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Recession on the Horizon: Here’s How to 
Survive 
 

“During recession greed dies, frugality survives.” (Amit Kalantri, Wealth of 
Words) 

 
It's no secret that economies around the world are struggling. Increased inflation, 

booming petrol prices and erratic stock markets are everywhere, and South Africa 

is not immune. Recently an economist at Oxford Economics Africa, Jee-A van der 
Linde, was quoted in the daily Maverick speaking about South Africa specifically. 

 
“Real gross domestic product [GDP] contracted on a quarterly basis in Q2, and 

we expect sluggish growth in the quarters to follow. The possibility of more 
intense load shedding in Q3 could see the economy enter into a recession,” he 

said. 

 
With recession a distinct possibility in the near future, tough times are doubtless 

ahead for many businesses and avoiding closure is going to become a priority. 
So, what can you do to assist your business, ease the pressures of recession and 

get through to the other side? 

  

Recession on the 
Horizon: Here’s How to 
Survive 
 
Are You Ready for a 
COIDA Employer Site 
Visit and Audit? 
 
Loadshedding: Tax 
Incentives for Energy 
Efficiency and 
Alternative Power 
 
How To Avoid Bad 
Customers 
 
Your Tax Deadlines for 
September 2022 



2 

 

With yet another return of loadshedding in August, and major banks upgrading their forecasts to reflect an 

increased possibility of further economic downturns, recession feels inevitable in South Africa. A recession is 
simply where an economy stops growing and starts retracting. A generally held definition of recession is when 

the Gross Domestic Product of a country declines for two consecutive quarters, or half a year. Apart from the 
shrinking GDP, recessions typically come with reduced employment opportunities and incomes, and a stalling 

in industrial productivity, all of which then impacts all other aspects of life from retail sales to reduced travel 

and entertainment. To be overly simplistic, when people are scared about their futures, they stop spending, 
which in turn means businesses, particularly those relying on consumer spending, stop making as much money 

and the economy has nowhere to go but down. 
 

Businesses, already on the edge from years of pandemic, are preparing themselves to take yet another 

battering. Managing these economically turbulent times has become an ongoing challenge. Fortunately, 
though we have had numerous recessions before, and unlike the pandemic, economists are better able to 

predict the beginning, if not the length of recessions. We also have evidence for the things you can do to 
make sure these economic downturns don't close your business. 

 
 

• Manage your cash flow 

 

In even the best of times healthy cash flow is the key to a healthy business. This is doubly so in a 
recession. With recession coming it's wise to take another look at all your expenses and cut out 

everything that isn't 100% necessary, while also starting to build a healthy cash reserve. Is it possible 
to get a better price with another supplier while maintaining your quality? Can you renegotiate your 

rent? What extras can be trimmed from the budget, even if it's just temporarily?  

 
Sadly, this attitude also extends to your workforce. If you can afford it and your cash flow looks healthy 

enough, then keeping staff on is always the best solution as rehiring and retraining when the recession 
is over is expensive. However, if things are looking touch-and-go it might be wise to consider just who 

among your staff is essential. Moving your business to a model where you hire freelancers during the 
good times instead of bringing on full-timers, will ultimately mean that your lean full-time staff quotient 

is better able to weather the tough times. Remember not to fall foul of our labour laws in the process. 

 
It is also important to ensure your money is coming in. In tough times it may not be as easy for your 

clients to pay you, and you need to get ahead of these situations. This is not a time to go easy on 
those who may have fallen behind on payments. Every cent you can recoup now is going to make the 

recession easier to navigate.  

 

• Take another look at your debt 
 

When the economy is booming debt is a good tool for growing a business, but in times of recession it 
can be the added millstone that sinks you. Debt doesn't go away just because your business may be 

experiencing a downturn, so now is the ideal time to visit your accountant and take a new look at your 

debts, repayment dates and deadlines and how they fit into your projected, possibly reduced, cash 
flow. 

 
Paying off high-interest debt first is always a good idea. However, before things get bad it may, 

ironically, be a good time to renegotiate your debt agreements or even take on some added debt if 
you think you may struggle to meet other obligations during the recession. At the end of the day, 

lenders are much more likely to work with you on your repayments than see you go into default. 

Taking the initiative may well build trust between you and your business and lenders.  
 

• Don't stop getting out there – recessions bring opportunity as well as risk 

 
If you are anticipating a bad time ahead, then it's likely your competition is too and it's wise to 

remember that periods of downturn can often make the perfect time to grab extra slices of the market.  

 
The first step is to nurture the client relationships you already have. Good relationships are going to 

help convince people to stay with you even if there are cheaper prices elsewhere and having strong 
relationships with suppliers and creditors will likely give you more wiggle room and time to pay off 



3 

 

debts if the real problems start taking hold. Equally, there has never been a better time to market 

your business and start putting yourself out there for new work. 
 

In recessions it will be tempting for your competition to slow down on advertising spend, leaving you 
plenty of room to be noticed. The reason for this is simple; advertising during a recession is likely to 

be seen by clients at just the time when they are carefully considering their current service providers 

and what they are receiving. By having your offering in front of them when no one else is marketing 
you give yourself a better chance of turning their heads in your direction.  

 
Breakfast cereal manufacturer Kellogg is proof of this. Under the most difficult circumstances, when 

the market crashed in America in 1929, Kellogg doubled its advertising budget and invested heavily in 

staff and expertise. By 1933 their profits had increased 30% and they had grabbed their spot at the 
top of America's breakfast company food chain. 

 

• Diversify your offering now 
 

Don't wait until the recession has hit to start making panic station plans. By diversifying your offering 
now, you will be ready to take advantage of gaps in the market that may arise due to the struggles of 

your competition. By now most companies are already online and selling their services and products 

direct, but diversification goes well beyond your online store. If you are in an industry that struggles 
during recessions, then expanding into products and services that don't take a hit during tough times 

is going to give your company longevity. For example, basic essentials like toothpaste, medical 
supplies, food, baby items and in-house entertainment are all things people will need when their 

budgets get tighter. 

 
Remember also to plan creatively. For example, the pandemic-fuelled shift to online purchasing hasn’t 

just boosted the profits of those suppliers and retailers that switched to online sales - companies that 
looked beyond the obvious and invested in packaging manufacture and in delivery services have also 

boomed. 
 

• Take professional advice! 

 

Now is the time to be ruthless with your company, your products and your marketing. Getting advice 
from your accountant will allow you to accurately evaluate just where money may have become 

unnecessarily lost and will help you to spot areas of improvement. Additionally, plans can be put in 
place to ensure you do not struggle with your cash flow and that ultimately, you come out the other 

side of the recession as strong, or potentially stronger than you were before. 

 

Are You Ready for a COIDA Employer Site Visit and Audit? 
 

“The main objective… is to provide compensation for disablement caused by occupational injuries or 
diseases sustained or contracted by employees, or for death resulting from injuries or diseases…” 
(Compensation for Occupational Injuries and Diseases Act) 

 

If you operate a business with one or more employees, and/or if you are a domestic employer, you are required 

by the Compensation for Occupational Injuries and Diseases Act (COIDA) to register with the Compensation 
Fund, to keep certain records, and to pay a tariff based on annual earnings.  

 
These are not new requirements but, just recently, the Compensation Fund issued a notice to employers – 

including domestic employers - to expect employer engagements, site visits and audits.  

 
Failure to comply with the provisions of COIDA constitutes an offense. Fortunately, for employers who comply 

with the regulations, there are also benefits detailed in this article along with tips for ensuring your company 
ticks all the boxes for COIDA compliance. 

 
Most employers – and particularly smaller businesses and domestic employers – are not able to provide cost-

effective medical or insurance cover for their employees, even though the vast majority would want their 

employees to be compensated if they are injured, become ill or die at or because of their work.  
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This is the objective of the Compensation for Occupational Injuries and Diseases Act also known as COIDA: to 

ensure that anyone who is employed under a contract of service, whether full-time or on a casual basis, and 
receives wages or a salary, whether on a weekly or monthly basis, can claim compensation in terms of the Act 

and, where an employee is fatally injured, the dependents can claim compensation. 
 

What are the benefits of registration? 
 
Employers are obliged by the Act to register and to take out this insurance, because it provides a means to 

assist employees who are injured on duty or contract occupational diseases with medical costs and loss of 
earnings, and also protects against civil claims. The Compensation Fund is a no-fault system, which means 

there is no need to prove that an employer was at fault.  

 
Employees who are injured on duty or contract occupational diseases are not left destitute and unable to work 

but have the means to cover the necessary medical expenses and rehabilitation costs, as well as to claim 
compensation for the loss of earnings. Where an employee is fatally injured at or due to work, the dependents 

will receive a pension. The compensation awarded does not form part of the deceased employee's estate and 
can also not be attached to satisfy a debt. 

 

COIDA prevents employees from suing their employers for occupational injury or disease, instead giving them 
this statutory insurance cover. So the Fund will still process claims from employees whose employers have not 

registered with it as required. But the Fund can then recover from the unregistered employer all the 
compensation it pays out, plus it won’t refund the employer for any medical costs the employer has paid. In 

other words, if you don’t register you risk having to pay out of your own pocket the full compensation claim, 

in addition to fines and penalties for non-registration. The total could be substantial, incorporating medical 
costs and compensation for loss of earnings, permanent disablement, death and even pension payments. 

 
What is covered by COIDA?  
 
The compensation is money paid by the Compensation Fund to employees who were injured on duty, to 

replace loss of wages and/or to pay medical expenses. The compensation is only paid if the employee is off 

work for three days or more but cover for medical expenses is not limited by this provision. The Fund does 
not cover pain and suffering. 

 
Medical Expenses: Immediately after incurring an injury or disease on duty, employees can get medical 

attention from any medical practitioner of their choice in their area. Emergency treatment does not require 

pre-authorisation from the Compensation Fund. Medical expenses are paid by the Fund where it has accepted 
liability for the claim, covering reasonable costs incurred for the first 24 months. All reasonable medication 

related to the employee’s injury and prescribed by the treating doctor will also be covered.  
 

Loss of earnings: If an employee is booked off from work for a serious injury, the employer is obliged to pay 

75% of the employee’s earnings/wages (as at the time of the accident) during the time the employee is unfit 
for duty but limited to the first three months. This can be claimed back from the Compensation Fund. The 

salary/ wages of employees booked off work for more than three months must be claimed directly from the 
Compensation Fund. 

 
Permanent disability: A permanent injury, such as deafness, blindness, amputation or permanent disablement, 

is assessed according to a percentage of disability specified in the Act. If a disability is assessed at 30% or 

less, an employee may qualify for a once-off lump sum payment for that injury. If the disability is assessed at 
more than 30%, the employee may receive a monthly pension for life, based on earnings at the time of the 

accident.  
 

Death: If an employee dies as a result of the injury or disease, the dependents may receive a pension for life. 

All children will qualify up to age 18 years unless still at school or attending a tertiary institution. 
 

Should you be registered with the Compensation Fund?   
 

All employers who employ one or more part-time, casual, temporary or full-time employees for the purpose 
of a business, farming or organisational activities must register with the Compensation Fund within seven (7) 

days after the first employee was employed.  
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Sole proprietors and partners, shareholders or “silent partners” who are only paid dividends or sharing profits, 

are not employees in terms of CIODA. 
 

Following a Constitutional Court ruling that domestic workers should also have the right to access social 
security in terms of COIDA, all employers of domestic workers – including those employed before the ruling – 

must now register with and submit the necessary returns to the Compensation Fund. A “domestic worker”’ is 

defined as any employee who performs domestic work in the home of their employer, and includes gardeners, 
household drivers and care takers but not farm workers. 

 
Employers must also notify the Compensation Commissioner within 7 days of any change in the particulars 

provided when registering. 

 
What is required for compliance?  
 
An employer is regarded to be in good standing when:  

 

• Registered with the Compensation Fund   

• Records of earnings and particulars of employees are up to date and ready to be produced upon 
request 

• Accidents are reported timeously  

• Annual Return of Earnings is submitted timeously 

• Assessments are paid up to date 

 

For registration with the Compensation Fund, employers require Registration of Employer form (W.As.2); a 
copy of Companies and Intellectual Property Commission (CIPC) documents; and a copy of the authorised 

director’s ID document. (Companies with no employees who need to register to meet the requirements on 
tender documents, can request an exemption letter and do not have to complete the registration process.)  

Employers are also required to keep updated records of earnings and particulars of employees and must be 

able to produce these records on request.  
 

Furthermore, an employer is mandated to report an injury on duty within 7 days of receiving notice or an 
occupational disease contracted on duty within 14 days as soon as receiving notice. Employers can register 

and use the online claims registration system called COMPEASY.  
 

The next requirement is to submit Employer Return of Earnings (ROE) forms as per the Government Gazette. 

These can be filed via the free online Compensation Fund ROE Online System. A penalty of 10% on the final 
assessment will be imposed if the ROE is submitted after the due date. 

 
Once ROEs are submitted, assessments are raised before the financial year end on the basis of a percentage 

of the annual earnings of the employees. The assessment tariffs are fixed according to the class of industry, 

are reviewed annually and are calculated based on the risk related to a particular type of work. Annual 
assessments are paid by registered employers and cannot be recovered from employees. 

 
Payment must be made within 30 days and a penalty of 10% of the assessment is charged if the account is 

not settled after the due date. Interest at 15% of the balance is then charged every month until the account 
is settled.   

 

Facing a site visit?  
 

The Department of Labour has on previous occasions encouraged employers not to be threatened by site visits 
or inspections, but rather to regard these as opportunities to achieve compliance, knowing that follow-up site 

visits may be conducted to ensure any non-compliance has been addressed. 

 
Indeed, if the requirements for compliance as set out above are met on an ongoing basis, a site visit should 

be a quick and painless process.  
 

Facing an audit?  
 
The Compensation Commissioner suggests submitting the following documents if an assessment is referred 

for audit.  



6 

 

 

• Affidavit stating the reason for variance or credit assessment  

• Signed audited or independently reviewed annual financial statement for the year under review  

• Detailed payroll report for the assessment year under review  

• SARS EMP 501 

• UIF Registration number 

• Manual Return of Earnings (W.As.8) 

• Power of Attorney if your company is represented by an accountant or consultant.   

 
If the required information is not received within by the date stated, an assessment based on estimation will 

be made. 
 

Getting ready  
 
While these COIDA requirements may seem straightforward, small businesses may simply not have the 

resources to ensure continuous compliance. Failure to comply with the prescripts of COIDA constitutes an 
offense in terms of the legislation. 

 
Having been pre-warned to expect site visits and audits by representatives of the Compensation Fund, you 

would be well-advised to seek professional assistance to ensure that the requirements for COIDA compliance 

are met at all times. 
 

Loadshedding: Tax Incentives for Energy Efficiency and 
Alternative Power 
 

“This is a call for all South Africans to be part of the solution; to contribute in whatever way they can 
to ending energy scarcity in South Africa.” (President Cyril Ramaphosa) 

 

Now is the time for South African businesses to re-strategise their energy sources and consumption patterns, 

for a number of reasons that have recently been highlighted.   
 

With the challenges of Stage 6 loadshedding still fresh in our memory, government’s multiple measures to 
address this national crisis, announced just a month ago by President Cyril Ramaphosa, confirm that there is 

no quick short-term solution for Eskom’s woes, leaving us responsible for proactively securing our own 

alternative energy solutions.  
 

Fortunately, advances in technology and financing models continue to create more effective and affordable 
solutions. There are also tax incentives that make it more attractive for businesses to invest in energy efficiency 

measures and alternative power generation projects. 
 

For more than a decade, local businesses have faced the huge challenge of an unreliable power supply from 

a state-owned monopoly that allowed very little in terms of affordable or practical alternatives. 
 

In addition, since then Eskom’s electricity prices continued to skyrocket – increasing by more than 400%. 
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Source: Eskom Distribution 

 

Just a month ago, Eskom proposed a further tariff increase of 32.7% to the National Energy Regulator of 
South Africa (Nersa) and is also contesting, in court, the tariff increase of 9.6% for 2022/23 Nersa allowed, 

which was far below the 20.5% requested.  
 

A national crisis 
 
South Africa's energy crisis has been described as the biggest risk to the country's economy. Recently President 

Cyril Ramaphosa, in his address to the nation on the energy crisis, announced measures to tackle it, including 
scrapping the licensing threshold of 100MW, Eskom buying more electricity from existing independent power 

producers, importing power from Botswana and Zambia, and doubling the amount of renewable generation 
capacity procured through Bid Window 6.  

 

Of particular interest to businesses and individuals are the measures designed to enable businesses and 
households to invest in rooftop solar.  

 
"South Africa has great abundance of sun which we should use to generate electricity. There is significant 

potential for households and businesses to install rooftop solar and connect this power to the grid," the 

President explained. “To incentivise greater uptake of rooftop solar, Eskom will develop rules and a pricing 
structure – known as a feed-in tariff – for all commercial and residential installations on its network. This 

means that those who can and have installed solar panels in their homes or businesses will be able to sell 
surplus power they don't need to Eskom.”  

 
This certainly provides reasons for companies to re-assess the long-term viability of alternative energy sources, 

particularly photovoltaic (PV) solar energy projects, which are incentivised because of their low impact on the 

environment and our scarce water resources. 
 

In particular, the President called on businesses to: 
 

• seize the opportunities that have been created and invest in generation projects  

• reduce consumption through greater energy efficiency. 

 

The good news is that there are tax incentives to assist in achieving these national priorities.    
 

Section 12B of the Income Tax Act provides for capital expenditure deductions for assets used in the 
production of renewable energy and particularly incentivises the development of smaller solar PV energy 

projects with an accelerated capital allowance of 100% in the first year for solar PV energy of less than 1MW.  

 
Section 12U of the Income Tax Act provides for capital allowances for roads and fencing used in the 

generation of electricity. 

https://www.eskom.co.za/distribution/tariffs-and-charges/tariff-history/


8 

 

 

Section 12L of the Income Tax Act is aimed at directly incentivising investments in local energy efficiency 
projects and provides a deduction for actual savings resulting from a reduction in energy use.  

 
Capital expenditure deductions (S.12B) 
 

Section 12B provides for a 50%/30%/20% income tax deduction over three years for certain machinery or 
plant – which means 50% of the costs of the assets can be deducted in year one, 30% in year 2, and 20% in 

year 3. These assets must be owned by the taxpayer, brought into use for the first time by the taxpayer, for 
the generation of electricity from, amongst others, photovoltaic solar energy or concentrated solar energy. 

The tax deduction also applies to any improvements to the qualifying plant or machinery that are not repairs 

related. 
 

The following types of renewable generation projects may benefit from the allowance: 

• wind power; 

• photovoltaic solar energy; 

• concentrated solar energy; 

• hydropower (producing less than 30 megawatts); and 

• biomass comprising organic wastes, landfill gas or plant material. 
In respect of photovoltaic solar energy of less than one megawatt, a 100% income tax deduction is allowed 

in the first year of use. 
 

What this means is that the cost related to a new solar power system can be deducted as a depreciation 

expense– reducing the income tax liability. The reduction can be carried over to the next financial year as a 
deferred tax asset. 

 
In a previous binding ruling, SARS confirmed it will allow for both the capital cost of solar power units, as well 

as the direct cost of installation or the erection thereof.   

 
The capital costs that may be deducted are: 

 

• Photovoltaic solar panels;  

• AC inverters;  

• DC combiner boxes; 

• Racking; and  

• Cables and wiring.  
 

In addition, related allowable costs of installation are: 
 

• Installation planning expenses;  

• Panels delivery costs; 

• Installation expenses; and  

• Installation safety officer costs. 

 

Taxpayers installing assets used in the production of renewable energy, and particularly smaller solar PV 
energy projects or systems should investigate the tax benefits of Section 12B, particularly now that selling 

electricity back to Eskom will soon be a reality. 
 

Capital allowances for roads and fencing (S.12U) 
 

Section 12U provides for capital allowances for roads and fencing used in the generation of electricity greater 

than 5MW from wind; solar; biomass comprising organic wastes, landfill gas or plant material; and hydropower 
to produce more than 30MW. It is granted in full in the year of expenditure and covers improvements to the 

roads and fencing related to the generation project, as well as foundations or supporting structures. 
 

Energy-efficiency incentive (S.12L) 
 
Section 12L, read with the Regulations, allows any person or entity registered with the South African National 

Energy Development Institute (SANEDI) to claim a deduction for energy-efficiency savings derived from 
activities performed in the carrying on of any trade. 
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The incentive allows for a tax deduction for all energy carriers (not just electricity, but also fuel) but with the 
exception of renewable energy sources. 

 
Ownership of energy-efficient machinery and equipment is not a requirement to claim a deduction under 

section 12L, so a lessee of the machinery or equipment can equally claim a deduction under section 12L. 

 
The deduction is calculated at 95 cents per kilowatt hour or kilowatt hour equivalent of energy-efficiency 

savings and can create or increase an assessed loss.  
 

A taxpayer must comply with certain requirements before being eligible for this deduction, for example, 

taxpayers are required to register with SANEDI, and a measurement and verification professional belonging 
to an accredited measurement and verification body must be appointed. An energy-efficiency performance 

certificate must be obtained from SANEDI detailing the energy-efficiency savings generated for the year of 
assessment. 

 
Examples of energy-saving measures include, for example, investing in more efficient technologies such as 

LED lighting; installing clear acrylic door refrigeration equipment to reduce energy consumption in retail stores; 

using recycled waste heat from refrigeration plants or furnaces to reduce another electrical heating load; or 
investing in energy saving solutions for HVAC and refrigeration.  

 
With this incentive, businesses can ensure their energy efficiency measures not only result in lower energy 

costs but also reduces their tax liability.  

  
When heeding the President’s call to invest in generation projects and reduce consumption through greater 

energy efficiency, businesses and individuals are well advised to investigate further the tax incentives and 
rebates available. These are complex, so seek professional advice! 

 

How To Avoid Bad Customers 
 

"Happy customers are your biggest advocates and can become your most successful sales team." (Lisa 
Masiello) 

 

Anyone who has started a business has had those meetings. The ones where you trade a dozen emails 
explaining what you do and how you do it, what your rates are and why you are the best, and now your 

potential client has asked for a meeting. You drive to the other side of town, have a two-hour meeting 

explaining all the things you had explained before, and get back to the office feeling like you did everything 
you could, and then you wait. Perhaps for weeks there is no response from the prospect and you wonder 

exactly where you may have gone wrong. The problem here might not be you, but may instead lie with the 
potential customer, and all that time and effort you sunk into trying to win their business was perhaps always 

going to be wasted. 
 

Success for a small to medium business is built on resource management. Those companies that manage to 

get the most return on investment are the ones that will grow the fastest and last the longest. Getting this 
return requires not only that you create excellent products or deliver excellent services, but that you do this 

with the right people - and that includes your customers. Being able to tell the difference between good 
customers and bad ones is a skill no one starts with, but everyone can learn. Here is a guide to recognizing a 

bad client before you get too committed. 

 
Recognise what makes a good client 
 
Being able to tell the difference between good clients and bad clients will first require you to know exactly 

what makes a good client. At a very basic level a good client is one that doesn't take much of your time but 
is profitable. The best ones are regular customers as well. 

 

Using your accounting software, you will very quickly be able to see which of your clients are giving you the 
most return for the effort being put in. While some clients you think of as “good clients” because they always 

take you to lunch or invite you to company golf days may not be having as much impact as you thought, the 
numbers will never lie. 
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Try to see if there are any patterns in the clients that deliver the most value to you. Are they of a particular 
size? Do they come from the same industry or are they from the same areas? What is it about your service or 

product that seems to appeal to those kinds of businesses? What are you doing for them that your competition 
can't? Are there any other companies like them? 

 

Now try to see if there are any patterns among the personalities who work for those clients and who pay for 
your services. What positions do they hold and do they have the power to sign purchase orders themselves 

or must they go further up the chain? Knowing these things will help you to avoid dealing with people who 
may not have the power at the end of the day to order from you and you might be better served focusing on 

those who can. 

 
The first impression 

 
In order to find good clients or customers, it's important that your first meetings with them be as much about 

you examining them as it is about you selling yourself. Do not be afraid to ask the critical questions of them 
to gauge how much effort it's going to take to get your first payment. 

 

Are they simply weighing up options or do they have a project that needs completion by a certain deadline? 
Why are they looking for a new supplier or service? What happened to the people who used to do it? Clients 

who bad-mouth the previous company they worked with clearly had an acrimonious relationship and it may 
be time to ask yourself why. 

 

While they may prove valuable in the long run, clients who are simply looking at options are going to be a lot 
more work moving forward. You may be called upon to offer advice, or chat over coffee more than you would 

like, and at the end of the day, the work that earns you money may never arrive. Those with project specifics 
and needs, on the other hand, are looking for solutions that you can provide and want to be quoted. At the 

end of the day they have to deliver a completed project and will need your help. These customers are much 
more likely to not only earn you money now but are clearly actually doing things rather than talking about 

them, making them far more likely to offer you work in the future too. 

 
But even those with work that needs to be done immediately can come with warning signs. Any small business 

owner should automatically be aware of the clients who want you to “prove yourself” or “do a test job for 
free.” Filling your time with discount seekers ultimately means you can't take on work for those companies 

that would actually want to pay you and anyone who asks you for free or heavily discounted first jobs may 

not value you or your time and should perhaps go immediately onto the bad customer pile.  
 

This is a good time to also be cautious of those who refuse to work with a written contract. Anyone who 
actively does not want to sign on the dotted line likely has a very good reason for avoiding commitment and 

usually, that reason is that they don't want to pay what or when they say they will. Remember that although 

in our law most verbal contracts are binding, only by reducing your agreement to writing can you minimise 
the risks of misunderstanding and dispute. If you insist on a contract and they suggest you don't need one, 

rather walk away. 
 

Watch out for red flags in the first few weeks 
 

You are through the initial introductions, have quoted for work and after negotiation have had your quote 

accepted, in writing. Now it's time to buckle down and do the job. This might feel like the time when you just 
want to focus on delivering the best work you can, but it's also a time to be wary. Watch the client's behaviour 

carefully over this period because it's at this stage that the first signs of an imminent bad relationship will start 
to raise their heads. 

 

Does the customer respect your time or do they want you to be available 24/7? Are they calling you after 
hours, or looking for constant updates on your work? Are their deadlines reasonable or does everything need 

to be done yesterday? Do they micromanage you or nit-pick your work? People with high demands aren't 
always problematic, but when it crosses over into your personal time, and they think nothing of calling you 

late at night to hash out tiny details then you know they are already becoming more effort than they are 
worth. 
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You should be equally cautious of those clients who work the other way around as well. These clients who 

don't respond to your emails or take weeks to get you answers to important questions. Clients who can't be 
bothered to live up to their own project timelines will also struggle to meet your payment deadlines. 

 
The third thing to look out for is those clients who are constantly adjusting the scope of the project. Scope 

creep starts out with asking you for a few small unpaid favours and slowly slips into the entire project taking 

on a different life to what was negotiated. Clients like this are usually more disorganised or inexperienced than 
dishonest but as the project grows and expectations around your workload increase, so should your 

remuneration. Don't be afraid to speak up and ask for an adjustment to the contract. 
 

The final red flag is if clients come back to renegotiate your rates for a job that's already begun. Negotiating 

up front is normal and healthy, but when they don't want to accept what has already been agreed or want to 
fiddle with the details it's time to reconsider. This renegotiation technique is a sure sign they can't really afford 

the project and at the end of the day they're going to be someone who is likely to leave you unpaid. 
 

At any stage… 
  

So far all the issues that have arisen are probably excusable or can be overcome if the compensation is good 

enough, but there are some signs that are just too dangerous to ignore. If any customer of yours ever does 
any of these things it is far better for the long-term survival of your company to immediately terminate any 

further partnerships or projects and rapidly move on. 
 

The first of these is when they ask you to copy brand logos, ideas or products from a competitor. Anyone 

willing to ask this of you neither respects you nor your company and certainly does not respect their 
competition. Being dragged into tacky business projects such as this will only end in your company being made 

to look bad as when they are inevitably caught, they will pass the blame squarely on to you and your new 
brand.  

 
This warning goes double for any client who asks you to ignore the law or break it outright. Examples can 

range from the small, such as when you are in construction and they ask you to just go a little outside of the 

building code to the large, such as when they ask for kickbacks or offer incentives to work with specific 
companies. Any form of corruption or criminality will eventually not only ruin your company but could also ruin 

your life. 
 

If you have been in business for any small amount of time you are bound to have come across some people 

who tick some of these boxes and might be reliving the trauma of projects you would rather forget. Now is 
the time perhaps to head over to "Clients from hell" for a wry laugh from these people who may just have had 

it a little worse than you.  
 

Your Tax Deadlines for September 2022 
 

• 7 September – Monthly PAYE submissions and payments 

• 23 September - VAT manual submissions and payments 

• 29 September - Excise Duty payments 

• 30 September – End of the 2nd Financial Quarter 

• 30 September - VAT electronic submissions and payments, PIT top-up & CIT Provisional payments 
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