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From tea room
to boardroom

Georgiana Head talks to Rob Withecombe, head of tax
at Grant Thornton, about how he started, where he’s
been and the role he currently plays

It’s always intriguing to find out how
people end up in tax — and where they
started from. Rob Withecombe - head

of tax at Grant Thornton, the UK’s fifth-
largest accounting firm — had summer
jobs as a student in Devon. ‘I was making
doughnuts and serving ice creams to
tourists at Aunt Sally’s Tea Rooms in
Croyde,” he recalls. ‘I was into surfing
and going to Croyde’s Club Ruda. | often
slept in a car in the bosses’ car park, and
only just lasted the summer season, as

I would usually mess up the ice cream
machine. But my first proper job was as
an audit trainee at Ball Baker Leake (now
part of PKF) in London, where | started
on my 21st birthday.’

‘| often slept in a car in the bosses’ car park, and only
just lasted the summer season, as | would usually
mess up the ice cream machine’

Withecombe joined Grant Thornton in instead? ‘It would be either something to
1996, after working for two Big Four firms. do with horses — such as breeding, racing,
In 2002, his job moved to London, where training or running a large yard — or else
he headed up the Grant Thornton corporate teaching at secondary or sixth form level. In
and international tax team — it was the fact, that’s the long-term life plan — and at
Best Tax Team in a Large Firm category 43, everything is still possible!”
at the 2006 Taxation Awards. In 2006, he
was promoted to head of tax, and since Career highlights
2002 he has commuted on a weekly basis ‘In a career sense, a highlight for me was
between his home in north Devon and his leading the corporate and international tax
office in London, with regular trips to offices team to winning an award in 2006. And from
throughout the UK. a personal point of view, becoming head of
After beginning his career in audit, he tax was a good moment. Ultimately though,
transferred his training contract to KPMG it must be having something to do with the
in Southampton. ‘I discovered that while production of my two children — who seem to
| wasn’t very good at the management be turning out all right.’
accounting and auditing papers, | quite Most business leaders have arrived at where
enjoyed tax; probably something to do they are with the assistance of a mentor or
with my law degree. | also liked the idea of mentors, or at least a memorable manager
planning and directly engaging with clients who has influenced their development.
on what was possible. So it was a positive Withecombe is no exception: ‘There are many
decision — and one I've never regretted.’ people who have helped me on the way,
Withecombe obviously enjoys what he and I’'m grateful to them all — but if | had to
does — but if he wasn’t head of tax at Grant choose only one, it would be Tony Harper,
Thornton, what would he like to have done who was my office managing partner in
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Plymouth in 1996. As a client once said to me,
Tony is one of life’s true gentlemen — and he
is that, and much more besides.’

Today’s challenges

It’s clear when you talk to Withecombe that
he’s genuinely enthusiastic about both his role
and the firm he works for. As he says: ‘The
great thing about Grant Thornton is that you
have the ability to make a difference at pretty
much any level, if you’re minded to do so.

‘The partnership is open to good ideas and
initiatives. Nowhere is the statement “Big
enough to matter, small enough to care”
more true. We allow good people to develop
and we’re particularly adept at letting people
gain a wide experience, leaving them to
specialise at their own pace. It’s the practical,
down-to-earth and no-nonsense approach we
adopt that appeals.’

He adds: ‘I enjoy having the opportunity
to meet and work with so many different
people from all walks of the profession. The
joy of working in tax is that it’s populated
by a diverse range of bright, intelligent and
articulate people.’

But what of his challenges?

‘You have to face many challenges when
operating at a senior level within a large
organisation,’ he says. ‘The great thing about
partnership is the quality of the people and
their ability to articulate their views. The
hardest thing is that everyone has a view and
wants to express it!

‘I’'m someone who's impatient for positive
change - and the challenge is to adapt the
pace to the audience.’

His current position as head of tax differs
substantially from being a mainstream
client-service partner. ‘My role has changed
significantly; much of my work now is based
on business strategy and operational change.
My focus is to create a modern and successful
tax business, supported and enabled by
information systems platforms. Our revenue
will exceed £110m this year, and there are
plenty calls on my time, especially from
people who are developing their careers and
want to know how it works around here.

‘I also spend much of my time protecting
the business — focusing on risk management
in what is a complex and litigious world.
Increasing quality and consistency of output
reduces that risk.’

He continues: ‘Tax is an ideas-based,
innovative discipline; my role is to ensure that
our intellectual property is brought together,
then communicated effectively to the
business. In terms of client work and business
development, | perhaps spend 20% of my
time on that, but it does vary.

‘Do | miss doing more? Yes, of course — we
come into this business because we want to
work with clients, and we progress because
we’re good at it. The nature of management

and leadership is that it expands to fill all
your available time, and more besides. If

it was easier to manage those conflicts of
priorities, | would love to spend more time
on client work, in particular working with
entrepreneurial clients. Still, there is plenty of
time.’

Westward ho

Withecombe lives in Devon and commutes
to London weekly. Still, he enjoys his work/
life balance — and is a true Devonian. ‘| was
born and bred there; I'm intensely proud of
my roots,” he says. ‘So if there’s a sacrifice to
be made, I’'m happy to make it. | come up
to London on Monday, going back late on
Thursday and working from home on Friday,
looking after Devon-based clients. Friday tends
to be the most productive day, without the
distractions of the office.

‘I'm lucky to have a good balance and an
understanding family. The proposition works
well as long as I'm disciplined, and | get home
when | say I'm going to.’

Withecombe has a small farm in Devon.
‘I'm lucky to be able to indulge my passion
for horses,” he says, ‘although | seem to
spend disproportionate amounts of my time
acting as groom to the children. And if it’s
not horses, it’s skiing — and following West
Ham United, as | have all of my life; | still keep
coming back for more.’

Chancellor for a day?

In the current economic climate, everyone
has an opinion on what should be done with
UK plc - | asked Withecombe what changes
he would make to the British tax regime if he
was chancellor of the Exchequer. ‘Simplify it,’

‘The great thing about
partnership is the quality of
the people and their ability
to articulate their views.
The hardest thing is that
everyone has a view and
wants to express it!’

he says.

Easier said than done? ‘Yes, maybe — but
that shouldn’t stop us trying. When | first
looked at tax legislation in 1982 at university,
there were just a couple of fat books, and
that was it. Now, it’s a whole library — and
that can’t be right. | sincerely believe that
tax ought to be fair, balanced and consistent
—and the less it is used to achieve political
objectives, the better. No chancellor in the
modern era has been able to stop himself
from meddling constantly, and at each stage,
they increase complexity and compliance
costs.’

And he concludes: ‘A key guiding principle
for every finance act should be this: we must
end up with less legislation after it’s published
than when we started.’

Georgiana Head (georgiana@
georgianaheadrecruitment.com,

0113 280 6766) is director of
Georgiana Head Recruitment, a
specialist tax recruitment consultancy.
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