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Singapore
Doing well in Paying Taxes, but post-filing compliance  
is still a challenge

Carrie Lim

PwC Singapore

Singapore ranks fifth in Paying 
Taxes 2014. Since 2006, it has been 
consistently ranked in the top five 
economies surveyed. The Singapore 
authorities continually strive to 
improve the tax system to make it 
administratively easier to file and pay 
taxes. 

It is an impressive picture but it does 
not tell the whole story. The ranking 
takes into account the Total Tax Rate, 
the time to comply and the number of 
payments; Singapore ranks highly as 
it has only one core tax per tax base, 
requires a low number of hours to 
comply and has a highly competitive 
Total Tax Rate. However as was 
discussed at the launch event for 
Paying Taxes 2013, the sub-indicators 
do not cover the review and finalisation 
of tax matters, the post filing 
compliance process, and it is worth 
noting that these involve significant 
complexity and subjectivity. 

However, there have been recent 
positive developments to recognise. 
The Inland Revenue Authority of 
Singapore (IRAS) has implemented an 
enhanced dispute resolution process 
for corporate taxpayers. Taxpayers 
are generally expected to respond to 
the IRAS’s queries within two months, 
although there is admittedly no clarity 
as to when the IRAS will complete its 
review. With effect from 1 January 
2014, they will review objections to its 
assessments and convey its decision 
in writing within six months from the 
date of receipt of complete information 
from the taxpayer. In addition, they 
will inform the taxpayer of the status 
and estimated time required for 
completing the review of complex 
cases. 

On the dispute resolution front, 
Singapore will need to step up the pace 
in reviewing its tax treaty network to 
ensure that it remains competitive. 
The lack of a treaty with the United 
States should also be addressed given 
that Singapore is a business hub for 
many US multinational companies. It 
is also important that it strengthens 
its resources to support businesses in 
resolving cross-border disputes which 
are expected to increase following the 
OECD Base Erosion and Profit Shifting 
(BEPS) report. 
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One area for potential improvement is 
the transparency of the decisions made 
by IRAS. While Singapore provides 
guidance on general tax treatment 
and practice, it does not have a public 
ruling regime. It grants tax incentives 
to encourage various economic 
activities, and publishes the qualifying 
requirements to enjoy the minimum 
level of a tax incentive program. 
However, the basis for further 
customised incentives beyond the 
minimum level is not disclosed, leading 
to a perception that the administration 
of tax incentives is opaque. In response 
to the OECD Study into the Role of 
Tax Intermediaries, Singapore has 
implemented an enhanced taxpayer 
compliance program but does not 
disclose the criteria for participating or 
the specifics of the program. 

That said, Singapore is committed to 
meeting international best practice 
and has implemented measures 
to improve tax transparency. The 
Monetary Authority of Singapore 
has designated tax evasion as a 
money laundering predicate offence 
in Singapore with effect from 1 
July 2013. This means that the anti-
money laundering regulatory rules 
will apply in full force to tax evasion. 
On 14 May 2013, it announced that 
it will, by the end of 2013, further 
bolster its framework for international 
cooperation to combat tax evasion. It 
will extend exchange of information 
assistance to all existing tax treaty 

partners without having to update the 
terms of its bilateral treaties. It will 
also sign the Convention on Mutual 
Administrative Assistance in Tax 
Matters which was developed jointly 
by the Council of Europe and the 
OECD to facilitate better international 
cooperation in the administration 
of national tax laws. By signing the 
Convention, Singapore will expand its 
network of exchange of information 
partners by 11 jurisdictions, most 
notably including the United States 
(with which it does not have a treaty). 
In addition, it will allow overseas tax 
authorities of treaty jurisdictions to 
obtain bank and trust information 
from financial institutions without 
the need for a court order. Finally, 
it will conclude a Model 1 FATCA 
intergovernmental agreement with 
the United States under which foreign 
financial institutions in Singapore will 
report account information to the IRAS 
who will exchange the information 
automatically with the US Internal 
Revenue Service. 

Singapore is an open economy which 
has no natural resources and which 
is dependent on global trade. Its 
tax system will continue to play an 
important role in its ability to remain 
competitive on the world stage. It will 
need to maintain its momentum in 
responding to changes in the global tax 
environment. If the past is anything 
to go by, we can be assured that 
Singapore will rise to the challenge. 
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The Total Tax Rate included in the survey by 
the World Bank has been calculated using the 
broad principles of the PricewaterhouseCoopers 
methodology. The application of these principles 
by the World Bank Group has not been verified, 
validated or audited by PricewaterhouseCoopers, 
and therefore, PricewaterhouseCoopers cannot 
make any representations or warranties with 
regard to the accuracy of the information 
generated by the World Bank Group’s models. In 
addition, the World Bank Group has not verified, 
validated or audited any information collected 
by PricewaterhouseCoopers beyond the scope 
of Doing Business Paying Taxes data, and 
therefore, the World Bank Group cannot make 
any representations or warranties with regard 
to the accuracy of the information generated by 
PricewaterhouseCoopers’ own research.

The World Bank Group’s Doing Business tax 
ranking indicator includes two components in 
addition to the Total Tax Rate. These estimate 
compliance costs by looking at hours spent on 
tax work and the number of tax payments made 
in a tax year. These calculations do not follow 
any PricewaterhouseCoopers methodology 
but do attempt to provide data which is 
consistent with the tax compliance cost aspect 
of the PricewaterhouseCoopers Total Tax 
Contribution framework. 

The firms of the PricewaterhouseCoopers global 
network (www.pwc.com) provide industry-focused 
assurance, tax and advisory services to build 
public trust and enhance value for clients and their 
stakeholders. More than 180,000 people in 158 
countries across its network share their thinking, 
experience and solutions to develop fresh 
perspectives and practical advice. 

This publication has been prepared as general 
information on matters of interest only, and 
does not constitute professional advice. No 
one should act upon the information contained 
in this publication without obtaining specific 
professional advice. No representation or warranty 
(express or implied) is given as to the accuracy 
or completeness of the information contained 
in this publication, and, to the extent permitted 
by law, neither PricewaterhouseCoopers nor 
the World Bank Group accept or assume any 
liability, responsibility or duty of care for any 
consequences of anyone acting, or refraining to 
act, in reliance on the information contained in 
this publication or for any decision based on it. 
The World Bank Group does not guarantee the 
accuracy of the data included in this work. The 
boundaries, colours, denominations, and other 
information shown on any map in this work do 
not imply any judgment on the part of The World 
Bank Group concerning the legal status of any 
territory or the endorsement or acceptance of 
such boundaries. The findings, interpretations, 
and conclusions expressed herein are those of the 
author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views 
of the World Bank, IFC and its Boards of Executive 
Directors or the governments they represent.

This publication may be copied and disseminated 
in its entirety, retaining all featured logos, names, 
copyright notice and disclaimers. Extracts from 
this publication may be copied and disseminated, 
including publication in other documentation, 
provided always that the said extracts are duly 
referenced, that the extract is clearly identified as 
such and that a source notice is used as follows: 
for extracts from any section of this publication 
except Chapter One, use the source notice: “© 
2013 PricewaterhouseCoopers. All rights reserved. 
Extract from “Paying Taxes 2014” publication, 
available on www.pwc.com/payingtaxes”. For 
extracts from Chapter One only, use the source 
notice: “© 2013 The World Bank and International 
Finance Corporation.  All rights reserved. Extract 
from “Paying Taxes 2014” publication, available on 
www.pwc.com/payingtaxes”.
 

All other queries on rights and licenses, including 
subsidiary rights, should be addressed to the 
Office of the Publisher, The World Bank, 1818 H 
Street NW, Washington, DC 20433, USA; fax: 202-
522-2625; e-mail: pubrights@worldbank.org.

© 2013 PricewaterhouseCoopers, the World 
Bank and International Finance Corporation. 
All rights reserved. “PricewaterhouseCoopers” 
refers to the network of member firms of 
PricewaterhouseCoopers International Limited, 
each of which is a separate and independent 
legal entity. The World Bank refers to the legally 
separate but affiliated international organizations: 
International Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development and International 
Development Association.
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