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In 2018 the ATO used the Taxable Payments Annual Report (TPAR) data to create a Head Contractor Dashboard which provided a summary of their sub-contractor tax compliance against nearest neighbours.  We undertook a visit program to the largest Head Contractors in Australia to deliver the dashboard and discuss the metrics.  We were seeking to understand why they were not detecting payments they were making to sub-contractors who did not have valid ABN and were not registered for GST.  We highlighted to them poor compliance by their sub-contractors with lodging both income tax returns and BAS, and paying their debts.  We confirmed that they understood the risk these sub-contractors posed to their business continuity.
We identified that many had limited checking of the validity of ABN’s beyond initial engagement and did not have strategies in place to identify sub-contractors who were not complying with their tax affairs.  On the whole they were not aware of the ABN lookup tool and did not have software that utilised this freely available information to verify the ABN quoted matched the sub-contractor name and was active and GST registration was valid.
ABN Lookup
All ABN data is stored on the Australian Business Register (ABR). ABN lookup is a free search tool of the ABR data and can be found at  abr.business.gov.au   There are two ABN Lookup services: ABN Lookup websearch (single ABN search via either ABN, ACN or business name) and ABN Lookup web services (multiple ABN search and able to be integrated). 
Integrating into accounting systems
ABN and GST verification using the Australian Business Register data can be integrated into external accounting systems.  An ideal system would:
1. Verify the ABN, entity name and postcode against the ABR
2. If these 3 items do not match the invoice should be stopped as an unmatched ABN.
3. If there is an ABR match then:
a.  Confirm ABR shows ABN status is active and GST status is active to verify the invoice is able to be paid without withholding .
b. If the ABN is inactive then the invoice should have any GST removed and be subject to hold for remedy or 48.5% ABN withholding
c. If the ABN is active but not registered for GST then the GST should be removed from the invoice before payment
Implementation
The ABN Lookup web services allow you to incorporate ABN information and search capabilities into your own applications. There are many uses for the web services, including: 
· ABN validation and pre-fill on forms
· Keeping ABN details stored in your database up-to-date
The web services provide a number of search options that are not available through the ABN Lookup websearch. For example, through the web services you can: 
· Request a list of ABNs for a selected postcode with optional filters such as date updated, date registered, etc.
· Control how many matching names are returned by the name search.
· Create advanced name search queries to better control search results
Full details of how to implement and this functionality into accounting systems can be found at:  http://www.abr.business.gov.au/Tools/WebServices
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