
VAT Returns - do you have a ‘reasonable excuse’ for submitting late? 
 
If you have received a Surcharge Liability Notice for submitting your VAT Return late you do not need to contact HMRC at this stage. If you later receive a 
surcharge, the flowchart below should help determine whether you might have a ‘reasonable excuse’ for submitting the return late. Find out more information 
on reasonable excuse.   
 
 
Any claim for reasonable excuse for submitting your VAT Return late must be accompanied by evidence to demonstrate the problems you encountered as 
well as the attempts made to resolve them.  Please see the box ‘If you think you have a claim for reasonable excuse’ below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  Yes 

  Yes 

1.  Did you miss the deadline 
because you didn’t have access to 
a computer or the internet? 

2.  This is not normally a reasonable excuse for submitting your return late.  
Each case is however decided on its own merits, so if you think you do have a reasonable 
excuse please provide HMRC with all the facts.  Include any evidence to demonstrate the 
problems you encountered as well as your attempts to resolve them.  Please see ‘If you 
think you have a reasonable excuse’ below. 

No 

3.  Did you miss the deadline 
because you didn’t know how to 
use HMRC’s VAT Online Service? 

5.  Did you have a problem with 
your own, your agent’s or 
commercial software provider’s IT? 
 

  Yes 

 
No 

6.  You should submit your VAT Return online, without unreasonable delay, as soon as the 
problem is resolved. 

To avoid the possibility of a surcharge for late payment make sure payment of any VAT 
due on your return clears to HMRC’s account by the due date.  Find more information 
about paying HMRC. 

If you pay by Direct Debit please seek further advice from HMRC before making alternative 
payment arrangements.  

If you think you have a reasonable excuse for submitting your VAT Return late, please 
provide HMRC with evidence to demonstrate the problems you encountered as well as the 
attempts made to resolve them.  Please see ‘if you think you have a reasonable excuse’ 
below. 

 
No 

4.  HMRC do not consider this to be a reasonable excuse for submitting your return late. 

HMRC provides extensive online help and guides.  If you need more assistance with 
submitting your VAT Return online, please contact the VAT Online Services Helpdesk. 
 

http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/online/excuse-missed-deadline.htm
http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/online/excuse-missed-deadline.htm
http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/payinghmrc/vat.htm
http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/payinghmrc/vat.htm
http://search2.hmrc.gov.uk/kbroker/hmrc/contactus/search.ladv?raction=view&fl0=__dsid%3A&sm=0&ha=34&as=1&sf=&sp_scope=hmrc&sc=hmrc&nh=10&sr=0&cs=ISO-8859-1&tx1=&tx0=49684
http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/vat/vat-online/index.htm


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
No 

7.  Was there a problem with 
HMRC’s VAT Online Service – for 
example, the service was 
unavailable? 

  Yes 

8.  The VAT Online Service Issues page provides the latest information; if you are still 
unable to submit online you should check this page and take action as advised. Do not 
submit a paper return in the meantime. 

If you pay the VAT due on your return by Direct Debit, the VAT Online Services Helpdesk 
will advise on what you should do about payment.  

Otherwise to avoid the possibility of a surcharge for late payment make sure payment of 
any VAT due on your return clears to HMRC’s account by the due date.  Find more 
information about paying HMRC.  

If you think you have a reasonable excuse for submitting your VAT Return late, please 
provide HMRC with details of the dates and times you encountered online service 
problems when trying to submit your VAT Return online.  HMRC will have a record of any 
period where its VAT Online Service was not available.  Please see ‘If you think you have 
a reasonable excuse’ below. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No 

9.  Did you have any other 
difficulties that prevented you from 
submitting your return online? 

  Yes 

10.  Your VAT Return should have been submitted online as soon as your difficulties 
were resolved. 

To avoid the possibility of a surcharge for late payment make sure payment of any VAT 
due on the return clears to HMRC’s account by the due date.  Find more information 
about paying HMRC.  

If you pay by Direct Debit seek further advice from HMRC before making alternative 
payment arrangements.  

HMRC and the HM Courts & Tribunals Service consider a reasonable excuse is, in 
general, when some unforeseeable and exceptional event beyond your control prevented 
you from submitting your return on time when you would otherwise have done so. 

If you think you have a reasonable excuse please provide HMRC with all the facts. 
Include any evidence to demonstrate the problems you encountered as well as your 
attempts to resolve them and importantly show that you acted promptly when the 
problem was resolved.  Each case is decided on its own merits.  Please see ‘If you think 
you have a claim for reasonable excuse’ below. 
 

 
No 

11.  A claim for reasonable excuse 
is unlikely to succeed 
 

http://customs.hmrc.gov.uk/channelsPortalWebApp/channelsPortalWebApp.portal?_nfpb=true&_pageLabel=pageVAT_ShowContent&id=HMCE_PROD1_028665&propertyType=document
http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/payinghmrc/vat.htm
http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/payinghmrc/vat.htm
http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/payinghmrc/vat.htm
http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/payinghmrc/vat.htm
http://search2.hmrc.gov.uk/kbroker/hmrc/contactus/search.ladv?raction=view&fl0=__dsid%3A&sm=0&ha=34&as=1&sf=&sp_scope=hmrc&sc=hmrc&nh=10&sr=0&cs=ISO-8859-1&tx1=&tx0=49684


12.  If you think you have a claim for reasonable excuse 
 
Remember you may receive a Surcharge Liability Notice for having submitted your return late.  If you do get one of these, there is no need to 
contact HMRC at this stage.   
 
If at a later date you receive a surcharge and you believe you have a reasonable excuse for the late return or the late payment for either 
accounting period, you should write to HMRC and ask for the surcharge to be reviewed. You will not receive a surcharge as long as all future 
returns and payments are made on time. 
 
Use the template attached to this guidance.  You must write within 30 days of receiving the surcharge, explaining why you submitted your return 
and/or payment late and attaching any evidence.  If HMRC are satisfied that you have a reasonable excuse the surcharge will be withdrawn.  
 
Find out more about how VAT Default Surcharge works.    
 
Find out more information if you want to appeal to a tribunal.   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/vat/managing/problems/penalties.htm
http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/complaints-appeals/how-to-appeal/tribunals.htm

