaking more regular and robust data and transaction testings, we 
expect to see fewer inadvertent pre-lodgment system errors. The GST Governance, Data Testing and Transaction Testing 
Guide and the Guide to Independent Data Testing by Third Party Advisors will support our GST assurance reviews in the 
Top 100 and Top 1000 populations.

Top 100 program
GST and income tax teams work collaboratively to deliver justified trust assurance reviews across both taxes under the 
Top 100 program. Some GST reviews were delayed due to COVID-19. As of 30 June 2021, 19 Top 100 GST assurance 
reviews were completed, with 26% attaining an overall high level of assurance and 74% attaining an overall medium level 
of assurance.

Top 1000 program
GST and income tax teams work together to deliver combined assurance reviews that cover both taxes, and dedicated 
GST teams deliver GST streamlined assurance reviews. As of 30 June 2021, nearly 100 combined assurance reviews 
and 128 GST streamlined assurance reviews were completed, with 21% attaining an overall high level of assurance and 
74% attaining an overall medium level of assurance.

Top 500 GST program
We have sought to obtain assurance over private groups GST obligations to provide confidence they are paying the right 
amount of GST, applying the justified trust methodology in a manner tailored to this market.

Under this program, we commenced integrated engagements to obtain confidence for both GST and income tax 
obligations of each private group. The integrated approach delivers a whole of tax approach within a single client 
experience, and enables the GST assessment to form part of the client’s overall justified trust assessment. In 2020–21, 
we also finalised assurance reviews which were non-integrated from the client experience perspective, where the GST 
assurance review may not have been conducted concurrently with the income tax assurance review. All future new 
engagements will be integrated (where appropriate).

The program was delayed in 2020–21, as 60% of clients requested their engagement with us to be put on hold due to 
COVID-19. These engagements have since re-commenced. For those engagements that have now finalised:

 � 9 clients reached an overall medium or high level of GST assurance
 � 5 clients received very low GST assurance.

The clients that received a very low level of assurance did not receive GST assurance across the areas reviewed, and 
had significant weaknesses in their GST governance framework.
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Where weaknesses in clients’ GST governance frameworks were noted, we provided recommendations to address the 
following areas:

 � improvements in documented BAS procedures
 � implementation of a business recovery plan and resumption plan
 � reconciliation of the statistical data between the BAS, income tax return and financial statements
 � improved internal controls for unrestricted employee access to IT systems.

By providing these recommendations and assurance determinations we have sought to influence clients and improve the 
integrity of the GST system.

We have also recently published our first Findings report from the Top 500 tax performance program, that provides further 
detailed information about our findings and observations more broadly about tax governance in Top 500 private groups.

Prosecutions and investigations
It is the responsibility of the ATO to protect the GST system against fraud and related crimes. Our firmest strategies to 
deal with fraudulent behaviour are criminal investigations and prosecutions. Criminal investigations and prosecutions are 
complemented by a communication strategy to maximise the impact of cases prosecuted. This increases the community 
awareness of the impact of non-compliance with tax obligations and is a general deterrence for others not lodging BAS 
and defrauding the system by making false and misleading claims and statements.

The ATO prosecutes matters such as:

 � not complying with BAS lodgment requirements
 � making false and misleading statements
 � keeping false records
 � not complying with notices issued by the ATO requiring the provision of information, documents or attendance 

at an interview.

Activities in 2020–21 included:

 � completion of 35 GST-related criminal investigations
 � referral of GST-related briefs of evidence for breaches of the Criminal Code Act 1995 to the Commonwealth Director 

of Public Prosecutions (CDPP), resulting in 7 successful prosecutions that included fines, reparation orders and prison 
sentences ranging from 2–5 years

 � issuance of 13 warning letters; these are used as a risk treatment option to avoid unnecessary court action where 
alternative treatment strategies are available.

TABLE 18: GST INVESTIGATIONS AND PROSECUTION RESULTS

2016–17 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21

GST-related investigations – completed (number) 82 75 59 36 35

GST-related fraud prosecution cases resulting in 
conviction (number)

15 14 27 15 7

Total successful GST outcomes – Taxation 
Administration Act matters only (number)

1,095 985 618 328 94

Costs and fines ($m) 8.9 8.0 6.1 2.3 0.9

The matters referred to the CDPP cover a range of complex GST risks involving various business structures, and can 
involve multiple suspects and witnesses. In 2020–21, we observed opportunistic and recidivist behaviours, and therefore 
our focus was to prevent and deter suspected recidivist taxpayers from committing further GST offences.

We continue to work closely with the CDPP to deliver quality briefs and provide support to requisitions and the 
prosecution process. There were 35 criminal investigation briefs referred to the CDPP, with most of the cases already 
progressed to charges laid and in the process of court prosecution.

The 2020–21 year saw investigations and prosecutions continue to be impacted by COVID-19. Work commitments 
under the normal environment were hampered by the inability to see witnesses to:

 � take witness statements
 � undertake records of interview
 � execute search warrants (which are mandatory requirements in the criminal process for preparing a brief of evidence).

https://www.ato.gov.au/Business/Privately-owned-and-wealthy-groups/What-you-should-know/Tax-performance-programs-for-private-groups/Top-500-private-groups-tax-performance-program/Findings-report-Top-500-tax-performance-program/
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There was also reduced support from state and federal law enforcement agencies for our operational activities. In some 
regions, prosecution outcomes were delayed due to:

 � applications to adjourn court matters as and when immediate lockdowns were announced
 � the inability of the courts to empanel jury members to conduct trials for relevant hearings.

Prosecution cases of note:

 � A person was sentenced to 5 years jail with a non-parole period of 3 years. Were it not for a guilty plea, the person 
would have received a sentence of 6 years and 9 months, and a non-parole period of 4 years and 6 months. This 
was a joint Australian Federal Police and ATO investigation into fraudulently obtained GST refunds of $3 million, and 
attempts to fraudulently claim refunds worth an additional $11 million.

 � A deregistered tax agent lodged 50 false BAS on behalf of clients and re-routed the refunds to their own bank 
account. Further refunds were stopped during pre-issue audits. The tax agent was sentenced to 2 years jail on 
2 charges, with a non-parole period of 2 months, and released on a 2-year good behaviour bond.

 � A tax agent was convicted on 13 charges against section 8C of the Taxation Administration Act 1953 in their 
capacity as a company director and was fined $11,850. The magistrate in this case made the following comments: 
“a sophisticated businessperson such as the defendant should have been alerted to the issue of lodging and 
secondly, there are statutory duties which the defendant would have been well and truly aware of due to her 
qualifications and extensive experience as a tax agent”. The defendant’s actions were unprofessional and unwise to 
the extent the tax agent relied upon friendship and personal relationships. The court was satisfied there was a high 
level of personal culpability in the case.

 � A director of a company was found guilty of dishonestly obtaining a financial advantage by deception from a 
Commonwealth entity, contrary to s 134.2(1) of the Criminal Code, lodging BAS for 2 quarters: The March 2015 
quarter where he received a refund of $80,000, and the June 2015 quarter, where he received a refund of $44,000. 
He was ordered to be released on entering a recognisance order of the sum of $10,000 to be on good behaviour for 
18 months. Further, the court ordered him to pay back to the ATO a total of $124,000.
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7 GST public advice and dispute management

Public advice and guidance
We offer public and private advice and guidance to help our clients understand their GST obligations, ensure a level 
playing field and address GST risks.

In 2020–21, 614 GST-related private ruling requests were finalised, with 99% finalised within 28 calendar days of 
receiving all the necessary information. Private ruling requests in 2020–21 increased by 8% compared with the previous 
year. There were 3,941 guidance cases completed in 2020–21, a slight decrease from last year, continuing a decline 
since 2017–18.

TABLE 19: PUBLIC ADVICE AND GUIDANCE

2016–17 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21 

Finalised GST-related private ruling requests 748 840 641 565 614

Completed GST-related guidance cases 4,669 5,492 4,712 3,966 3,941

Key advice topics included:

 � GST international and cross-border
 � core provision/special rules
 � real property transactions
 � food classification
 � GST registration.

Some of our public advice and guidance (PAG) and consultation work had been paused due to COVID-19 in 2019–20 
and we recommenced this work in 2020–21. Some PAG was part of a deliberate risk mitigation strategy, while others 
addressed emerging risks. The following PAG was progressed throughout 2020–21:

 � GSTD 2021/1 Goods and services tax: development works in the Australian Capital Territory – required to finalise the 
ATO view on the GST treatment of arrangements between government agencies and private property developers in 
the context of the development of land in the Australian Capital Territory.

 � GST apportionment for financial suppliers:

 — GSTR 2020/1 Goods and service tax: determining the creditable purpose of acquisitions in relation to transaction 
accounts.
 — GSTD 2020/1 Goods and services tax: when is the supply of a transaction account GST-free under table item 3 or 
table item 4(a) of subsection 38-190(1) of theA New Tax System (Goods and Services Tax) Act 1999?
 — Amendments to GSTR 2004/4 Goods and services tax: can consideration for a supply be provided or received 
without transferring money (such as where the parties only make book entries recording their agreement that the 
supply is paid for)?

These products are necessary components of the ATO’s broader FSI risk strategy to address long-standing complexities 
around apportionment methodology and explain our view on the GST treatment for home loans and transaction accounts, 
and the extent to which the supply of a transaction account is GST-free where the account is issued outside of Australia.

 � GSTD 2001/D1 Goods and services tax: adjustable beds, pressure management mattresses and pressure 
management overlays – clarified when adjustable beds, pressure management mattresses and pressure management 
overlays meet the criteria to be GST-free.

 � GSTD 2001/D2 Goods and services tax: is the supply of a burial right in respect of a public cemetery subject to GST? 
– considers the GST consequences where an Australian Government agency supplies burial rights in respect of a 
public cemetery. This matter is still being consulted on.

The following Legislative Instruments were also issued:

 � CRP 2021/1 Taxation Administration (Remedial Power – Certificate for GST free supplies of Cars for Disabled People) 
Repeal Amendment Determination 2021 – ensured continued access to GST-free supplies of cars and car parts for 
disabled people who meet certain requirements.
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 � WTI 2021/1 Goods and Services Tax: Waiver of Tax Invoice Requirement (eftpos Interchange Services Reports) 
Determination 2021 and WTI 2020/3 Goods and Services Tax: Waiver of Tax Invoice Requirement (Corporate Card 
Statements) No. 2 Determination 2020 – to allow waiver of Tax Invoice requirements for certain entities where the 
specified requirements have been met.

 � TPANI 2020/1 A New Tax System (Goods and Services Tax) Third Party Adjustment Note Information Requirements 
Determination 2020 – remade due to sun-setting provisions.

Dispute management

GST objections
In 2020–21, GST objection receipts and the objection rate continued to decline. This may be linked to the ongoing 
impact of COVID-19 and its effect on businesses and audit activity. We continue to use our dispute resolution services 
and strategies, such as allowing further time to provide information or placing the issuing of adverse decisions on hold, 
to assist those clients affected by COVID-19.

FIGURE 12: NUMBER OF OBJECTION CASES CREATED

There was a significant increase this year in the number of GST objections that were finalised; a result of concerted 
efforts to reduce our stock on hand. We had a particular emphasis on aged cases (greater than 365 days), and also 
implemented an active case management strategy to improve efficiency and timeliness in actioning objections.

In 2020–21, the litigation rate of 49 per 1,000 objections improved compared to 2018–19 (108 per 1,000) and 2019–20 
(117 per 1,000). Over half of the 2020–21 litigation cases were resolved prior to hearing through use of our different 
alternative dispute resolution methods.
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TABLE 20: GST DISPUTE MANAGEMENT

2016–17 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21 

Audit to objection rate (per thousand) 68 76 52 95 56

Audit to audit-related objection (per thousand) – – – 62 37

Objection cases resolved (number) 935 774 591 512 813

Allowed in full 280 207 165 108 104

Allowed in part 188 173 108 91 97

Disallowed 202 178 121 125 405*

Either withdrawn following initial contact, or 
invalid and unable to be altered to be treated 
as valid objections

265 216 197 188 207*

Objections which result in litigation (per 
thousand)

50 65 108 117 49

GST litigation cases completed (number) 61 59 45 52 52

Favourable 13 6  6  11 6

Unfavourable –  3  2  2 4

Partly favourable –  1  1 – 1

Conceded (whole or in part)  13  5  18  22 9

Settled  16  8  4  4 20

Withdrawn by taxpayer 14  17  9  11 9

Dismissed by court or AAT 3  16  4  2 3

Other 2  3  1 – –

Note: The process for identifying GST-related objections changed in 2020–21 to capture all GST-related work items more accurately. The new methodology identifies 
any case where GST is in dispute; not just where it is the primary revenue product in dispute.

 In 2019–20, of the 545 objections created, 421 (77%) relate to audit decisions. This equates to 62 objections per thousand audit adjustment cases. In 2020–21, 
of the 407 objections created, only 267 (66%) relate to audit decisions. This equates to 37 objections per thousand audit adjustment cases.

 * Most of the disallowed outcomes (217 or 53.5%) relate to a cluster of self-objections on Division 111, and 58 (28%) of the withdrawn or invalid outcomes also 
relate to the Division 111 cluster.

GST litigation
As of 30 June 2021, there were 91 current Part IVC litigation cases, a 6.2% decrease from June 2020. This can largely 
be attributed to a decrease in cases containing property and penalty issues.

The number of cases settled by the Commissioner increased significantly in 2020–21 to 37% of all finalised cases, 
compared to 7% in 2019–20. This is consistent with the Commissioner’s initiative of only progressing those cases where 
it is strategically important and appropriate, where law clarification is required, or we need to send messages about 
behaviour to a taxpayer and the community. The number of cases conceded in whole or in part by the Commissioner 
decreased significantly in 2020–21 to 18% of all finalised cases, compared to 43% in 2019–20, indicating a significant 
improvement in the quality of the decisions resulting in litigation.

Strategic case decisions for 2020–21 include:

 � Crown Melbourne Ltd & Anor v Commissioner of Taxation [2020] FCA 1295. The Federal Court allowed the appeal 
by the taxpayers. The issue in dispute was whether payments made by the taxpayers to junket tour operators should 
be included in the global GST amount for Division 126 purposes. The Commissioner is of the view these payments 
are a fee for service and should not be included in the Division 126 calculation, however the Court accepted these 
payments should be included in the Division 126 global GST amount.

 � ACN 154 520 199 Pty Ltd (In Liq) v Commissioner of Taxation [2020] FCAFC 190. The Full Federal Court (FFC) 
allowed the appeal on the meaning of refining under section 38-385 of the GST Act and reached what it said was 
the “unpalatable result” of sending the Division 165 scheme issue back to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal (AAT) 
for rehearing. The Commissioner lost the refining issue on technical points. The FFC agreed with the Commissioner 
that refining under section 38-385 means making gold purer by removing metallic impurities but found that when the 
taxpayer melted 99.99% pure gold it presumably increased the purity, even if only by 0.001%. The Commissioner was 
unsuccessful on the Division 165 scheme issue on procedural grounds, as the AAT considered material not put to the 
managing director in cross examination.

 � Commissioner of Taxation v ACN 154 520 199 Pty Ltd (In Liq) [2021] HCASL 64. The High Court refused the 
Commissioner’s special leave application. Consequently, the case will return to the AAT for a new hearing on whether 
the GST general anti-avoidance rule cancels $72.9m in GST refunds the taxpayer received for acquiring scrap gold 
between February 2012 and June 2014.
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 � Commissioner of Taxation v Travelex Limited [2021] HCA 8. The High Court handed down a favourable decision on 
10 March 2021. This case considered whether a credit allocated by the Commissioner to Travelex’s running balance 
account (RBA) gave rise to an RBA surplus (and therefore a delayed refund interest (DRI) entitlement), where the 
taxpayer was not entitled to that credit under a taxation law. The High Court agreed with the Commissioner that 
a credit on a taxpayer’s RBA will not result in an RBA surplus unless that credit reflects an amount to which the 
taxpayer is legally entitled. It followed that as no credit had arisen at law from Travelex’s revised BAS, there was no 
RBA surplus to which DRI could apply. The finding that Travelex was not entitled to a credit is based on the FFC’s 
finding that the Commissioner’s historical practice of ‘revising’ a taxpayer’s BAS for self-actuating periods without 
issuing an assessment had no legal effect. The Commissioner is currently considering the administrative implications 
of the decision.

The ATO has reported the implications of the decision in its financial statements for the year ending 30 June 2021. 
For more information, refer to Schedule C.

Strategic cases on hand for 2020–21 include:

 � An appeal to the FFC by the Commissioner against the decision in Crown Melbourne Ltd & Anor v Commissioner 
of Taxation [2020] FCA 1295, outlined above.

 � An AAT appeal that seeks to test the Commissioner’s view on the GST treatment of development leases in the ACT 
and the passing on of excess GST refund issues.

 � An AAT appeal against the Commissioner’s objection decision in respect of a private ruling on a crowdfunding issue. 
The Commissioner determined that tips made by platform users to the taxpayer are consideration for a taxable supply 
and therefore GST is payable on these amounts.

 � An AAT appeal against the Commissioner’s decision that the taxpayer, a complying super fund, was required to be 
registered in respect to the subdivision and sale of vacant lots. The taxpayer argues that the sale of the lots should 
be excluded from the calculation of their projected GST turnover as it is the transfer of a capital asset, solely as a 
consequence of ceasing to carry on their enterprise or substantially and permanently reducing the size or scale of 
their enterprise.

 � A Federal Court appeal in respect to the extent of creditable purpose of acquisitions made by the taxpayer for supplies 
of re-insurance from its related entity. This matter also raises issues of whether the apportionment methodology used 
by the taxpayer to calculate its input tax credit entitlement is fair and reasonable.

 � A Federal Court appeal, firstly, in respect to whether the Court has jurisdiction to hear the matter, given the applicant 
is a state entity and the matter relates to notional GST. If the Court does have jurisdiction, the second issue is whether 
the supplies of separate lots constitute a single supply for the purposes of the margin scheme, specifically item 4 
in subsection 75-10(3) of the GST Act.
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8 Department of Home Affairs

The Home Affairs portfolio, including the Australian Border Force (ABF), is responsible for the collection of customs 
duty and other indirect taxes including GST, Luxury Car Tax (LCT) and Wine Equalisation Tax (WET) at the Australian 
border. Home Affairs also administers the deferral of GST on imported goods for registered importers under the 
GST Deferral Scheme.

The ABF advances a prosperous and secure Australia through trade and travel modernisation, effective customs, 
immigration, maritime and enforcement activities across the border continuum. The focus of the ATO and Home Affairs/
ABF during the past financial year has been to support the Australian Government’s efforts to drive a successful social 
and economic recovery from COVID-19.

Highlights for 2020–21 include:

 � $4.8 billion GST collected and $28.8 billion deferred GST on imported goods – representing a total GST liability 
assessed of $33.6 billion

 � 4.3 million import declarations and self-assessed clearance declarations cleared
 � 1.3 million export declarations cleared
 � 50,028 Tourist Refund Scheme (TRS) claims, of which 98.3% were approved, resulting in claims paid of $21.2 million 

of GST and WET to travellers.

Compliance program
The ABF compliance program performs a crucial role in managing the movement of goods across Australia’s border, 
balancing the needs of facilitating legitimate trade while protecting Australia’s border security. Through a strategy and 
intelligence-led approach, the ABF focuses its capability into operational and tactical responsibilities. This includes 
customs-related legislation, regulatory frameworks, compliance settings, industry engagement and border modernisation.

Compliance activities are conducted on imported goods to ensure that applicable customs duties and indirect tax 
liabilities are collected. This is achieved using risk profiling, monitoring past trading behaviours, intelligence assessments 
and referrals from industry. The ATO and the ABF work collaboratively on revenue compliance measures, information 
sharing, risk assessments on licensed entities and traders, sharing data and maintaining joint operational plans.

The ABF has a range of compliance and enforcement tools including the ability to warn, infringe, or prosecute offenders. 
This can include issuing penalties under the Infringement Notice Scheme or applying other sanctions such as prosecution 
for importers suspected of fraudulent activities. During 2020–21, a total of $145.6 million in GST understatements were 
identified through compliance activities.

FIGURE 13: GST UNDERSTATEMENTS
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GST understatements increased by 33% in 2020–21 compared with 2019–20. The higher result can be attributed to 
both GST understatements for post transaction verification and voluntary disclosures.

In 2020–21, there was:

 � $74 million in voluntary disclosures – voluntary disclosures fluctuate in the number and value from year to year
 � $57 million in post transaction verification – mainly due to a single investigation in September 2020 where 

confectionery was incorrectly claimed as food (which is GST exempt), resulting in $37 million in GST understatements.

The ABF continues to engage with industry to enhance compliant behaviour through forums such as the Trade and 
Goods Compliance Advisory Group. This is a collaborative forum for industry that Home Affairs and the ABF use to 
recommend solutions to trade and goods compliance issues.

The detection and stopping of illicit goods coming into Australia has continued during the pandemic. The ABF continues 
to stop illegal imports and target the black economy and criminal syndicates taking advantage of COVID-19 to 
circumvent border controls.

Tourist Refund Scheme
The Traveller Revenue section, formally the Tourist Refund Office (TRO), manages and supports the TRS and administers 
and supports the TRS Integrity Analysis Programme.

The work includes:

 � reviewing, finalising and analysing complex TRS claims
 � providing TRS policy support and advice
 � reviewing and investigating TRS fraud allegations.

COVID-19 continues to have a profound effect on international travel. Only 50,028 claims were processed in 2020–21, 
resulting in $21.2 million in claims paid to travellers. By comparison, 766,000 were processed in 2019–20 and 
$197.6 million was paid to travellers, as only part of the year was impacted by travel restrictions. There has been a 
reduction in total claims of approximately 95% when compared to results prior to COVID-19 (2018–19).

In 2020–21, ABF rejected 1.7% of applications, worth $0.3 million, compared to 2019–20, when the ABF rejected 
1.6% of claims, worth $1.8 million. Amounts recovered in 2020–21 by the ATO from claims referred by the TRO were 
$252,000, with $91,000 in penalties applied.

Due to low traveller numbers, the ABF has redirected resources to high-priority projects to establish a safe reopening of 
the Australia’s international border. TRS staff have been assisting with cargo and mail compliance, providing direct benefit 
to GST-related activities.

Australian National Audit Office recommendations
The ABF continues to work with the ATO to implement the recommendations in the 2018–19 ANAO audit of the 
TRS. The objective of the audit was to examine and assess whether the TRS was being effectively administered, 
with appropriate risk management.

Two of the three recommendations have now been finalised.

 � The ATO and Home Affairs to improve their TRS risk management by jointly risk assessing the TRS, 
to identify all risks and appropriate treatments, and review the assessment annually – Finalised prior to 
2020–21 with the completion of a joint risk assessment.

 � The ATO and Home Affairs implement and embed the developed data analysis tools into business 
practices – The system has been enhanced to enable verification of an ABN on an invoice against the ABR. The ABN 
lookup capability within the TRS system continues to function as purposed. The GST registration status of retailers is 
viewed in real time ensuring GST TRS refunds are not paid to entities that are not registered for GST. The Home Affairs 
Chief Audit Executive endorsed the closure of this recommendation in 2020–21.

 � Quantify revenue leakage attributed to Australians returning goods for which a TRS refund was received – 
is still to be finalised.

As traveller numbers increase, the ABF will continue to work with the ATO to implement this recommendation. This has 
been delayed due to COVID-19 travel restrictions and low passenger numbers. Projects to measure compliance and 
revenue leakage can only be considered when traveller numbers return to a level required to enable accurate analysis.
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Performance report

This section of the report provides information on our performance outcomes under the 
GST Administration Performance Agreement. Table numbers reflect the location within the 
agreement. Data for prior years is published on ato.gov.au.

Schedule A: Performance outcome measures
Schedule A of the agreement relates to our performance outcome measures, detailed in 4 major sections of the agreement. 
Our results against these are provided in the tables below. Note that figures may vary slightly due to rounding.

Maintain compliance

Core indicators

1 Revenue outcome

TABLE 1: GST REVENUE OUTCOME

2016–17 
$b

2017–18 
$b

2018–19  
$b

2019–20  
$b 

2020–21  
$b 

Total GST revenue (accrual) 61.8 64.7 66.7 66.7 72.6

Total GST revenue (cash) 59.8 63.1 65.2 60.2 73.1

GST revenue Home Affairs cash (net) 3.5 3.9 4.2 4.2 4.8

Note: The total GST revenue amount excludes non-GIC penalties. GST accrual revenue is provided using the tax liability method (TLM). Under the TLM basis, 
GST revenue is defined as being the earlier of the cash payment being received or the associated liability being recognised.

2 Trend in GST gap

TABLE 2A: ESTIMATED GST GAP (VALUE)

2015–16  
$b

2016–17  
$b

2017–18  
$b

2018–19  
$b 

2019–20  
$b 

Estimated GST gap 6.5 5.5 5.3 5.4 5.3

Estimated GST gap (excluding debt) 5.8 4.8 4.5 4.6 3.6

Note: Estimates of the GST gap are updated as business activity statements are lodged or amended. The GST gap is also adjusted to account for revisions to external 
data sources, such as the Australian Bureau of Statistics.

TABLE 2B-C: ESTIMATED GST GAP

2015–16  
%

2016–17  
%

2017–18  
%

2018–19  
% 

2019–20  
% 

Net GST gap (including debt) – percentage of 
theoretical revenue

10.2 8.4 7.8 7.8 7.8

Estimated GST gap (excluding debt) – percentage of 
theoretical revenue

9.2 7.3 6.7 6.6 5.3

https://www.ato.gov.au/About-ATO/Commitments-and-reporting/In-detail/GST-administration/GST-Administration-Performance-Agreement-(1-July-2020---30-June-2023)/
https://www.ato.gov.au/About-ATO/Commitments-and-reporting/In-detail/GST-administration/GST-Administration-Performance-Agreement-(1-July-2020---30-June-2023)/?page=2#SCHEDULE_A___PERFORMANCE_OUTCOME_MEASURES
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3 GST debt

TABLE 3A: GST DEBT OUTSTANDING

2016–17  
$b

2017–18  
$b

2018–19  
$b 

2019–20  
$b 

2020–21 
$b 

Total GST debt outstanding 5.6 5.5 5.7 10.2 10.7

GST collectable debt 3.8 4.0 4.3 7.9 8.8

Insolvent debt – – – – 1.6

Disputed debt – – – – 0.3

Note: Collectable debt is debt for which there is no impediment to collection – it is not subject to objection or appeal, or to some form of insolvency administration. 
Insolvent and disputed debt are reported for the first time in 2020–21.

TABLE 3B: RATIO OF COLLECTABLE DEBT TO GST REVENUE

2016–17  
%

2017–18  
%

2018–19  
% 

2019–20  
% 

2020–21  
% 

Debt collection rate – TLM accrual 6.2 6.2 6.4 11.8 12.1

Debt collection rate – cash 6.4 6.3 6.6 13.1 12.0

Note: The debt collection rate is calculated using the GST collectable debt amount as a percentage of 12 month rolling GST (TLM accrual or cash) collections. This is 
a measure used by several revenue agencies to gauge their relative effectiveness in managing their debt holdings.

Supplementary debt indicators

TABLE 3C: GST DEBT NON-PURSUIT

2016–17 
%

2017–18 
%

2018–19 
% 

2019–20 
%

2020–21 
% 

Ratio of GST debt non-pursuit to total GST debt 23.1 26.8 23.8 4.3 5.1

Ratio of GST debt non-pursuit to GST revenue 1.9 2.3 2.1 0.7 0.7

Note: GST debt non-pursuit – this measure is calculated using GST debt non-pursuit as a proportion of total GST debt.

 Ratio of GST debt non-pursuit to GST revenue – this ratio compares GST debt non-pursued to GST revenue (cash).

 Non-pursuits help ensure we are focusing our debt collection activities on the right cases by removing those where we are either prevented by law from pursuing 
recovery (irrecoverable at law) or where recovery is unviable (uneconomical to pursue).

TABLE 3D: GST ON TIME PAYMENT RATE

2016–17 
% 

2017–18 
%

2018–19 
% 

2019–20 
% 

2020–21 
% 

Percentage GST payments made on time 73.6 75.1 75.3 76.3 73.0

Percentage value of GST paid on time 88.2 88.4 88.7 86.5 85.9

Note: Percentage GST payments made on time – this measures the compliance level for GST payments and is calculated as the number of GST payments paid on 
time divided by the total number of GST payments due.

 Percentage value of GST paid on time – this measures the compliance level for GST payments and is calculated as the value of GST payments paid on time 
divided by the total value of GST payments due.

TABLE 3E: AGEING OF GST DEBT – NUMBER OF BAS DEBIT ASSESSMENTS

2016–17 
no. 

2017–18 
no.

2018–19 
no. 

2019–20 
no. 

2020–21 
no. 

GST debt aged < 30 days – – – 756,548 181,085 

GST debt aged 30–59 days – – – 274,567 236,618 

GST debt aged 60–89 days – – – 56,692 35,198 

GST debt aged 90 days to one year – – – 688,893 613,595 

GST debt aged > one year – – – 778,545 1,142,118 

Total GST debt assessments – – – 2,555,245 2,208,614 

Note: Figures reported for 2019–20 and onwards are derived from a new reporting source due to transition to a single accounting system. A GST debt may appear in 
multiple age ranges where the client owes amounts relating to multiple assessments. Total GST debt aged represents the number of activity statement accounts 
multiplied by a GST attribution rate.
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TABLE 3F: AGEING OF GST DEBT – VALUE

2016–17 
$m 

2017–18 
$m

2018–19 
$m 

2019–20 
$m 

2020–21 
$m 

GST debt cases aged < 30 days 409.1 441.1 426.3 1,006.3 835.4

GST debt cases aged 30–59 days 553.0 558.9 564.3 1,704.6 1,270.2

GST debt cases aged 60–89 days 163.1 109.1 129.1 470.2 248.0

GST debt cases aged 90 days to one year 1,251.6 1,406.2 1,510.8 2,700.7 2,745.0

GST debt cases aged > one year 1,461.3 1,484.5 1,639.0 1,987.2 3,667.8

Total GST debt value 3,838.1 3,999.7 4,269.5 7,869.0 8,766.4

Note: Figures reported for 2019–20 and onwards are derived from a new reporting source due to transition to a single accounting system. Age of debt is determined 
by the latter of the processed date or the effective date of the transactions.

4 Cross-border services and goods

TABLE 4A: DIGITAL PRODUCTS AND SERVICES NEW REGISTRANTS

2017–18 
no.

2018–19 
no. 

2019–20 
no. 

2020–21 
no. 

Digital products and services – new registrants 405 165 90 120

TABLE 4B: VALUE OF DIGITAL PRODUCTS AND SERVICES GST

2017–18 
$m

2018–19 
$m 

2019–20 
$m 

2020–21 
$m 

Total value of digital products and services GST 355 400 455 545

Value of digital products and services GST (sum of top 20 payers) 265 300 330 405

Note: GST administration of digital products and services commenced on 1 July 2017. GST administration of low value imported goods commenced on 1 July 2018. 
All figures have been rounded to the nearest $5m. We revised the 2017–18 and 2018–19 net revenue figures for the imported services and digital products 
measure due to some clients lodging late.

TABLE 4C: LOW VALUE IMPORTED GOODS NEW REGISTRANTS

2017–18 
no.

2018–19 
no. 

2019–20 
no. 

2020–21 
no. 

Low value imported goods – new registrants 130 980 130 160

TABLE 4D: VALUE OF LOW VALUE IMPORTED GOODS GST

2017–18 
$m

2018–19 
$m 

2019–20 
$m

2020–21 
$m 

Total value of low value imported goods GST – 360 400 445

Value of low value imported goods GST (sum of top 20 payers) – 230 265 300

Note: GST administration of digital products and services commenced on 1 July 2017. GST administration of low value imported goods commenced on 1 July 2018. 
All figures have been rounded to the nearest $5m. We revised the 2017–18 and 2018–19 net revenue figures for the imported services and digital products 
measure due to some clients lodging late.



38

Client engagement outcomes

Core indicators

TABLE 1A(I): GST COMPLIANCE LIABILITIES RAISED BY CLIENT EXPERIENCE. CASH COLLECTIONS ON THOSE 
LIABILITIES IN THE FINANCIAL YEAR, CASH COLLECTION RATE WITHIN THE YEAR, AND TOTAL CASH COLLECTIONS

GST compliance 
liabilities 

$m

Within year 
compliance cash 

collection 
$m

GST cash 
collection rate 

%

Total compliance 
cash collections 

$m

Small business 1,137.3 699.0 61.5 886.4 

Privately owned and wealthy groups 754.4 480.9 63.7 548.8 

Public and multinational businesses 398.0 350.2 88.0 356.6 

Not-for-profit 23.9 12.8 53.5 21.1 

Other 25.5 20.6 80.8 21.7 

Total 2,339.2 1,563.6 66.8 1,834.5 

Note: Compliance liabilities are the net value of debit and credit amendments from active compliance intervention. Compliance liabilities exclude penalties and interest. 
Due to the running balance account, collections are determined using a combination of actual collections and estimates of collections based on sampling. 
The cash collection rate from client engagement activities is based on those collections within the year that relate to the liabilities raised in that year only.

 Total cash collections (excluding penalties and interest) are estimated within the year and can include collections that relate to compliance liabilities raised from 
previous years.

TABLE 1A(II): GST COMPLIANCE LIABILITIES RAISED BY INDUSTRY. CASH COLLECTIONS ON THOSE LIABILITIES IN 
THE FINANCIAL YEAR, CASH COLLECTION RATE WITHIN THE YEAR, AND TOTAL CASH COLLECTIONS

GST Compliance 
liabilities 

$m

Within year 
compliance Cash 

collections 
$m

GST cash 
collection rate 

%

Total compliance 
cash collections 

$m

Construction 826.8 502.0 60.7 580.7

Professional, Scientific and Technical Services 216.0 144.7 67.0 186.9

Rental, Hiring and Real Estate Services 196.1 147.8 75.4 164.0

Mining 140.9 131.6 93.4 132.8

Financial and Insurance Services 133.3 106.1 79.6 111.8

All Other 826.1 531.4 64.3 658.3

Total 2,339.2 1,563.6 66.8 1,834.5

Note: Compliance liabilities are the net value of debit and credit amendments from active compliance intervention. Compliance liabilities exclude penalties and interest. 
Due to the running balance account, collections are determined using a combination of actual collections and estimates of collections based on sampling. 
The cash collection rate from client engagement activities is based on those collections within the year that relate to the liabilities raised in that year only.

 Total cash collections (excluding penalties and interest) are estimated within the year and can include collections that relate to compliance liabilities raised from 
previous years.

TABLE 1B: STRIKE RATE BY CLIENT EXPERIENCE

2016–17 
% 

2017–18 
%

2018–19 
% 

2019–20 
% 

2020–21 
% 

Small business – – – – 87

Privately owned and wealthy groups – – – – 66

Public and multinational businesses – – – – 75

Not-for-profit – – – – 81

Other – – – – 85

Total 69 69 79 80 86

Note: The strike rate (percentage of cases leading to re-assessment) is an OECD measure that can indicate the effectiveness of case selection in detecting 
‘correct reporting’. Strike rate is reported by client experience for the first time in 2020–21.
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TABLE 1C(I): REFUND INTEGRITY STRIKE RATE BY CLIENT EXPERIENCE

2016–17 
% 

2017–18 
%

2018–19 
% 

2019–20 
% 

2020–21 
% 

Small business – – – – 95

Privately owned and wealthy groups – – – – 74

Public business and multinational – – – – 85

Not-for-profit – – – – 92

Other – – – – 96

Total 64 68 77 85 94

Note: This measure applies to cases where a refund has been held by the ATO. Significant costs are carried by both government and business because of the time lag 
involved when a refund is stopped, including delayed cash flows and GST administration costs. This measure will over time indicate if improvements have been 
made to the ATO’s risk-based audit selection strategy. Strike rate is reported by client experience for the first time in 2020–21.

TABLE 1C(II): REFUND INTEGRITY ACTIVE COMPLIANCE LIABILITIES RAISED

2016–17 
$m 

2017–18 
$m

2018–19 
$m 

2019–20 
$m 

2020–21 
$m 

Small business – – – – 374

Privately owned and wealthy groups – – – – 66

Public and multinational businesses – – – – 19

Not-for-profit – – – – 4

Other – – – – 20

Total 383 352 506 306 484

Note: Refund integrity active compliance liabilities raised is reported by client experience for the first time in 2020–21.

TABLE 1D: COMPULSORY GST REGISTRATIONS COMPARED TO POTENTIAL GST REGISTRATIONS

2016–17 
% 

2017–18 
%

2018–19 
% 

2019–20 
% 

2020–21 
% 

Compulsory GST registrations compared to potential 
GST registrations based on income tax returns data 

94.7 95.1 95.1 94.9 94.7

Note: This indicator assesses whether we have the right number of registrants in the system compared to another source of information. In this case we are comparing 
the number of entities that declare business income (in excess of $75,000) in their income tax returns with the number of compulsory registrants. This indicator 
is reported one year in arrears due to reliance on corresponding income tax data.

TABLE 1E: BAS LODGMENT

2016–17 
% 

2017–18 
%

2018–19 
% 

2019–20 
% 

2020–21 
% 

Lodged (monthly) 93.2 93.4 93.0 90.8 89.9

Lodged (quarterly) 85.3 85.4 85.6 82.3 81.9

Total BAS lodged (including annual BAS) 87.6 87.7 87.7 84.6 84.1

Lodged on time (monthly) 83.5 83.7 83.4 81.8 78.5

Lodged on time (quarterly) 73.5 73.9 73.1 71.0 67.3

Total lodged on time (including annual BAS) 76.4 76.6 76.0 74.0 70.3

Note: This measure has two components – one that measures the percentage of business activity statements lodged on time, and one that measures the percentage 
lodged at a given time. The given time is 30 June 2021 for the annual (full year) report.

TABLE 1F: RETURN ON INVESTMENT FROM COMPLIANCE ACTIVITIES

2016–17 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21

Return on investment from BAU compliance 
activities

– – – 7.0:1 7.9:1

Return on investment from GST compliance 
program compliance activities

– – – 15.5:1 11.3:1

Note: Return on investment from compliance activities is reported for the first time in 2020–21.
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Supplementary client engagement indicators

TABLE 1G: VOLUNTARY COMPLIANCE RATIO BY NUMBER OF TAXPAYERS

2015–16 
% 

2016–17 
% 

2017–18 
%

2018–19 
%

2019–20 
% 

Voluntary compliance ratio by number of 
taxpayers (strict)

42.5 44.8 43.8 44.7 29.7

Voluntary compliance ratio by number of 
taxpayers (relaxed)

80.8 79.2 78.6 82.7 78.3

Note: The strict VCR does not give any consideration to minor unintentional late payments or lodgments. The relaxed VCR adjusts for:

 � taxpayers who have no total business income in the year; that is, a nil BAS
 � taxpayers who are only considered non-compliant for having one BAS lodged late and/or one late payment.

TABLE 1H: VOLUNTARY COMPLIANCE RATIO BY VALUE OF GST

2015–16 
%

2016–17 
%

2017–18 
% 

2018–19 
% 

2019–20 
%

Voluntary compliance ratio by value of GST 80.7 81.6 82.3 81.9 74.6

TABLE 1I: GST TOTAL REVENUE EFFECTS – TAX REVENUE FROM ALL GST ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITIES

2018–19 
$m

2019–20 
$m 

2020–21 
$m

Excluding penalties and interest Audit yield 2,573 2,291 1,835

Wider revenue effects 960 848 796

Total 3,533 3,139 2,631

Including penalties and interest Audit yield 2,652 2,425 1,883

Wider revenue effects 960 848 796

Total 3,612 3,273 2,679

TABLE 1J: TAX ASSURED – PROPORTION OF THE GST BASE WHERE THE ATO HAS JUSTIFIED TRUST THAT THE 
AMOUNT OF GST IS CORRECT

2016–17 
% 

2017–18 
%

2018–19 
% 

Tax assured – proportion of the GST base where the ATO has justified trust that the amount 
of GST is correct

1.2 7.6 4.6

Supplementary dispute resolution indicators

TABLE 1K: NUMBER OF OBJECTION CASES CREATED

2016–17 
no.

2017–18 
no. 

2018–19 
no. 

2019–20 
no.

2020–21 
no. 

Number of audit-initiated objection cases created – – – 421 267

Number of client-initiated objections created – – – 124 138

Other – – – – 2

Total number of objections created 1,036 906 643 545 407

Note: The process for identifying GST-related objections changed in 2020–21 to capture all GST-related work items more accurately. The new methodology identifies 
any case where GST is in dispute; not just where it is the primary revenue product in dispute.

TABLE 1L: NUMBER OF OBJECTION CASES RESOLVED

2016–17 
no.

2017–18 
no. 

2018–19 
no. 

2019–20 
no.

2020–21 
no. 

Number of audit-initiated objection cases resolved – – – – 426

Number of client-initiated objections resolved – – – – 386

Other – – – – 1

Total number of objections resolved 935 774 591 512 813
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TABLE 1M: AUDIT TO OBJECTION TRANSITION RATE

2016–17 
no.

2017–18 
no. 

2018–19 
no. 

2019–20 
no.

2020–21 
no. 

Audit to objection transition rate (per thousand) 68 76 52 95 56

Audit to audit-related objection (per thousand) – – – 62 37

Note: Calculated as the number of objection cases created throughout the period, divided by the number of audits with a financial adjustment in the same period.

 In 2019–20, of the 545 objections were created, only 421 (77%) relate to audit decisions. This equates to 62 objections per thousand audit adjustment cases. 
In 2020–21, of the 407 objections created, only 267 (66%) relate to audit decisions. This equates to 37 objections per thousand audit adjustment cases.

TABLE 1N: NUMBER OF NEW PART IVC LITIGATION CASES

2016–17 
no.

2017–18 
no. 

2018–19 
no. 

2019–20 
no.

2020–21 
no. 

First Instance cases created 47 46 60 60 41

Appeal cases created 1 3 1 3 4

Administrative Matter cases created 5 5 5 0 0

Note: Part IVC First Instance cases are those where the taxpayer lodges an Administrative Appeals Tribunal or Federal Court application when they are dissatisfied with 
the Commissioner’s objection decision.

TABLE 1O: NUMBER OF NEW PART IVC LITIGATION RESOLVED

2016–17 
no.

2017–18 
no. 

2018–19 
no. 

2019–20 
no. 

2020–21 
no. 

First Instance cases resolved 60 51 42 50 45

Appeal cases resolved 1 2 1 2 5

Administrative Matter cases resolved 0 6 2 0 2

TABLE 1P: PROPORTION OF OBJECTIONS TO NEW PART IVC LITIGATION CASES

2016–17 
no.

2017–18 
no. 

2018–19 
no. 

2019–20 
no. 

2020–21 
no. 

Proportion of objections to new Part IVC litigation 
cases (per thousand)

50 65 108 117 49

Note: Calculated as the number of First Instance Part IVC matters lodged throughout the period, divided by the number of objections resolved for the same period. 
It is represented as a number per thousand of objections resolved.

TABLE 1Q: LITIGATION OUTCOMES

2017–18 
% 

2018–19 
%

2019–20 
%

2020–21 
% 

Percentage of decisions in courts/tribunals that wholly support the 
ATO position

60 67 85 55

Percentage of decisions in courts/tribunals that partially support the 
ATO position

10 11 0 9

Percentage of decisions in courts/tribunals that wholly support the 
taxpayer position

30 22 15 36
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Cost-effective administration

Core indicators

TABLE 1A: COST AS A PERCENTAGE OF GST REVENUE

2016–17 
% 

2017–18 
% 

2018–19 
% 

2019–20 
% 

2020–21 
% 

Cost of collection as a percentage of revenue 1.12 1.07 1.01 0.92 0.71

Note: This measure equates to the cost of collecting $100 of GST revenue. In 2020–21 the cost of collecting $100 GST revenue was $0.71.

TABLE 1B: COST PER GST REGISTRANT

2016–17 
$

2017–18 
$ 

2018–19 
$ 

2019–20 
$

2020–21 
$ 

Cost per registrant 264 250 232 198 176

Note: The calculation is based on total administration costs divided by the total registered active GST client base.

TABLE 1C: TOTAL REGISTERED CLIENT BASE BY CLIENT EXPERIENCE

2016–17 
no.

2017–18 
no. 

2018–19 
no. 

2019–20 
no.

2020–21 
no. 

Small business – – – – 2.4

Privately owned and wealthy groups – – – – 0.4

Public and multinational businesses – – – – 0.1

Not-for-profit – – – – 0.1

Other – – – – 0.1

Total registered client base (in millions) 2.7 2.7 2.8 2.9 3.1

Note: This is the total registered population as of 30 June 2021. Over time this measure will show how fluid the client base is through GST registrations. Total 
registered population is reported by client experience for the first time in 2020–21.

TABLE 2A: VARIATION OF GST ADMINISTRATION COSTS FROM AGREED BUDGET (TOTAL ADMINISTRATION BUDGET)

2016–17 
%

2017–18 
% 

2018–19 
%

2019–20 
% 

2020–21 
%

Variation of GST administration costs from 
agreed budget 

3.0 8.5 10.0 −10.9 −13.4

Note: This measure reflects the percentage that the actual GST product cost varies from the agreed budget, as specified in Schedule B. It will be reported 
retrospectively.

TABLE 2B: CLIENT ENGAGEMENT COSTS AS A PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL ADMINISTRATION COSTS

2016–17 
%

2017–18 
% 

2018–19 
% 

2019–20 
%

2020–21 
% 

Total client engagement costs as a percentage of 
total administration costs

49.2 48.7 53.4 52.9 57.8

GST compliance program operating funding as a 
percentage of total administration costs

13.2 12.9 12.8 20.2 21.5

Note: The ratio is calculated as compliance costs divided by total GST administration costs. GST compliance program costs only include operating funding.
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Supplementary indicators

TABLE 2C: ELECTRONIC ACTIVITY STATEMENTS ARE FINALISED IN 12 BUSINESS DAYS

2016–17 
%

2017–18 
% 

2018–19 
%

2019–20 
% 

2020–21 
%

Electronic activity statements are finalised in 12 
business days

99.7 99.7 99.7 99.7 99.2

Note: This is a service commitment. A 94% target applies.

TABLE 2D: BAS LODGMENT METHOD – PERCENTAGE OF BAS LODGED ELECTRONICALLY

2016–17 
%

2017–18 
% 

2018–19 
%

2019–20 
% 

2020–21 
%

Monthly remitters 76.8 80.5 83.7 87.4 92.2

Quarterly remitters 77.8 80.7 83.6 88.2 88.4

Annual remitters 74.9 89.1 91.0 91.3 95.0

Overall 77.5 81.0 83.8 88.2 88.9

TABLE 2E: WRITTEN TECHNICAL ADVICE

2016–17 
%

2017–18 
% 

2018–19 
%

2019–20 
% 

2020–21 
%

Taxpayer guidance requests are finalised in 28 
calendar days of receiving all necessary information

93 95 97 98 95

Private rulings are finalised in 28 calendar days of 
receiving all necessary information

91 95 98 98 99

Note: This is a service commitment. An 85% target applies for general taxpayer requests and an 80% target applies to private rulings. The private rulings standard is 
subject to the ATO receiving all necessary information.

TABLE 2F: QUALITY OF TECHNICAL ADVICE

2016–17 
%

2017–18 
% 

2018–19 
%

2019–20 
% 

2020–21 
%

Percentage of technical advice cases reviewed 
rated as ‘achieved’ for the accuracy of the 
technical decision/s

94.5 98.5 97.6 94.4 100

Note: The quality model focuses on developing a culture of continuous improvement. Cases are assessed against 4 criteria: Service, Accountability, Accuracy, and 
Performance For 2020–21 the data was drawn from a sample of 200 cases – the majority of the cases in this sample relate to general advice and guidance 
which are straightforward.

TABLE 2G: AUSTRALIAN BUSINESS REGISTER (ABR) REGISTRATIONS

2016–17 
%

2017–18 
% 

2018–19 
%

2019–20 
% 

2020–21 
%

Australian resident ABR registrations are finalised in 
20 business days

98 98 99 99 99

Note: The taxpayer charter standard of 93% target applies. The percentile has remained steady and continued to exceed the target.

TABLE 2H: GST RETURNS FILED BY INTERMEDIARIES OR TAX AGENTS

2016–17 
%

2017–18 
% 

2018–19 
%

2019–20 
% 

2020–21 
%

GST returns filed by intermediaries or tax agents 45.6 52.5 53.7 55.5 56.6

Note: This is an international benchmark measure that indicates the usage of tax intermediaries or tax agents, or both, for the filing of GST or value-add tax returns.
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Department of Home Affairs

TABLE 1A-C: MANAGEMENT OF GST REVENUE COLLECTION

2016–17 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21

GST liability assessed ($b) 29.3 32.2 33.3 32.3 33.6

GST collected ($b) 3.5 3.9 4.2 4.4 4.8

Total value of Tourist Refund Scheme claims paid ($m) 201.7 228.3 256.8 197.6 21.2

TABLE 2A-F: MAINTAIN COMPLIANCE

2016–17 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21

Cost of compliance ($m) 31.8 34.9 35.6 34.2 33.0

Audit coverage – Tourist Refund Scheme (%) 100 100 100 100 100

Tourist Refund Scheme claims rejected (%) 3.2 1.6 3.0 1.6 1.7

GST adjustments – underpaid GST revenue ($m) 54.3 31.1 91.5 109.6 145.6

GST adjustments – rejected Tourist Refund Scheme 
claims ($m)

6.6 3.0 2.5 1.8 0.3

Total GST adjustments ($m) 60.9 34.0 94.0 111.4 145.9

TABLE 3A-K: COST-EFFECTIVE ADMINISTRATION

2016–17 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21

Costs of import processing ($m) 22.4 19.4 20.3 22.6 21.2

Costs of export processing ($m) 0.5 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.2

Costs of import and export compliance ($m) 17.5 19.8 18.2 15.6 18.9

Costs of administering the Tourist Refund Scheme 
($m)

14.3 16.1 17.3 18.6 14.0

Total costs ($m) 54.7 55.6 56.2 57.0 54.5

Import declarations processed (million) 4.1 4.1 4.2 4.0 4.3

Export declarations processed (million) 1.3 1.4 1.4 1.4 1.3

Total Tourist Refund Scheme claims processed 
(thousand)

895 1,010 1,071 766 50

Total costs as a percentage of total GST liability 
assessed

0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2

Total costs as a percentage of total GST collected 1.5 1.4 1.3 1.3 1.1

Compliance yield 1.92:1 0.98:1 2.64:1 2.28:1 4.42:1



45

Schedule B: GST budget and administration activities
This part of the report addresses our performance in relation to Schedule B of the GST Administration Performance 
Agreement. The GST administration cost statement is a special purpose financial report. The statement is prepared 
using statements of accounting concepts and on an accrual basis.

PROGRAM FRAMEWORK DELIVERABLES

2020–21 
Actual 

$m

2020–21 
Schedule B 

$m

2021–22 
Estimated 

$m

1.1 Policy advice and forecasting 4.4 4.8 5.3

1.2 Design and build administrative solutions 32.2 48.2 52.8

1.3 Input into law design 1.2 1.6 1.8

1.5 Law assurance 2.2 3.9 4.3

1.6–1.7 Cross-agency support and government and stakeholder relations 1.6 3.6 4.0

2.1 Registrations 24.6 29.2 32.0

2.2 Processing and accounts 18.2 32.7 35.9

2.3 Customer service 19.0 28.8 31.5

2.4 Manage payment and debt 56.8 76.7 84.1

2.5 Interpretative assistance 19.5 18.8 20.6

3.1 Marketing and communication 15.4 10.9 11.9

3.4 Client engagement (ATO) 223.9 247.9 271.9

3.4 Client engagement (Home Affairs) 56.2 56.2 55.8

3.5 Compliance intelligence and risk management 30.7 25.8 28.3

5.1 Resolve disputes 21.4 20.7 22.7

5.2 Prevent disputes 2.2 1.8 2.0

Program 2 – Tax Practitioners Board 6.2 6.3 6.9

Program 3 – Australian Business Register 2.5 3.6 4.0

Total 538.2 621.5 675.7

Note: Minor adjustments have been applied to this endorsed Schedule B estimate as published at 2020–21 MYEFO and 2021–22 Budget relating to reforecasting and 
parameter updates.

https://www.ato.gov.au/About-ATO/Commitments-and-reporting/In-detail/GST-administration/GST-Administration-Performance-Agreement-(1-July-2020---30-June-2023)/?page=5#SCHEDULE_B___GST_BUDGET_AND_ADMINISTRATION_ACTIVITIES
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Schedule C: Monitoring and review arrangements
Schedule C of the GST Administration Performance Agreement deals with monitoring and review arrangements. It is 
designed to ensure appropriate alignment of ATO parliamentary reporting responsibilities and reporting responsibilities 
under the agreement. It also provides an opportunity for the ATO to report information on an ad hoc basis; for example, 
ATO community surveys.

Governance arrangements within the ATO
The Deputy Commissioner, Small Business as the GST Product Owner has overall responsibility for the administration of 
the GST product across the ATO.

The ATO GST Product Committee (GSTPC) is the highest level of GST product governance via committee. It oversees 
the strategic direction, effectiveness, efficiency and sustainability of the GST product across the ATO as set out in the 
Performance Agreement.

The GSTPC is chaired by the Deputy Commissioner, Small Business, and its members include:

 � Deputy Commissioners from each business line involved in administering the GST product
 � Assistant Commissioner, GST Program, Small Business
 � Assistant Commissioner, Corporate Budget and Financial Reporting, ATO Finance.

The GST Program branch provides leadership, governance and assurance to ensure the ATO delivers on the 
Performance Agreement. This includes a focus on the whole of GST product risk, strategy, capability and resource 
management.

Reporting responsibilities
To provide assurance to the Council on Federal Financial Relations that the ATO is achieving the agreed performance 
outcomes, the ATO reports to GSTAS (through GPAS) at least twice yearly, in the form of an annual and mid-year report. 
In addition, the ATO provides a brief quarterly overview for the September and March quarters.

Compliance with finance law
The ATO also reports on significant issues impacting administrative practices and the compliance with finance law.

The ATO reported one such issue to the responsible Minister for 2020–21 concerning the implications of the decision 
of the High Court in Commissioner of Taxation v Travelex Limited [2021] HCA 8, which was handed down on 
10 March 2021.

The High Court’s decision means that the ATO’s historical practice of revising a taxpayer’s business activity statement 
(BAS) to amend net amounts (including GST, wine equalisation tax and luxury car tax) and net fuel amounts without 
issuing an assessment had no legal effect. The decision impacts all revisions of net amounts and net fuel amounts for 
tax periods between 1 July 2000 and 30 June 2012 where no assessment was issued.

As a result of the High Court’s decision, such refunds paid between 1 July 2000 and 29 June 2012 were paid out of the 
consolidated revenue fund without an appropriation made by law. The underlying correctness of the amounts refunded is 
not in question. The issue is a technical one that, due to the ATO’s BAS revision practice, such amounts were refunded 
without the support of an assessment.

The ATO has reviewed its BAS revision practice to ensure that taxpayers are only paid refunds following the revision of 
a net amount or net fuel amount where an assessment has been issued.

The ATO has reported this issue in its financial statements for the year ending 30 June 2021.

Audit arrangements
The ATO has arranged for the Australian National Audit Office (ANAO) to conduct an annual special purpose 
audit of GST costs and the systems for control of GST costs. The ATO will provide a copy of the audit report to 
GSTAS (through GPAS).

Client and community confidence
Throughout 2020–21, our focus on building trust and community confidence has continued. Regular research has been 
conducted to measure the levels of confidence in the ATO felt by 2 groups:

 � the general community
 � clients who have recently interacted with us.

https://www.ato.gov.au/About-ATO/Commitments-and-reporting/In-detail/GST-administration/GST-Administration-Performance-Agreement-(1-July-2020---30-June-2023)/?page=6#SCHEDULE_C___MONITORING_AND_REVIEW_ARRANGEMENTS
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The overall result for client and community confidence for 2020–21 was 68/100 (compared to 66/100 in 2019–20).

The community confidence index was 67/100 in 2020–21 (compared to 66/100 in 2019–20), while the client confidence 
index stood at 69/100 in 2020–21 (compared to 66/100 in 2019–20).

Overall confidence in the ATO for 2020–21 was tracking above the target through all quarters. The confidence score 
peaked in Q1 2020–21 at 70/100 in line with the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic. This reflected the temporary stimulus 
measures being administered by the ATO and the way in which the ATO was providing support to the community.

The confidence score in 2020–21 reflects the increased confidence in the ATO’s ability to deliver COVID-19 stimulus 
packages, as well as maintain the quality of the tax and superannuation systems.

The overall confidence score of 68/100 in 2020–21 is the highest score achieved by the ATO and is above the target 
of 65/100.
Note: To help interpret these results, a score of 50 indicates a neutral response, with higher results indicating a positive outcome and lower results representing fewer 

favourable views.

FIGURE 14: CLIENT AND COMMUNITY CONFIDENCE SCORE (OUT OF 100)
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Schedule D: Budget measure – GST compliance 
program
Schedule D of the GST Administration Performance Agreement – this measure was previously known as the 
GST compliance program ‘Working together to improve voluntary compliance’.

ADDITIONAL LIABILITIES RAISED FROM COMPLIANCE ACTIVITIES PLANNED

Key objective

2019–20 2020–21

Planned 
$m

Actual 
$m

Planned 
$m

Actual 
$m

1. Ensure taxpayers are correctly registered 12.5 0 13.1 0

2.  Ensure correct reporting focused on tackling refund exploitation and 
dealing with systematic or deliberate under reporting of GST

253.1 410.4 283.9 509.1

3. Large market compliance: justified trust program 128.9 167.0 132.2 178.7

4. More direct contact between the ATO and non-lodgers 246.2 990.5 225.5 410.5

Total 640.7 1,567.9 654.7 1,098.3

Additional cash collections from debt activities

5. More direct contact between the ATO and taxpayers with a GST debt 238.4 216.2 244.4 335.5

TOTAL COSTS AND RETURN ON INVESTMENT OF GST COMPLIANCE PROGRAM

2019–20 2020–21

Planned Actual Planned Actual 

Total costs of the program (as per Budget Papers) ($m) 119.6 119.6 115.6 115.6

Expected return on investment per sub program

1.  Ensure taxpayers are correctly registered (ratio) 3.9:1 0 4:1 0

2.  Ensure correct reporting focused on tackling refund exploitation and 
dealing with systematic or deliberate under reporting of GST (ratio)

6.75:1 10.4:1 7.13:1 12.8:1

3.  Large market compliance: justified trust program (ratio) 7.26:1 9.4:1 7.4:1 10.0:1

4.  More direct contact between the ATO and non-lodgers (ratio) 10.0:1 40.3:1 9.1:1 16.6:1

5.  More direct contact between the ATO and taxpayers with a GST 
debt (ratio)

13.0:1 11.0:1 13.3:1 18.3:1

Our commitment to you

We are committed to providing you with accurate, consistent and clear 
information to help you understand your rights and entitlements and meet 
your obligations. If you feel that this publication does not fully cover your 
circumstances, or you are unsure how it applies to you, you can seek 
further assistance from us.

We regularly revise our publications to take account of any changes to the 
law, so make sure that you have the latest information. If you are unsure, 
you can check for more recent information on our website at ato.gov.au 
or contact us.

This publication was current at December 2021.

©  Australian Taxation Office for the 
Commonwealth of Australia, 2021

You are free to copy, adapt, modify, transmit and distribute this material as 
you wish (but not in any way that suggests the ATO or the Commonwealth 
endorses you or any of your services or products).

Published by

Australian Taxation Office 
Canberra 
December 2021 
 
NAT 75242  DE-39978

https://www.ato.gov.au/About-ATO/Commitments-and-reporting/In-detail/GST-administration/GST-Administration-Performance-Agreement-(1-July-2020---30-June-2023)/?page=7#SCHEDULE_D___MYEFO_2018_MEASURE__ADDITIONAL_FUNDING___GST_COMPLIANCE_PROGRAM
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