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Dear Mr Siong, 
 
Re: FEE comments on the Consultation Paper on the Proposed Strategy and Work 
Plan 2014-2018 
 
FEE1 is pleased to comment on the Consultation Paper on the IESBA Proposed Strategy 
and Work Plan (SWP), 2014-2018.  
 
As per the SWP’s ‘Guide for Respondents’, this letter includes a number of general 
comments on the SWP in Section 1, followed by Section 2 stating FEE’s views on the 
particular matters raised in paragraph 60 of the SWP.  

 

                                                  

1 FEE (Fédération des Experts comptables Européens - Federation of European Accountants) is an international non-

profit organisation based in Brussels that represents 48 institutes of professional accountants and auditors from 36 

European countries, including all of the 28 European Union (EU) Member States.  

FEE has a combined membership of more than 800.000 professional accountants, working in different capacities in 

public practice, small and big accountancy firms, businesses of all sizes, government and education, who all contribute 

to a more efficient, transparent and sustainable European economy. 
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1 General Comments 
 
1.1 Focus on Structure, Adoption and Implementation 
 
In both its responses to the IESBA Exposure Draft on the 2010-2012 SWP and in the 
IESBA 2014-2016 Strategic Review, FEE stressed the importance of a pause in both 
ethics and independence standard setting. After a period of high-quality and high-
volume standard-setting, it is time for the IESBA to focus on adoption and 
implementation. Further relentless amendments to the IESBA Code of Ethics for 
Professional Accountants (the Code) cannot be justified.  
 
We also think that an improved structure of the Code is needed to convince 
stakeholders to adopt and implement this Code. With regard to the structure itself, we 
would like to reiterate our support to:  
 

 Aiming to reduce the length of the Code and clarifying its language;  
 Splitting off the independence section; and 
 Dividing the whole Code into sections separating requirements and 

prohibitions from application guidance and examples. 
 
1.2 Needs of professional accountants in SMP and SME environments  
 
FEE is very supportive of IESBA taking into account perspectives of the small-and 
medium-sized practice (SMP)/small-and medium-sized entity (SME) constituency when it 
sets standards as stated in paragraph 10 of the SWP. In this regard, we encourage the 
IESBA to also integrate the SMP and SME perspectives in its activities beyond standard 
setting, most notably its efforts on adoption and implementation. Making the requirements 
of the Code more understandable and its contents more accessible is especially 
pressing for professional accountants working as SMPs or those dealing with SMEs. For 
this constituency, increased comprehension of the Code is a necessity; the principles to be 
applied should be the same, but with appropriate guidance on how to apply them in this 
specific environment. This argument also ties into the reasons why the Code needs to be 
restructured, as presented by FEE in its letter to Mr Holmquist of 2 October 2013 (see the 
Appendix to this letter).  
 
1.3 Professional ethics  
 
After the revision of the independence sections in the Code was completed in 2009, FEE 
has been arguing for the IESBA to diversify its attention beyond independence 
standards to the wider subject of professional ethics. Professional ethics namely 
includes the fundamental principles of integrity, objectivity, professional competence and 
due care, confidentiality and professional behaviour. Integrity, for example, is what FEE 
considers the core principle of professional behaviour.  
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Not only is this focus on ethical values important to continuously educate the profession 
and raise awareness among accountants on their professional behaviour. It will also serve 
to inform the regulatory and business community and the general public on the ethical 
standard the profession is required to live up to. 
 
In the aftermath of the financial crisis, topics that carry potential reputational risk for 
professional accountants have become extra apparent and pressing. These topics, such 
as the role the profession should play in providing tax advice, are interwoven with the 
ethical requirements for the profession. FEE therefore continues to see a persistent need 
for the IESBA to draw attention to ethical behaviour in a broader sense. 
 
 
2 Comments on Specific Aspects 
 
2.1 Do you support the four work streams the Board added to its SWP in 2012, 

i.e., Long Association, Non-Assurance Services, Review of Part C, and 
Structure of the Code (See Section II)? If not, please explain why.  

 
Since the IESBA has added these four work streams to the Work Plan in February 2012 
and the execution of these has started or is well advanced, we do not necessarily 
understand the relevance of this question. We wonder if it is worth consulting on these 
projects while these are on their way to being completed. 
 
The IESBA 2014-2016 Strategic Survey, as responded to by FEE in March 2013, 
consulted on the importance of two of those work streams. Hereby, FEE classified the 
Structure of the Code as ‘important’ and Non-Assurance Services as ‘very unimportant’. 
This classification is still valid.  
 
Both the projects on Long Association and the Review of Part C are in full swing (as per 
Appendix 3 to the SWP).  
 
We would classify the project on the Review of Part C as ‘important’, also in light of the 
debate on tax good governance for instance. As far as the project on Long Association is 
concerned, although we appreciate that the IESBA is working on guidance, this seems to 
be a matter to be dealt with by laws and regulation rather than by an ethical code, both in 
general and definitely from the EU perspective, now that a compromise has been reached 
on such matters. 
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2.2 Are the strategic themes identified for the period 2014-2018 appropriate? If 
not, please explain why.  

 
FEE has the following comments on these strategic themes: 
 

(i) Maintaining a high-quality Code of Ethics for application by Professional 
Accountants globally 

 
FEE commends the increased focus by IESBA on the accounting profession as a 
whole, instead of mostly on professional accountants in public practice. Professional 
Accountants in Business and those working in SMP and SME environments are a very 
important part of the profession, with different needs that are strategic for the IESBA to 
address. 
 
In this regard, we would like to refer to the importance for the IESBA to branch out beyond 
independence standards and deal with broader issues of ethical behaviour for all 
accountants, as set out in Paragraph 1.3 above.  

  
(ii) Promoting and facilitating the adoption and effective implementation of 

the Code 
 
FEE is generally supportive of the proposal for IESBA to continue promoting and 
facilitating the adoption and effective implementation of the Code. In this respect, we 
believe that especially legislators and regulators are to be approached as they have 
become the primary standard setters for ethics and independence. We understand that 
outreach to stakeholders is needed on regulatory concerns about the enforceability of a 
principle-based Code as set out in Paragraph 14 of the SWP, but we also think that, as 
stated in our general comment above, an improved structure of the Code is needed to 
convince these stakeholders. 
 
FEE is among the stakeholders mentioned in section 13 of the SWP which find that the 
current structure and drafting conventions of the Code have been an impediment to its 
more rapid and wider adoption and its more effective international implementation. 
 
FEE has set out its recommendations in this regard in more detail in its letter to Mr 
Holmquist of 2 October 2013 (see the Appendix to this letter). On this occasion we would 
like to once again stress the urgency for the IESBA to work towards a Code that is 
structured and written in a way that will be easier to understand and adopt. 
 
FEE also wholeheartedly agrees with the stakeholders encouraging the IESBA to focus 
less on issuing new standards and more on outreach to promote the revised Code and 
raise awareness of its robustness among stakeholders as set out in paragraph 14 of the 
SWP. FEE believes there continues to be a need for a pause in ethics and independence 
standard setting to allow member bodies and firms an appropriate period of time to 
implement the Code (see 1.1 above). 
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Even though the European Union (EU) has not opted for the use of the Code, or parts 
thereof such as its independence section, in its compromise on Audit Reform2, the Code, 
or parts thereof, continues to be extremely relevant in the EU, especially for auditors 
of entities other than public interest entities (PIEs). For auditors of PIEs, where the 
requirements on for instance the prohibitions of non-audit services leave room to EU 
Member States (through the use of options), the Code, or parts thereof, could be 
promoted as leading guidance in implementing these options. 
 
In respect of adoption and implementation, FEE Member Bodies would very much 
welcome more educational material from the IESBA, like for instance the International 
Auditing and Assurance Standards Board (IAASB) launched upon finalisation of the Clarity 
Project to revise and redraft its International Standards on Auditing (ISAs).  
 

(iii)  Evolving the Code for continued relevance in a changing global 
environment  

 
As stated before, FEE finds it more important for the IESBA to focus on making the Code 
more understandable and accessible to the expanding audience for whom ethical 
behaviour of accountants is relevant than to keep amending the Code to deal with the 
changing global environment. The factors that can impact the Code, namely regulatory 
developments and globalisation of capital markets, are very vague and can amount to any 
kind of amendments which would defer the attention from more pressing adoption and 
implementation issues. An example of this would be the increasing complexity and opacity 
in the field of collective investment vehicles (CIVs) as stated in paragraph 15 b of the SWP, 
an area which in fact only affects a small minority of professional accountants. 

 
(iv)  Increasing engagement and cooperation with key stakeholders 

 
FEE is very supportive of the growing focus of the IESBA on stakeholder outreach (see 
above under ii) of Section 2.2). FEE therefore applauds the IESBA for its efforts regarding 
outreach in recent years. FEE is keen on encouraging any effort leading to more visibility 
and future oriented actions of the IESBA. Other than engaging stakeholders in the 
standard setting process, see paragraph 17-19 of the SWP, we also highly encourage 
more stakeholder involvement regarding adoption and implementation activities.  
 

                                                  

2 For FEE’s views on this matter, see: News Release: FEE comments on the announced 

agreement on European audit reform of 18 December 2013. 

 

http://www.fee.be/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1376:news-release-fee-comments-on-the-announced-agreement-on-european-audit-reform&catid=49:general&Itemid=106
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2.3 Are the actions identified with respect to each strategic theme, and their 
relative prioritizations, appropriate? If not, please explain why.  

 
Where appropriate, we have already commented on these actions above. We would like to 
provide further comments as set out below: 
 
 Structure of the Code – We would like to stress the importance of this matter and 

emphasize the need for the restructuring project (which is to be rolled out in Q2 2014) 
to be comprehensive and in line with our recommendations as stated in our letter to Mr 
Holmquist on this matter (see the Appendix to this letter). 
 

 Understanding the Extent of Adoption of the Code - Regarding the IFAC 
Compliance Advisory Panel’s (CAP) work on compliance by member bodies and 
barriers to convergence, it should be noted this work is often spread out over time. This 
is making it hard to measure adoption and implementation at a certain point. For 
instance, comparing the results of FEE’s stocktaking exercise on the advancement of 
the adoption of ISAs in Europe with the results of the IFAC CAP’s work related to the 
adoption of ISAs in European countries has indicated a considerable amount of 
differences, in both directions of further and less advancement. 

 
 Outreach to Stakeholders and Other Activities in Support of Adoption and 

Implementation - As stated in Section 2.2 above, FEE is very much in favour of both 
extensive outreach and the IESBA providing additional guidance, such as the staff 
publications mentioned in paragraph 48 of the SWP, to raise awareness and enhance 
understanding of the Code among investors and other stakeholders. More educational 
material from IESBA for direct use by professional accountants is also encouraged. 

 
 Collective Investment Vehicles (CIVs) - It is not clear why the IESBA would like to 

consider the application of the related entity concept in audits of CIVs. In many 
jurisdictions, including in the EU, CIVs (as well as mutual funds) are covered in the 
IESBA definition of PIEs (defined as entities of significant public interest), or - if not 
defined by law and regulation - are treated by the profession as significant PIEs where 
they are open to investments by the general public. Therefore, the independence rules 
applicable for auditors or audit firms auditing PIEs are also applicable for auditors and 
audit firms auditing CIVs (as well as mutual funds). Additionally, the way in which CIVs 
are structured might differ significantly between different jurisdictions. The 
development of globally applicable guidance for the application of the related entity 
concept in audits of CIVs therefore appears particularly complex and difficult. Finally, 
given the level of legislation and complexity related to CIVs, it appears that it is too 
specialist an area to be dealt with by a global code as only a small minority of 
professional accountants appears to be commonly confronted with independence 
issues related to CIVs. 
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2.4 Are there any actions not included in the proposed SWP that you believe the 
Board should consider for the 2014-2018 period? If so, please explain why, 
and indicate which actions identified in proposed SWP should be displaced 
(i.e., deferred or eliminated).  

In addition to the comments above, especially in the General Comments under Section 1 
of this letter, FEE would like to stress the importance for the IESBA to concentrate its 
outreach activities on regulators, not in the least the European Institutions including the 
European Commission. This is needed to promote the much needed convergence in the 
areas of ethics and especially independence. Recent developments in the EU , as referred 
to above, might result in increasing differences between the primary independence 
requirements in different parts of the world. A global standard setter cannot sit idle on 
the side lines and watch this happening, without at least trying with all available means to 
limit these differences when it comes to implementation in practice and especially help in 
limiting their extra-territorial effects. 

 

For further information on this FEE letter, please contact Hilde Blomme at +32 2 285 40 77 
or via email at hilde.blomme@fee.be or Noémi Robert at +32 2 285 40 80 or via email at 
noemi.robert@fee.be.  

 
 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
André Kilesse Olivier Boutellis-Taft 
President Chief Executive 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Encl.: Letter to Mr Holmquist dated 2 October 2013: ‘FEE’s recommendations regarding 
the structure of the Code of Ethics for Professional Accountants’. 
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