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(1)

ENRON: THE JOINT COMMITTEE ON
TAXATION’S INVESTIGATIVE REPORT

THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 13, 2003

U.S. SENATE,
COMMITTEE ON FINANCE,

Washington, DC.
The hearing was convened, pursuant to notice, at 10:07 a.m., in

room 215, Dirksen Senate Office Building, Hon. Charles E. Grass-
ley (chairman of the committee) presiding.

Also present: Senators Nickles, Snowe, Thomas, Bunning, Bau-
cus, Breaux, and Bingaman.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. CHARLES E. GRASSLEY, A U.S.
SENATOR FROM IOWA, CHAIRMAN, COMMITTEE ON FINANCE
The CHAIRMAN. We really have two items today. First is our or-

ganization meeting, and then we have this very important hearing
on Enron Corporation. There is also a members briefing going on
where all members are supposed to be. Obviously, the four of us
that are here were not at that briefing on another matter.

So what I want to do, if and when we get a sufficient number
of people to do our formal organization, we are going to stop the
hearing, turn to the committee’s business, and I think we can do
that very, very quickly. Nobody needs to leave the room or any-
thing. Anybody in the audience can stay. We will do that quickly,
then return to the hearing.

I want to thank everybody for being here today. I think that we
have a very important subject before us. Most importantly, almost
a year since were inquiries were first made by the Joint Tax Com-
mittee, so a long period of time, has gone into this work that we
are going to hear today.

I believe that you are about to witness a shocking event in the
history of American corporate tax policy and American corporate fi-
nancial accounting. We are going to have the veil torn off of the
world of tax shelters and the world of manipulation of accounting.

The report reads like a conspiracy novel, with some of the Na-
tion’s finest banks, finest accounting firms, and some of our best
attorneys working together to prop up the biggest corporate farce
of the century. Enron was a house of cards, and the cards are the
schemes that we will hear about today.

The Joint Tax Committee report provides us a wealth of informa-
tion. Much of this information has never been seen before, not only
by the public, but also the IRS and other government agencies.

It includes tax return information, opinion letters from law firms,
internal documents, accounting firm correspondence, shelter pro-
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motional material, and, most importantly, internal Enron docu-
ments laying out how the scheme of deception played out.

Not only will we gain a fuller understanding of tax shelters, and
also of accounting gimmicks, but we are provided with a complete
story of the people and the professionals working behind the scenes
to make all this happen.

The Joint Tax Committee report names names and it does not
pull any punches in telling us about the law firms, accounting
shops, and investment bankers that were promoting and aiding
Enron in all of these activities.

The conclusion is very troubling, as you might see in one exam-
ple here: show me the money. By the way, Project Steele is not
misspelled.

Anyway, ‘‘show me the money’’ is in that catch-phrase on an in-
ternal Enron document for just one shelter. It is clear that this is
what it is all about, this one example, but many others that could
be put up there: money, money, money.

Money above honesty and financial accounting, money above tax
return compliance, money above professional and business ethics,
money above common sense. Money, money, money.

I am reminded that back in the 1980’s there was a popular
phrase that came to us from Wall Street. The phrase was: ‘‘Greed
is good. Greed cuts through and clarifies.’’

Now, the irony is that, in this case, greed actually obscured.
Greed actually hid the real substance of the business of Enron. The
substance is that there was not much substance. All of the artifices
were designed to make something appear real that was not real.

Enron viewed its tax shop goal in line with this general goal I
just described. That is, the tax shop was designed and was man-
aged with the objective of noncompliance with its responsibilities
under the Tax Code. Instead, Enron viewed its tax shop as it’s prof-
it center, where complexity was an ally and bending the rules was
a partner in a search for more paper gains.

In addition to bending the rules, there appears to be a culture
of wining and dining amongst the small community of people that
helped drive these deals. One small, but telling, example is the
Banker’s Trust—one of the participants in this dance of shelters—
who takes Enron’s Director of Tax Research for what was termed
‘‘The Potomac Capital Investment Corporate Conference.’’

The details can be found starting on B–203 of the report, but let
me just highlight what the conference was all about. Fly to Boca
Raton, and Sunday night is casino night. Then starting on Monday,
it is your choice of golf, tennis, fishing, then a golf clinic, and, fi-
nally, a reception dinner cruise.

The next day, the real work starts with your choice of golf, ten-
nis, fishing, leisurely lunch, and finally a reception dinner.

To wind down the last day of the conference is more golf and ten-
nis. Obviously, no amount of lipstick is going to make that pig look
very pretty.

The Joint Committee report describes in detail the structures
used by Enron to avoid tax and to inflate earnings. Many of these
schemes are not well-known, and their publication this very day
could provide a road map for others to follow.
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So, as a matter of public policy, I want to be very clear so that
these things don’t return to haunt us in the future. Today, Feb-
ruary 13, 2003, will be the effective date for any legislation we offer
to shut down these tax schemes or anything like any of them.

Today’s date will not move, it will not slip. Senator Baucus and
I are unified on this point. And we do not care if it takes 5 years
to get the legislation passed, this date will hold.

So to all lobbyists here and elsewhere, I would like to have you
write that date down, February 13, 2003. If a company does an
Enron-type deal after today, I do not want you to come to me whin-
ing that we are not being fair. Just serving notice so that all the
lawyers, all the accountants, and all the investment bankers that
profit so handsomely from these deals know that you are on notice.

Now, in addition to Enron’s tax and accounting the Joint Tax re-
port gives equal time to the important issue of executive compensa-
tion and employee benefits. Somehow, it seems to go from bad to
worse. I find it very stunning that a Fortune Top 10 company was
wholly incapable of answering simple questions about how much
executives received in pay.

Further, the Enron board seems unaware of its most basic re-
sponsibilities, its most basic duties of protecting the shareholder. In
addition, I think this Joint Tax report provides new details of a
jaw-dropping amount of executive compensation and benefits.

I will just mention what does not meet the smell test. That is,
Enron had 200 executives, each of whom was being paid over a mil-
lion dollars while they ran the company to bankruptcy, leaving
thousands of dedicated employees, as we know, high and dry.

These employees helplessly watched their retirement savings go
down the drain when the company’s stock tanked from more than,
as you know, $90 a share in 2000, to 34 cents a share in January
of 2002.

Again, we happen to be able to benefit, as policymakers, from the
Joint Tax providing an enormous amount of documents detailing
executive compensation and employee benefits.

Finally, Joint Tax has much to say of findings and recommenda-
tions from their work. The Joint Tax also raises serious concerns
about the ability of the IRS to ever find out about these trans-
actions.

These findings and these recommendations deserve serious con-
sideration, and will surely inform this Finance Committee as it
compares this current corporate tax shelter legislation against
abuses listed in this report.

Now I would like to make one last point, and it is more of a per-
sonal one. We have a person we have all known for maybe two dec-
ades for me, or at least a decade and a half, Lindy Paull, sitting
before us. This is her appearance for the last time as Chief of Staff
of the Joint Tax Committee.

I think it is really a tribute to her that she is going out with a
report that will cause great shock waves, felt among professional
people on K Street and elsewhere.

I would like to thank you, Lindy, for all of your dedication, all
of your hard work, not only at the Joint Tax Committee, but as I
previously indicated, we have had a relationship here as your pro-
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fessional work on the Finance Committee. Your dedication and
knowledge will be greatly missed.

I also recognize that your staff has spent nearly a year, as I indi-
cated in the beginning of my remarks, on this report, and have, for
the last few weeks been at this report and this study day and night
in, most importantly, preparing for this important hearing.

These men and women on your staff who serve on this project
have done so, I think, at great personal sacrifice that we never give
enough thanks for. The travel and demands of this tax has kept
them away from family and other loved ones.

Yet, they have continued to meet the needs of Congress, while at
the same time pursuing one of the ugliest and most complicated fi-
nancial disasters of recent times.

I would ask for members’ indulgence while I take a moment to
name the dedicated staff primarily responsible for the investiga-
tion: Mary Schmitt, Sam Olchyk, Carolyn Smith, Ray Beeman,
Nikole Clark, Robert Gutwald, Brian Meighan, David Noren, Cecily
Rock, Carol Sayech, Ron Schultz, Allison Wielobob.

In addition, we want to give thank-you to the Government Print-
ing Office for getting this major report to us in time for this hear-
ing. I thank all of you, and probably some that I did not name that
needs thank-yous, and maybe Lindy can fill us in on all the other
people that were involved in lesser roles in this job well done.

You have given us a very sobering report about corporate tax
practices and executive compensation in modern America. I hope
the transparency and the checks and balances of our system that
this report highlights were non-existent return, and all corporate
America benefits from it, and our economy surely is going to ben-
efit from it.

Senator Baucus?

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. MAX BAUCUS, A U.S. SENATOR
FROM MONTANA

Senator BAUCUS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
Ms. Paull, I echo the comments of the Chairman. You have al-

ways provided very candid advice to this committee, regardless of
which side of the aisle was asking the question.

You are a testament to being a true professional and a good role
model, I know, for the people who work over at Joint Tax, and for
many other people who know you and work with you. This is a
crowning achievement. I know the hours you put in, the weekends,
the long days and nights.

I just thank you very, very much for your service to America,
service to the Congress, and particularly to the two tax writing
committees, and to all of us. Thank you very, very much. It is ap-
propriate that Senator Grassley also mentioned the names of the
Joint Tax staff who worked on this project, because I know how
hard they have worked.

We have had many discussions, you and I, how hard Joint Tax
staff work compared with some other organizations around here,
and I deeply appreciate it.

As you know, it has been almost a year today that I and Senator
Grassley asked you to conduct this investigation of Enron’s tax re-
turns.
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We called on the Joint Committee because we believed that you
had the expertise. You are Congress’ resident tax law experts. We
thought that you would know best how to proceed and advise us
most thoroughly.

We also instructed the Joint Committee to review, as you know,
Enron’s pension and executive compensation programs, and we
asked you to proceed carefully. This committee did not rush to
judgment with respect to all the Enron matters. Rather, we
thought it was just best to get the facts, and we asked you to do
that. We thank you for what you have done.

Your report and findings, I think, will also provide countless ben-
efits to lawmakers and to academics for years. There is so much
information here. It will be pivotal, I think, to our efforts to restore
public confidence in corporate America, and also to the voluntary
nature of our tax system. There is much information here, and I
think it will be very, very helpful.

All across the country, the story of Enron has undermined public
confidence. It has also undermined business ethics, undermined
confidence in our accounting system, our tax laws, as well as our
pension laws.

The Joint Committee report shows that this erosion of con-
fidence, certainly in this case, was warranted. Enron not only en-
gaged in accounting gimmicks to boost stock prices, but Enron re-
peatedly abused the Tax Code.

And they had help from investment bankers, from lawyers, and
from accountants. In transaction after transaction, these advisors
helped Enron carry out its tax schemes with ‘‘opinion letters.’’

Now, opinion letters are supposed to serve as an independent
counsel’s assurance of the proper tax treatment for specific facts in
a given transaction. Enron paid millions of dollars for these opinion
letters.

Frankly, based on your committee’s investigation, many of them
may not be worth the paper they are written on. They were not
independent. They were not what we all hope opinion letters are
supposed to be.

The report also describes collusion among the advisors. They
made sure that they kept their tax opinion writing business among
themselves. Enron and its advisors conspired to mine the Tax Code
for tax schemes, and they concealed the schemes in a complex maze
of entities and transactions.

They ensured that no one, particularly the IRS, would ever dis-
cover what they were up to. In fact, I believe they added new
meaning to the term ‘‘complexity,’’ a new meaning to ‘‘obfuscation.’’

Last night when I read the executive report, I was just as-
tounded at the complexity of these schemes. I very much agree
with you in your recommendation that, in certain cases, some pro-
visions should be repealed.

In fact, there was one that was so complex, I laughed when I
read it. That, in itself, was enough evidence for me that it should
be repealed, it was just so complex.

It is abundantly clear that the IRS was kept in the dark and
they were out-maneuvered. The lack of adequate disclosure rules,
the lack of sufficient IRS enforcement resources clearly helped
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Enron and its executives walk away with millions, and perhaps bil-
lions.

Just as the Congress has appropriated more money from the Se-
curities Exchange Commission to enforce our securities laws, it is
abundantly clear to me that we also have to appropriate many
more dollars to the IRS so we can more effectively enforce our tax
laws.

The Joint Committee’s report raises serious concerns about cor-
porate ethics and about the ethics of tax advisors. Where is the
independence? Did these advisors meet their profession’s code of
ethics? In many cases, I think not. How much were they willing to
let greed affect their judgment? I think, in too many cases.

The Joint Committee report also should serve as a wake-up call.
The conduct of some advisors who call themselves professionals is
inexcusable. At the same time Enron was engaged in this shameful
conduct, senior executives were lining their pockets.

The company used schemes to juice earnings so their stock op-
tions skyrocketed. Enron executives rushed to the bank to take out
their own deferred savings, while leaving employees holding an
empty bag. The rank-and-file employees watched as a lifetime of
savings in Enron’s pension plan turned to dust.

Executives also got a free ride from the board of directors. The
board was asleep at the wheel. According to the Joint Committee,
it was anything but independent. They operated as a rubber stamp.
The executives wrote their own compensation plans, as you report.

Ms. Paull, I look forward to hearing from you and learning the
answers to some of the questions that all of us have. First, what
role did the advisors play, their outside lawyers, accountants, and
investment bankers? Was their conduct appropriate?

Second, was there collaboration among so-called independent ad-
visors? That is, instead of providing checks and balances, were they
more concerned about padding their own pockets and the pockets
of their friends?

Third, what went wrong with Enron’s pension plans? Last Con-
gress, this committee reported out a bill to give rank-and-file em-
ployees more information to help them diversify. Is this enough?

Fourth, what about the interplay between executive compensa-
tion and the rank-and-file pension plan? The rank-and-file employ-
ees had their entire life savings invested in the pension plan, while
at the same time Enron’s executives had executive privilege, that
is, their own protected pot of money.

Mr. Chairman, the Joint Committee’s report provides the com-
mittee with a unique opportunity. I believe it is historic. I believe
this report is going to be the genesis of some major changes in U.S.
tax law.

I’m not wise enough to predict what those changes are going to
be, but this is so revealing, that is, in the sense of how easy it is,
and also the high probability, therefore, that many people are en-
gaged in this and it’s going to cause, I think, more than a ripple.
It’s going to cause some terrific, and I think profound, changes.

We now have an invaluable insight into corporate abuse of the
Tax Code. I am more convinced than ever that the tax shelter legis-
lation this committee approved last week must be enacted imme-
diately. In fact, it must probably be improved upon.
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The idea that someone suggests that tax shelters are not a prob-
lem is simply without merit, it is laughable. The committee’s report
puts that notion to rest.

Now, this report may be viewed by some as a road map for abus-
ing the Tax Code. Anybody going through this report can say, aha!
There is a new idea. Rest assured, this is not a road map. This is
the end of the road.

The Joint Committee makes specific recommendations. Mr.
Chairman, I look forward, with you, in developing additional legis-
lation based on the report, and we should act without delay.

With that in mind, I strongly support the Chairman’s statement
that any legislation enacted to curb abuses such as those high-
lighted in this report must have an effective date of February 13,
2003, that is, today.

I look forward to hearing from you, Ms. Paull, and other wit-
nesses. It is my judgment, Mr. Chairman, as I said, that this is the
beginning.

There should be several other hearings, a series of hearings, and
some later follow-up hearings to see how far we have progressed,
or if we have progressed at all, in curbing these outrageous abuses.

The CHAIRMAN. Before we start the hearing, I would like to intro-
duce the people who are at the table besides Ms. Paull.

We have Dr. George Plesko, assistant professor of Management,
MIT, Sloan School of Management. Dr. Plesko has written exten-
sively about tax book issues that are relevant for today’s findings.

Second, we have Dr. Edmund Outslay, professor of Accounting
and Information Systems, Michigan State. He has written about
Enron and corporate income tax.

Next, we have Dr. James Seida, who is an assistant professor of
Accountancy at the University of Notre Dame. He is a new father,
and we thank you for your wife letting you come here on this par-
ticular date, considering it was just three or 4 days ago.

Finally, we have Ms. Kathryn Kennedy, associate professor of
Law, John Marshall Law School, Chicago. She happens to be a
graduate of a university in my State, Drake Law School, in Des
Moines, Iowa.

She is director of both the Graduate Tax and Graduate Employee
Benefit programs, and I think we are going to benefit from her
knowledge of employees’ compensation issues today.

Then Lindy Paull, I have already referred to. I will not go to any
further introduction. Normally, we would go left to right. But obvi-
ously we are going to start with Lindy Paull to present the report.
She will have 30 minutes to do that.

Then we would go from left to right the way you were intro-
duced, and we will have 5 minutes for each person on the panel,
although your entire statement, without your asking, if you want
it, will be put in the record as you have submitted it.

Then we will go to questions, and they will be in the order that
we normally do questions.

Ms. Paull?
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STATEMENT OF LINDY L. PAULL, CHIEF OF STAFF, JOINT
COMMITTEE ON TAXATION, WASHINGTON, DC

Ms. PAULL. Thank you, Mr. Chairman and Senator Baucus. I
very much appreciate your gracious comments. I have really been
blessed to be able to serve Congress for 17 years, and will hopefully
have the opportunity to serve you as an outside advisor as well. So,
thank you very much. Thank you for the kind comments for our
staff, who have really worked hard on this report.

I appreciate the opportunity to bring this report to you today. I
hope that it will serve as a fruitful report for the purposes of many
hearings and studies. I think it was an extremely unusual oppor-
tunity for our staff to be able to look inside one of the 10 largest
companies in the United States and explore selected issues, obvi-
ously, in as much depth as we could.

We could not have done it without the cooperation of the com-
pany, so we appreciate that as well.

The report consists of these three volumes, which totals about
2,700 pages in total. The first volume is our Investigation Report.
It is over 700 pages.

As the Chairman said, the report includes an extensive back-
ground of the company, an extensive discussion of tax motivated
transactions, and an extensive discussion of compensation and pen-
sion arrangements of the company that are basically equally split.

It was certainly a Herculean task for our staff to do this over the
last year, in addition to our regular and normal legislative duties,
which was quite a busy year last year as well. So, I am grateful
to our staff, and it has been an honor to work with them.

The second volume of the report contains two appendices, basi-
cally, a compilation of materials that were provided by the com-
pany related to the structure transactions that we go into. We obvi-
ously had boxes, and boxes, and boxes of information. We tried to
put together a set of materials that is the most relevant and help-
ful to try to understand these very complicated transactions.

The third volume includes two appendices, one of which includes
all of the tax opinions that relate to the transactions that we de-
scribed. Then there is an additional set of appendices dealing with
executive compensation and pension issues that back up some of
the statements that we make in our report.

So, it is quite lengthy. It will take quite a while to get through
all of this material, for those who are interested in studying it.

I, too, would like to thank the Government Printing Office, who
was able to print this report on an extremely tight timeframe, and
really was amazed that they were able to get it ready for you for
this hearing, because we certainly had to come down to the wire
in writing our report.

We selected, with the consultation of Senators Grassley and Bau-
cus who asked us to do this work, a fairly specific set of issues to
look at, the issues that deal with tax shelter arrangements, the off-
shore entities, and special purpose entities.

We also selected issues dealing with compensation arrangements
of the employees, including the executive compensation arrange-
ments, the tax qualified retirement plans, and with a special view
to look towards what might have contributed to the loss of benefits
by different categories of employees.
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As I said, the company cooperated with us in our investigation.
As a part of this report, they provided us with confidential informa-
tion that they have agreed to allow to be publicly disclosed in an
official report, hearing, or meeting of the committee, so that is
what this report includes.

In doing our report, we reviewed all of the tax returns since
1985. Many tax returns are over 1,000 pages long. There are boxes
and boxes. We reviewed 100 boxes of information that were sup-
plied by the company, and about 40 boxes of information that were
supplied by the Internal Revenue Service.

We conducted 46 interviews of current and former Enron employ-
ees, as well as some other individuals who had relevant informa-
tion.

We traveled to Houston to conduct many of the interviews and
to review documents and meet with the Internal Revenue Service.

We have done an extensive search of all kinds of materials that
have been written on this company since the bankruptcy was filed,
and the information leading up to it, including publicly-available
information from the Securities Exchange Commission and the
Bankruptcy Court, and some non-publicly available information
from other agencies. So, I believe we did a very comprehensive job
at conducting the investigation.

I will do my best to summarize this extensive report so that you
get the gist of the report. But it certainly would be helpful that
people study the report over the next few months and see what
they think should be done about it.

We have our views on that, but obviously it would be useful to
get the comments of many others to see what their views are as
well.

Enron is a Houston-based energy and commodities trading com-
pany that is in bankruptcy. Prior to bankruptcy, it conducted busi-
ness through approximately 3,500 domestic and foreign subsidi-
aries and affiliates, although some of those subsidiaries and affili-
ates were inactive. That means the subsidiaries were set up, but
they were not involved in an active business.

Enron operated in diverse markets and it operated internation-
ally. Enron was in a broad range of businesses.

In the year 2000, the year before bankruptcy, Enron’s financial
statement revenues exceeded $100 billion. It was ranked seventh
on the Fortune 100 list of largest companies. Enron had about
59,000 shareholders. It were widely owned. Enron had about
25,000 employees.

Just to step back a little bit, because a lot has been written
about the number of foreign entities this company had, our exam-
ination found that, while there was approximately 1,300 foreign en-
tities owned by this company, only about 250 of those entities were
actually active. And we explained why there were so many inactive
companies that were owned by this company. Roughly about 80
percent of the foreign entities were inactive, and that had to do
with the way Enron went about bidding for jobs in the inter-
national marketplace.

When Enron went to bid for a power plant or something like
that, or an investment overseas, it set up a whole set of companies.
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But if most of their bids did not come to fruition, Enron just never
unwound those companies.

So, we do have an extensive amount of data on that which has
gotten a lot of media report. Some of Enron’s companies were cer-
tainly set up in low- or no-tax countries. We found 441 entities set
up in the Cayman Islands, but also most of those were inactive
shells.

With respect to Enron’s Federal income tax, here is when it gets
a little confusing. While Enron’s financial statements may have
combined a lot of entities, the ones that are eligible for the consoli-
dated tax return would be fewer in number.

So, it is hard to look at a financial statement that might be filed
with the SEC and try to translate that into information for the tax
return. So, we have a table that tries to give you an idea of the
differences. You start with Enron’s financial income and go down
to what Enron reported on its tax return.

For Federal income tax purposes, we have a table in the report
that has all of their income tax information back to 1985. But just
looking for the last decade, from 1990 to 1995, Enron paid approxi-
mately $325 million of Federal income taxes. For the period of 1996
to 1999, it paid no income taxes, which I think has been widely re-
ported in the media.

And then for the last 2 years, Enron has paid about $60 million
of Federal income tax, which is before the Bankruptcy Court right
now to determine whether or not they would be eligible for a re-
fund of those taxes.

Also, just in short, Enron has been under audit since 1989 on a
regular basis, so the Internal Revenue Service has had a team of
auditors in there looking at examining their tax position for some
time.

As I said, we do provide a reconciliation of the financial state-
ment income to their taxable income, basically for the last 5 years.
It is worthy to note, for example, that for 1996 through 1999, finan-
cial statement income was over $2 billion, whereas, for tax pur-
poses, Enron reported losses, not income, of about $3 billion.

So, there is a big difference during that period between Enron’s
financial statement income and taxable income. Some of it is attrib-
utable to who you count in the group from the tax return stand-
point, but much of it is attributable to various other items that we
try to categorize and give you a summary of that in Table 2.

Let me turn, now, to the tax motivated transactions. This was a
company that certainly had a tax department that grew during the
1990’s. Enron was a tax-sensitive company.

Enron entered into, in the early 1990’s, some transactions to
manage its tax liability so that it could benefit from, for example,
Section 29 tax credits. Enron also had other kinds of transactions
it entered into to manage their tax liabilities.

The principal focus of our work was on 1995 and forward with
respect to these tax motivated transactions. They entered into 12
very large transactions. When we stepped back from looking at
these transactions, I think we would say that at the core of these
transactions they were designed to permit Enron to take the posi-
tion that the long-term tax benefits that were stemming from these
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transactions would allow them to take the position that they gen-
erated financial statement income.

So I think it is worthy to note that the origin of these financial
accounting benefits was the reduction in tax. That seems to be the
sole origin of these transactions.

Our report takes each of these 12 transactions that were very,
very complicated transactions and tries to develop a story about the
transactions; how the transactions were developed, basically the
fact that a promoter brought Enron the transaction, how Enron
analyzed the transaction, and how it sought opinions with respect
to how the transaction would be handled for tax purposes and ac-
counting purposes, and then Enron did the necessary steps to im-
plement the transactions, and who within the company approved
the transactions, including many of the transactions approved by
the board of directors.

We tried to categorize the transactions in a way to try to make
sense out of them, because they all seemed a little bit different. We
first categorized some transactions as solely raising corporate tax
issues. The second group of transactions used partnerships to facili-
tate the tax benefits, so we focused on the transactions that had
partnerships as the key of the transaction. Then we had some
transactions that implicated international or certain financial prod-
ucts, types of tax rules. Then we also looked into corporate-owned
and trust-owned life insurance arrangements and structured fi-
nancing arrangements, including the kinds of financing that might
yield debt for tax purposes and equity for financial statement pur-
poses, and the commodity pre-paid transactions.

Irrespective of the structure and the types of special rules that
might apply to the structure, Enron typically used one of two strat-
egies to achieve the tax and financial statement benefits.

We had, I think, four transactions: Projects Tanya, Valor, Steele,
and Cochise, which were designed to duplicate losses. In other
words, they were designed to deduct the same loss twice for tax
purposes.

Another set of transactions, Projects Tomas, Condor, Teresa,
Tammy I, and Tammy II, were intended to shift basis from a non-
depreciable asset to a depreciable asset.

A further transaction, Project Apache, was designed to generate
tax deductions for what was, in essence, the repayment of principal
on debt, which is generally not tax deductible.

In two transactions, Projects Renegade and Valhalla, Enron re-
ceived a fee to serve as an accommodation party to another tax-
payer who was entering into some transactions to derive these
similar kinds of tax and financial benefits.

We have summarized, in a table that appears on page 10 of the
report and page 8 of the testimony, the 12 transactions. The table
looks like this, by project name, by the financial accounting income
statement benefit that was derived from the beginning of the trans-
action through the end of last year, and then we list the project
amount of financial statement income that would be derived over
the duration of the transaction, and the same for the next two col-
umns through 2001, and then the total projected tax savings. The
table lists the promotor—that is, the party who brought the trans-
action to the company—who provided the primary tax opinion, and
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the total fees paid to the advisors with respect to these trans-
actions. I think the project fees are broken down further on a
project-by-project basis in our report, but these are the aggregate
of the fees.

I think when we stepped back and looked at this picture, we felt
it was a pretty shocking picture. What we see here is, in essence,
$2 billion of tax and financial statement income. I think it is fair
to characterize it as artificial. There is a very diminimus amount
of assets that might have been purchased at some point, but
diminimus. Much smaller than the fees that were paid.

These are, in essence, when you look to the heart of the trans-
actions, transactions done with yourself to generate artificial tax
benefits that led to artificial financial statement benefits. Enron
paid $88 million to promoters and other facilitators to help it do
that.

As I said, the report has a detailed analysis of each one of these
transactions. It really reveals a pattern of behavior showing that
Enron deliberately and aggressively engaged in transactions that
had little or no business purpose in order to obtain these favorable
tax and financial accounting treatments.

It seemed that financial statement income became a paramount
consideration for the company. Enron announced to the world that
it was shooting for a target of a billion dollars of net income for
the year 2000. That announcement came in 1996.

When the first of the two transactions came in 1995 and 1996,
the transactions were intended to shelter a large capital gain. After
that, as best as we can determine, most of the transactions were
intended to produce financial statement benefits.

I think it is fair to say that Enron’s management realized that
tax motivated transactions could generate financial statement ac-
counting benefits, and the tax department was looked to do that on
a regular basis. In effect, the tax department was converted into
an Enron business unit, complete with annual revenue targets. The
tax department, in consultation with experts, then designed trans-
actions to meet or approximate the technical requirements of the
Tax Code, with the primary purpose of manufacturing financial
statement income. The slogan ‘‘Show me the money,’’ that is shown
in the materials with respect to Project Steele exemplified this ef-
fort. However a bona fide business purpose, that is, a purpose that
is other than to secure favorable tax and accounting treatment,
was either lacking or tenuous in many of the transactions, and
clearly was not the reason for the transaction.

Viewed in their entirety, the Enron structured transactions not
only pushed the concept of business purpose to the limit—and real-
ly, in our view, beyond—but also highlighted several general issues
about the nature of the tax system and a corporation’s attitudes to-
wards it.

Enron’s behavior illustrates that a motivated corporation can ma-
nipulate highly technical provisions of the tax law to achieve sig-
nificant, unintended benefits. Remarkable in many respects was
Enron’s ability to parse the law to produce a result that was con-
trary to the spirit of the law and not intended by Congress or the
Treasury Department in the case of regulations.
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In transaction after transaction, Enron obtained sophisticated
advice and, in most instances, received assurances that the pro-
posed transaction should comply with technical tax law require-
ments. Often, these assurances were based on highly technical in-
terpretations of the law, even though the transaction produced sur-
prising and questionable results. Many of the opinions given by the
advisors hinged on a determination that the transaction had a suf-
ficient business purpose. Enron represented what the business pur-
pose of the transaction was, and Enron’s counsel did not bother to
look beyond the representation.

Troubling was the lack of responsibility or independent assess-
ment that some advisors showed in evaluating Enron’s stated pur-
pose. In one case, the materials that were provided to us indicated
that an advisor who also issued the tax opinion was involved in
manufacturing the business purpose. It would not be surprising if
this kind of collusion existed in other transactions.

Enron also excelled at making complexity an ally. Many trans-
actions use exceedingly complicated structures and were designed
to provide tax benefits significantly into the future.

For any person who tried to review the transaction, even if you
renewed the deal books that have all the transaction documents in
it, there would be no easy way to understand the transaction.
Rather, a reviewer would be required to parse details from a series
of deal documents, make assumptions about parties’ intents, and
then try to apply what it thought the relevant rules were. In short,
Enron had the incentive and the ability to engage in unusually
complicated transactions in order to preclude meaningful review of
them.

Corporations like Enron have an inherent advantage over the In-
ternal Revenue Service. Enron structured its deals with the advice
of sophisticated and experienced lawyers, investment bankers, and
accountants. Assertions of attorney/client privilege hindered the
ability of the IRS to obtain many of the most instructive of the doc-
uments, and that, in turn, impedes the ability of the IRS to effec-
tively audit the transaction. Also, some transactions resulted in
payment of some income tax in the early years, with significantly
larger deductions to follow in later years. This kind of a pattern
makes it less likely that the IRS will timely identify the trans-
action.

Just to sum up on this part of our report, Enron’s aggressive in-
terpretation of business purpose, cooperation of accommodation
parties, the protections provided by tax opinions, the complex de-
sign of the transactions, all were factors that encouraged Enron to
engage in tax motivated transactions.

Enron places the spotlight, again, on the general ineffectiveness
of present law in regulating tax shelters. Tax shelters are, in many
ways, a result of the ambiguity of complex provisions of law, lack
of administrative guidance, and inconsistent interpretations of the
law by courts. Tax shelters also involve the juxtaposition of unre-
lated incongruous tax provisions in a single transaction or a series
of connected transactions. Taxpayers use these complexities to
their advantage and perform a clinical assessment of the risks and
benefits of engaging in a transaction, often concluding that there
is low risk of effective enforcement, including a low risk of whether
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or not there would ultimately be a penalty against the transaction,
and they easily find that the benefits outweigh those risks.

Until the costs of entering into these kinds of transactions is sub-
stantially increased, corporations will continue to engage in trans-
actions that violate the letter and spirit of the law.

With respect to these structure transactions, we have somewhere
around 16, 17, or 18 specific recommendations that I am not going
to get into here because they are technical. They are listed in our
report.

We also had some more general findings and recommendations
that I would like to highlight for you. The first one, just to play
off of what I just said, is that the Joint Committee staff believes
that stronger measures are necessary to discourage transactions
that lack a non-tax business purpose or economic substance.

We also recommend that the attainment of financial statement
benefits based solely on income tax savings should not be a valid
business purpose for purposes of evaluating a transaction or ar-
rangement under Federal income tax law.

The third item we would suggest is that tax law should not per-
mit the use of accommodation parties such as employees, consult-
ants, or advisors. The first two transactions used employees. Em-
ployees played a critical role for the transaction to work, and they
were treated as an unrelated party under the tax law. In the other
transactions, the promoters played the role of an accommodation
party to make these transactions work. Our staff believes that
there ought to be some severe penalties imposed on these accommo-
dation parties—honestly, we had never seen this before—and on
the taxpayer who utilizes the accommodation party.

I have already said, and just to say again in a summary fashion,
we are concerned about the willingness of tax advisors to render
opinions that rely on factual representation that the advisor knows,
or has reason to believe, are incorrect, incomplete, or inconsistent
with the facts. Many tax motivated transactions cannot occur with-
out the complicity of a tax advisor who is aware of all the relevant
facts, yet chooses to ignore them and instead relies on the tax-
payer’s purported factual representations. We pointed this out
when we describe the actual transactions and point to the opinions
and everything about that.

The fifth item we would suggest is that we are concerned that
businesses are engaging in tax motivated transactions primarily to
obtain financial accounting benefits. The accounting benefits result
entirely from manipulation of the Federal income tax laws to create
permanent book tax differences. We believe that, while this treat-
ment is based solely on the Federal tax benefits, we are con-
cerned—and this is not our area of expertise—that there may be
certain aspects of the financial accounting rules governing account-
ing for income tax expense that need to be reviewed by the regu-
latory bodies, and we urge those bodies to look at that.

Another significant observation is that we are concerned about
the use of multiple entities in connection with the tax motivated
transactions. Coupled with the inherent complexity of these trans-
actions and the delayed timing of the tax benefits, it is exceedingly
difficult for the Treasury Department and the IRS to timely iden-
tify and properly evaluate these transactions. We think that, as a

VerDate 11-MAY-2000 12:22 Oct 09, 2003 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00018 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6633 89349.000 SFINANC2 PsN: SFINANC2



15

preliminary step, that detailed disclosure of any tax motivated
transaction needs to be done on a timely basis, irrespective of
whether the transaction has immediate tax benefits.

We applaud the statement that was made by the Chairman and
Senator Baucus today, that appropriate action will be taken effec-
tive as of today, because that is one of the unusual parts of this
report. The report provides such a detailed analysis of complicated
transactions, and it could serve as a road map to others to engage
in these kind of transactions.

As I said, our report has more specific recommendations that I
am not going to go into in detail here, but I would be happy to talk
to you about in questions.

Now I would like to turn over to the pension and compensation
section of the report. It is another very lengthy section of the re-
port.

Just as an overview, Enron’s compensation arrangements re-
ceived considerable media attention in the aftermath of Enron’s
bankruptcy. Some of this attention focused on the broad-based re-
tirement plans maintained by Enron that received special tax bene-
fits. These are the qualified retirement plans. We looked into a va-
riety of issues with respect to them.

For many Enron employees, the benefits provided under these
plans were the primary source of retirement income. Of course,
they have lost that source of income if their assets were invested
in Enron stock, which there was a high concentration of that in
this case.

So, just looking at the retirement plans, Enron maintained a lot
of plans, but the three main plans were: an Employee Stock Own-
ership Plan, also known as an ESOP; the Enron retirement plan,
which was a defined benefit plan but was modified to switch over
to a cash balance plan in the mid-1990’s; and the Enron savings
plan, which is, in essence, a 401(k) plan.

The issues that we looked at concerning the qualified plans in-
cluded the locking in of the value of the ESOP offset under the
Enron retirement plan, which is a unique feature that the IRS has
been looking at; the conversion of the Enron retirement plan into
a cash balance plan; the investment of the Enron ESOP in Enron
stock; the change in recordkeepers under the Enron savings plan
that resulted in the black-out period in October and November of
2001 during which plan participants were not able to change their
investments while the price of the Enron stock was falling.

We also looked into the reasons behind the level of investment
in the Enron savings plan assets in Enron stock, and some allega-
tions that were made by a former contract and full-time employee
that payments were diverted from employee benefit plans to unre-
lated employee benefits.

In addition to the qualified retirement plan issues, we also fo-
cused a lot of attention on the various compensation arrangements
of Enron, particularly those of officers and executives in the com-
pany.

Enron had a pay-for-performance compensation philosophy. Em-
ployees who performed well were compensated well. Enron’s com-
pensation costs for all employees, and especially for executives, in-
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creased significantly over the years just immediately before the
bankruptcy.

We have a table that shows the compensation of the top 200
highly compensated employees for 1998 through 2000, and we have
it broken down between their base salary, bonus, stock options, re-
stricted stock, and then a total amount. Just looking at the total
amount, the top 200 employees received total compensation of $193
million in 1998, and $1.4 billion in 2000. So, you see a large in-
crease in the total compensation in the last 3 years of the company.
Most of that increase is attributable to stock options. You can see
the column under stock options on page 26 of the testimony that
shows stock options were about $62 million in 1998, and over $1
billion in 2000.

Another component of executive compensation is the non-quali-
fied deferred compensation. We have a table on page 27 that shows
the approximate amounts that were deferred by executives under
the deferred compensation plan. Again, these were the top 200 ex-
ecutives, or top 200 paid employees of the company. In 1998, they
deferred $13 million of their compensation, in 2000 they deferred
$67 million. So, there was an increase there. In addition to that,
there were significant distributions just before the bankruptcy of
these monies. Fifty-three million dollars was taken out the 2
months before the bankruptcy filing, I think it was.

Senator BAUCUS. What was the bankruptcy date?
Ms. PAULL. December 2, 2001. This would have been the last few

months before that.
As I noted, Enron did have a culture of having employees own

Enron stock. There was stock-based compensation used as a prin-
cipal form of compensation for executives, but it was also used as
a form of compensation for employees, more generally. As I noted
before, the deduction for compensation attributable to the exercise
of non-qualified stock options increased by more than 1,000 percent
from 1998 to 2000, so there was a significant increase in their tax
deduction for that.

Also, just before the bankruptcy—and literally, this was just be-
fore the bankruptcy, a week or two before—two bonus programs
were established, one for approximately 60 key traders and one for
approximately 500 employees that the company had identified as
critical for continuing the operations of Enron on a going-forward
basis. In order to participate in the program, the employee had to
agree to stay for 90 days. If the employee did not stay for 90 days,
the employee would have to give the bonus back, plus 25 percent.
The combined costs of that program, immediately, as I said, just
weeks before the bankruptcy, was over $100 million.

Enron also had some special arrangements for a small number
of executives. In some cases, they were arrangements just for one
employee. We had one executive who received a fractional interest
in a jet aircraft. We had a few employees that received loans or
lines of credit from Enron. Some employees had split-dollar life in-
surance arrangements. An unusual transaction was when Enron
purchased two annuities from Kenneth Lay and his wife as part of
a compensation package for 2001. And certain executives were al-
lowed to exchange their interest in plans for large cash payments,
or stock options, or restricted stock grants. There were, as I said,
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for a limited number of executives, some fairly special arrange-
ments.

Let me now just turn to some of our general observations with
respect to the pensions and compensation and note that we prob-
ably have a dozen or so specific recommendations with respect to
this area. I am not going to highlight all of those, but would just
highlight a couple of our general findings.

But, first, as I said, Enron had a philosophy of pay-for-perform-
ance; those who performed well were paid well. There was a broad
array of compensation arrangements for executives, including base
pay, bonus, and long-term incentives.

The approval of the compensation packages for its executives
rested almost entirely with internal management. Although the
Compensation Committee of the Enron Board of Directors formally
approved both the total amount of the compensation paid to execu-
tives in the form of such compensation, the Compensation Commit-
tee’s approval generally was a rubber stamp of the recommenda-
tions made by Enron’s management.

The lack of scrutiny of compensation was particularly prevalent
with respect to Enron’s very top executives, who essentially wrote
their own compensation packages. We also would observe that
there was really no indication that the Compensation Committee
ever rejected a special executive compensation arrangement
brought to the Committee.

I think one of the more difficult things that we had in this area,
was that Enron did not seem to have a consistent or a centralized
recordkeeping system with respect to compensation arrangements
in general, and especially with respect to the top executives.

Enron could not provide us with documentation relating to any
of the special compensation arrangements for the top executives.
When we asked employees about these arrangements, employees
who were responsible for compensation, they seemed to have no
knowledge of certain aspects of the executives’ compensation. The
kinds of documentation or listings of people’s compensation would
vary from list to list. It was very difficult to make certain that we
got the most accurate information, because it never seemed to be
the same time every time we asked for it.

We would also note that Enron’s heavy reliance on stock-based
compensation, both with respect to executives and with respect to
rank-and-file employees, certainly caused a significant financial
loss when Enron’s stock price collapsed. As part of the philosophy
that a large portion of executive compensation should depend on
shareholder return, Enron rewarded executives with huge amounts
of stock options, restricted stocks, and bonuses tied to financial
earnings. In addition, a strong company culture encouraging stock
ownership by all employees led to high investments in Enron stock
by employees through their 401(k) plan, the savings plan. When
Enron’s stock price plummeted, Enron’s employees and executives
lost millions of dollars in retirement benefits, through various com-
pensation arrangements that employees had. Although some execu-
tives suffered very large losses that appeared to be stunning in
amount, many executives also reaped substantial gains from their
compensation arrangements. But the rank-and-file employees, in
many cases, virtually lost all of their retirement savings, in es-

VerDate 11-MAY-2000 12:22 Oct 09, 2003 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00021 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6633 89349.000 SFINANC2 PsN: SFINANC2



18

sence, because they believed the statements made by the top execu-
tives up to the very end that Enron was viable and the stock price
would turn around.

As I said, we have probably a dozen or more specific rec-
ommendations. I would just highlight three areas that we would
bring your attention to.

One area has to do with the high concentration of investment in
Enron stock. That is an area that we hope the Congress would pay
some attention to and focus on. At a minimum, plans should pro-
vide participants with investment education on a regular basis, es-
pecially if a person has a high concentration of an investment. The
high concentration does not necessarily have to be in employer
stock. It should be a red flag to a plan to give the participant more
investor investment education.

I would just say, without getting into details, that we would hope
that you would examine the non-qualified deferred compensation
arrangements. Enron had executives that were exerting control, ap-
parently, over their compensation by directing the investment of
these deferred compensation arrangements, and then they actually
could receive the money back just before bankruptcy. There is a
question of whether the tax rules should be reviewed and restricted
with respect to this whole area of deferred compensation.

Finally, we question the wisdom of the million dollar cap on the
compensation deduction for certain employees, the very top employ-
ees, of the company. In the case of Enron, it did not appear to have
any effect. Enron was able to qualify most of the compensation for
a performance-based exception, and it was also a net operating loss
company so it did not seem to care about the deductibility issue.
So, the cap is really a corporate governance issue. It is really not
a tax issue, and we would question the wisdom of keeping the cap
in the Tax Code.

So with that, I have probably gone on way too long. But I hope-
fully gave you a flavor for what is covered in our report, and I
would be pleased to answer any questions you may have now or
later.

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you for being willing to answer questions.
I want to go to our other four panelists.

Ms. PAULL. Right.
The CHAIRMAN. And, as I indicated, your entire statement will be

put in the record. For Ms. Paull, there does not need to be any
apology for taking a long time because you have just reported in
a short period of time the work of a year. Also, there obviously will
be hours and hours put into our review of that report, at least at
the staff level.

[The prepared statement of Ms. Paull appears in the appendix.]
The CHAIRMAN. So I am going to start left to right, Dr. Plesko,

Dr. Outslay, Dr. Seida, and then Ms. Kennedy.

STATEMENT OF DR. GEORGE A. PLESKO, ASSISTANT PRO-
FESSOR OF MANAGEMENT, SLOAN SCHOOL OF MANAGE-
MENT, MASSACHUSETTS INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY, CAM-
BRIDGE, MA

Dr. PLESKO. Thank you.
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Chairman Grassley, Ranking Member Baucus, and members of
the committee, thank you for inviting me to testify today.

My charge this morning is to provide a context for the JCT re-
port, and I will address three issues not specific to Enron, but
which generally relate to the financial and tax reporting Enron
firms face.

First, I will address differences in the accounting systems for fi-
nancial and tax reporting. Second, I will discuss improvements that
can be made in disclosure of tax information by publicly traded
firms. Finally, I will briefly touch upon the administration’s pro-
posal for dividend relief as it relates to today’s hearing, specifically
the effect on firms’ incentives to engage in tax-minimizing trans-
actions.

The purpose of financial accounting is to yield information useful
to investors and creditors in making decisions about firms. Finan-
cial accounting, while seeking to achieve comparability across firms
and consistency within, does not require accounting rules to be im-
plemented uniformly by each company. This is in contrast to the
approach taken in much of the tax law, where uniformity in the ac-
counting for economic events is required.

Beyond the different rules, firms face differing incentives for fi-
nancial and tax reporting. As we have seen, managers have incen-
tives to increase income reported to shareholders, while minimizing
currently reported taxable income.

It is apparent from the academic literature and known trans-
actions that neither tax, nor financial reporting considerations, con-
sistently dominate the other.

Aggregate differences between the amount of income reported to
shareholders and the fisc are significant. From 1996 to 1998, the
dollar amount of the excess of pre-tax book income over tax income
grew from $92.5 billion to more than $159 million, an increase of
72 percent. In 1998, this difference equaled 24.2 percent of total
tax net income.

While over this period tax net income fell slightly, pre-tax book
income reported to shareholders grew 8.5 percent. The growth in
these differences may largely be due to aggressive financial ac-
counting rather than just tax minimization.

On January 2nd of this year, the Permanent Subcommittee on
Investigations of the Government Affairs Committee released a re-
port detailing four Enron transactions. Three were identified as
leading to an overstatement of Enron’s financial position and were
not tax motivated. The fourth was designed to reduce Canadian
taxes, but was reported as having no effect on U.S. tax liabilities.

But this leads to the second point, whether or not there are suffi-
cient disclosures under the current system. Mr. Chairman, on July
8, 2002, you wrote the Treasury Secretary and the Chairman of the
Securities and Exchange Commission asking about the potential
benefits of additional disclosure.

My answer to the additional question you posed of whether suffi-
cient tax information is already publicly available is, no, it is not.
It does not appear to me that either tax authorities or investors
have all of the information that could be made available about a
firm’s tax position, and major improvements would not be difficult
to achieve.
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At this point, I am not convinced full public disclosure of cor-
porate returns is warranted, and recognize confidentiality concerns
expressed about sensitive competitive information.

But I am convinced that more and better disclosure of tax infor-
mation could be achieved with little or no administrative or eco-
nomic cost to the firm.

Lillian Mills, of the University of Arizona, and I have outlined
a proposal for substantial revisions to the Schedule M–1. Our pro-
posed modifications provide for a more detailed reconciliation, an-
chored to the income numbers reported in a firm’s 10–K.

In addition to improvements in tax administration, she and I
conclude that any debate on public disclosure should begin with the
idea of the Schedule M–1.

We argue that, potentially, the entire M–1 of each firm, each tax
return filed, could be made publicly available as it contains infor-
mation that others, such as the Financial Accounting Standards
Board, have already deemed as important to the general public.
The Joint Committee report provides this type of information for
Enron, as was highlighted by Ms. Paull.

To close, let me briefly comment on how proposed changes in div-
idend taxation could affect tax-minimizing behavior. The general
topic of dividend relief is outside the scope of today’s hearing, but
the argument has been made that the proposal will discourage
companies from engaging in aggressive tax planning because low-
ering a company’s tax bill will reduce the amount of tax-free divi-
dends that can be paid to shareholders.

While this claim is qualitatively true, I think the quantitative ef-
fect is likely to be quite small. There are very strong economic ar-
guments to be made for integrating corporate and individual taxes
as part of a broad and fundamental tax reform. As we have just
had detailed to us, distinctions between debt and equity invite com-
plicated transactions to exploit one or the other characterization.

But we think about the goals of management as maximizing
shareholder wealth through the maximization of either after-tax
profits or cash flows, and we have already seen in the testimony
so far about tax staffs being used as profit centers.

This theory, therefore, suggests that firms should consider the
tax situations of their own investors, but there is no strong evi-
dence that firms operate in such a manner. The market, however,
solves this with participants making investments in opportunities
that match their desires for taxable or tax-preferred returns.

Given that many will not benefit, or remain indifferent, and
other aspects of the Code will not change, it seems to me that the
incentive for managers to continue to seek to minimize taxes will
continue largely unabated unless, as has already been pointed out,
there are fundamental changes to the managerial compensation
and incentives of these companies.

Thank you again for the opportunity to be here today, and I look
forward to the further discussion of these issues.

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you.
[The prepared statement of Dr. Plesko appears in the appendix.]
The CHAIRMAN. Now, Dr. Outslay?
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STATEMENT OF DR. EDMUND OUTSLAY, PROFESSOR, DEPART-
MENT OF ACCOUNTING, THE ELI BROAD COLLEGE OF BUSI-
NESS, MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY, EAST LASTING, MI
Dr. OUTSLAY. Chairman Grassley, Ranking Member Baucus, es-

teemed members of the committee, I appreciate very much the op-
portunity to testify this morning on issues raised by Enron’s tax re-
turns and practices.

My testimony reiterates many of the points my colleague, Gary
McGill, and I made in our recent Tax Notes paper entitled, ‘‘Did
Enron Pay Taxes? Using Accounting Information to Decipher Tax
Status.’’

The current attention focused on discrepancies between publicly
traded corporations book and taxable incomes hearkens back to a
similar period in the first half of the 1980’s.

As a result of tax legislation enacted in the Economic Recovery
Tax Act of 1981 particularly accelerated depreciation and safe har-
bor leasing, corporate tax payments and taxable income shrank
dramatically relative to reported accounting problems.

In response, Congress closed several tax loopholes, such as the
completed contract method of accounting. It enacted the corporate
Alternative Minimum Tax. If you will remember, one of those AMT
adjustments was a 50 percent add-back for the difference between
book and taxable income, which proved to be both a nightmare and
caused more earnings management.

As Ms. Paull mentioned, whereas tax planning strategies in the
1980’s focused primarily on temporary differences, more recent tax
planning strategies tend to focus on what we call permanent dif-
ferences.

The most prominent strategies that create permanent differences
include income shifting to low-tax jurisdictions, including corporate
inversions, using non-qualified stock options to create tax, but not
book deductions, and transactions that create tax credits or tax-ex-
empt income, such as the corporate life insurance policies on rank-
and-file employees.

The growth of these types of tax strategies reflects a shift in the
manner in which companies view the role of their tax departments,
as we just heard, moving them from cost centers, compliance-ori-
ented, to profit-centers, bottom line-oriented.

Tax strategies that lower tax but not book income show up in a
reduced book tax provision, thus increasing after-tax income and
lowering the company’s book effective tax rate.

Evidence of tax planning that has become an integral part of
earnings management can be found in these annual Tax Efficiency
Scoreboards published by journals such as CFO Magazine.

Our focus on Enron has been with regard to the current account-
ing rules dealing with the company’s disclosure of its tax status.
Estimates of Enron’s most recent tax liability ranged from zero to
$112 million, and we found out this morning it was actually about
$60 million.

The exasperation expressed by analysts that accounting informa-
tion lacks precision when it comes to discerning tax status of Enron
or any other public company is not new.

As far back as 1986, my colleagues and I noted that ‘‘GAAP con-
cerning accounting for income taxes and the related reporting re-
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quirements are so difficult to comprehend, they are subject to vary-
ing interpretations which lead to extreme diversity in the treat-
ment of similar transactions.’’

Senator Grassley, when you asked whether sufficient tax infor-
mation is already publicly available to determine a corporation’s
tax status, we would say no. Some commentators have suggested
that the solution is to make the entire corporate tax return public.
As Ms. Paull mentioned, for multinational corporations, such a re-
turn can exceed several thousand pages.

Very few investors would have the patience to sift through such
voluminous materials, and even if they did most would not be able
to identify the specifics of the transactions that produced the re-
ported information.

Academic researchers, on the other hand, would love such de-
tailed information to be made publicly available, but such sunlight
does not guarantee that a corporation’s activities would become
more transparent.

But disclosure does not have to be an all-or-nothing proposition.
An expanded income tax note along the lines George recommended
would be a step in the right direction. Specific disclosure of the tax
benefits from employee stock option exercises would make stop op-
tions more transparent.

A separate statement of U.S., State and local, and international
income taxes paid in the current year should be mandatory. An al-
ternative would be to make the first four pages of Form 1120 pub-
licly available, although such information would not disclose the
corporation’s international tax liability.

We would also like to see the deferred tax asset and liability bal-
ances in the incomes note tie out to the amounts reported on the
balance sheet.

In summary, the issue as to whether Enron paid taxes opens de-
bate on two fronts, both with the common theme of transparency.

Accounting and tax reports should not be a cat-and-mouse game
to the public or to the government. I think the issue we are dis-
cussing is, what becomes the size of the bell to put on the mouse.

Moving from a hide-the-pea approach, which we currently have,
to a needle-in-the-haystack approach, which we might get, could
really actually have a perverse effect, producing less, rather than
more, transparency.

Thank you for the opportunity to participate this morning, and
we welcome further dialogue on these important issues.

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you, Dr. Outslay.
[The prepared statement of Dr. Outslay appears in the appen-

dix.]
The CHAIRMAN. Now, Dr. Seida?

STATEMENT OF DR. JIM A. SEIDA, ASSISTANT PROFESSOR,
MENDOZA COLLEGE OF BUSINESS, UNIVERSITY OF NOTRE
DAME, NOTRE DAME, IN

Dr. SEIDA. Thank you for the opportunity to be part of today’s
hearing. I would like to make several comments regarding tax shel-
ters, tax disclosure, and specifically on Enron.

With respect to tax shelters, apparently it is difficult for some
tax shelter promoters and business managers to determine when a
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tax shelter crosses the line from a legitimate and ethical tax plan-
ning device to an abusive tax shelter. Without guidance of where
this line is or where it should be, the line of demarcation will prob-
ably continue to drop.

On this slippery slope, one shelter will be compared to another
in terms of its legality. There needs to be a line to evaluate what
is acceptable and what is not acceptable with respect to tax shel-
ters. Legislation may be the only way to establish this line.

However, we also must ensure that U.S.-based firms are not
placed at a competitive disadvantage due to the U.S. income tax
system.

With respect to tax disclosure, a common theme in the testimony
by Professors Plesko and Outslay is that it is difficult to accurately
estimate a corporation’s taxable income from publicly available fi-
nancial statement information, and that tax disclosure should be
improved.

A simple improvement, is to require a corporation to disclose its
U.S. taxable income. Requiring the disclosure of U.S. taxable in-
come might allow outsiders to better assess the extent to which a
corporation uses tax shelters to reduce taxable income and/or ag-
gressive accounting methods to increase reported earnings.

Since corporate managers generally have incentives to report
higher financial accounting income and lower taxable income, one
income measure can be used to evaluate the other.

While differences may not necessarily indicate abusive tax shel-
tering or aggressive financial reporting, large differences should re-
sult in additional scrutiny of the reported income numbers.

Since large differences could raise a red flag, management would
have an incentive to voluntarily explain material items responsible
for the difference. Thus, the required disclosure of taxable income
has the potential to reduce both abusive tax sheltering and aggres-
sive financial reporting.

What is interesting in the case of Enron, is that the tax disclo-
sures did suggest that Enron was not paying much tax and that
taxable income was negative, despite reporting positive book in-
come.

The reported U.S. tax net operating loss carryforward, disclosed
as part of Enron’s financial statements, suggest that Enron’s cumu-
lative U.S. taxable income over the 4-year period 1996 to 1999 was
(referring to the Joint Committee on Taxation’s report on Enron)
negative $2.9 billion, which seems consistent with the report.

Over the same period, Enron’s reported pre-tax book income was
nearly $2.9 billion. Thus, the cumulative difference over the 4 years
between the taxable income and the book income was approxi-
mately $5.8 billion, a negative $2.9 billion taxable loss and a $2.9
billion positive pre-tax profit.

This difference does not appear to be explained by foreign income
that is not subject to U.S. tax and deductions related to stock op-
tions. It is not clear what is responsible for this large divergence
between financial accounting and tax accounting measures of in-
come.

Given Enron’s large U.S. tax losses, it had little incentive to fur-
ther reduce U.S. taxable income. Thus, it seems likely that this
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large divergence between current taxable income and financial ac-
counting income is due to aggressive financial reporting.

Several questions follow. Why did this large divergence between
tax and financial accounting income, computed with publicly avail-
able data, not raise a red flag?

Would the disclosure of taxable income improve investor ability
to detect abusive tax shelters and aggressive financial reporting? If
Enron’s taxable income was disclosed more prominently, would
Enron’s aggressive financial reporting practices have been detected
sooner?

In Enron’s case, the estimated taxable income figures paint a
considerably different picture than the reported financial account-
ing income figures do. Given what we know about Enron, it is not
surprising that it paid very little in taxes. Thank you.

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you, Dr. Seida.
[The prepared statement of Dr. Seida appears in the appendix.]
The CHAIRMAN. Ms. Kennedy?

STATEMENT OF PROFESSOR KATHRYN J. KENNEDY, ASSO-
CIATE PROFESSOR, THE JOHN MARSHALL LAW SCHOOL,
CHICAGO, IL

Ms. KENNEDY. Thank you, Chairman Grassley, Ranking Member
Baucus, distinguished members of the committee. Thank you for
this opportunity.

Like you, I have not had an opportunity yet to review the Joint
Committee on Taxation’s full report, but I am familiar with the
terms of the Enron deferred executive compensation plans, and
with abuses that have been occurring in this area.

My purpose in this testimony is twofold: to outline for you some
of the abuses that we have seen in executive deferred compensation
arrangements, and to offer proposed legislation to eliminate these
abuses. Attached to my testimony are proposed legislative changes
to Sections 61 and 83 of the Internal Revenue Code, and proposed
regulatory changes to ERISA.

In order for an executive to avoid any current taxation on de-
ferred compensation, two of the Internal Revenue Code rules must
be satisfied, that of constructive receipt and that of economic ben-
efit.

The constructive receipt rules of Section 61 tax the individual if
he/she has any control over the timing of the income. Unfortu-
nately, since 1978, Treasury has been under a moratorium with re-
spect to issuing constructive receipt rulings.

In contrast, the economic benefit theory of Section 83 focuses on
whether the taxpayer has any economic benefit in property from
the employer. The Service has long regarded that an employer’s un-
funded and unsecured promise to pay deferred compensation is not
property.

However, the Service has affirmed the use of trusts, such as
rabbi trusts, to provide protection for executives against an employ-
er’s later change of heart or change of control, provided the assets
remain subject to the claims of the creditors.

While there is not a moratorium on the Service’s ability to issue
guidance under Section 83, it has refused to issue guidance on any-
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thing outside the model trust language. This policy, coupled with
the 1978 moratorium, has made conditions ripe for abuse.

So what abuses are we seeing in this area? First, the list of dis-
tributable events. Like qualified plans, most non-qualified plans
provide for a distribution of benefits upon certain events: retire-
ment, disability, death.

However, we are seeing an expansion of this list, an expansion
that even goes to employer bankruptcy or insolvency. Clearly, such
a feature, coupled with the rabbi trust, virtually insulates the exec-
utive from any risk at all. So, I recommend that Congress explicitly
document the distributable events that may be used under a non-
qualified deferred compensation plan.

Second, with respect to subsequent elections, many of these plans
are permitting participants to change their original election regard-
ing when and how benefits will be paid.

While the Treasury has prohibited this, the courts have per-
mitted it. Therefore, I recommend Congress focus on this area and
require at least a minimum of a 1-year advance or 2 years’ advance
requirement for insiders.

Third, we are seeing in-service distributions being permitted
under these plans, either through a hardship withdrawal or a non-
hardship withdrawal that is subject to a ‘‘haircut.’’ Some of these
plans have been extremely lenient in their definition of hardship
and have set haircut provisions at 5 percent, or even lower.

I recommend that Congress add hardship to the list of distribut-
able events, but define that term very narrowly. And, as to the
haircut penalty, certainly if the penalty is sufficiently large, it does
impose a substantial risk of forfeiture. But, as we have seen in the
Enron situation, I recommend to Congress that they affirm any use
of haircut provisions only to non-insiders.

Lastly, the modification of rabbi trusts. Rabbi trusts can be suc-
cessfully used under Section 83 to secure an executive’s benefit
under a non-qualified plan against subsequent change of ownership
of the employer or subsequent change of heart by future manage-
ment.

However, we are seeing an expansion of this list to include em-
ployer declining health, even bankruptcy or insolvency. I rec-
ommend Congress limit these triggering events solely to change of
control or change of heart.

In addition, we are seeing rabbi trust assets move offshore as an-
other way of providing greater security to executives, to the det-
riment of creditors. I recommend that Congress state that such off-
shore arrangements will be property under Section 83.

How should Congress proceed? I urge Congress to take the lead
and specify in the Code the applicable constructive receipt and eco-
nomic benefit rules that should govern these plans.

I also recommend that Congress direct the Secretary of Labor,
through its regulations, to subject these plans to similar reporting
and disclosure rules that are applicable to qualified plans.

Thank you.
[The prepared statement of Ms. Kennedy appears in the appen-

dix.]
Senator BAUCUS. Thank you, Ms. Kennedy.
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Ms. Paull, if I am reading Table 3 on page 10 of your report cor-
rectly, under the last column it lists promoter fees. It looks like
Enron agreed to pay about $88 million in project fees for 12 trans-
actions, and that seems like an awful lot of money.

So my question is, what did Enron buy? What was the net result
of paying those fees? What did they get out of it? I would like to
address not only the transaction and the artificial gain, but also
whatever business purpose gain.

Ms. PAULL. Well, as I mentioned before, that table puts together
in one place really the core of the transactions. Enron basically
structured these transactions to create $2 billion of tax benefits,
which would have led to $2 billion of, over time, financial state-
ment benefits.

Our review of the transactions found that they were mostly inter-
nal machinations. We could not find any assets that were pur-
chased or any wealth that was built for the company. That is what
they bought for these fees.

Senator BAUCUS. Right.
Also, could you expand a little more on your point that the tax

department was a profit center, what that was, and what that im-
plies?

Ms. PAULL. The tax department, over time, as it succeeded in
producing some significant transactions, began to get targets for
producing transactions that would yield financial accounting bene-
fits.

In our appendix, we have a series of presentations that were reg-
ularly made to the higher ups with respect to what they were
doing. They were reporting on, in essence, their success, and we
suspect they were rewarded in an appropriate way.

Senator BAUCUS. Now, given what you have discovered, how eas-
ily could other major corporations and their accountants, their law-
yers, their investment bankers, and so forth, structure some of
these same arrangements?

That is, for financial statement purposes, they show great in-
come, great gain, but for tax purposes, particularly, I guess, the tax
is deferred to sometimes a later date, or the taxes are reduced.
How easily can other companies, theoretically, do this?

Ms. PAULL. Well, it took a long time for Enron to pick the trans-
actions. Enron looked at a lot of transactions and picked these. So
you had to be large and you had to have the resources to be able
to analyze and implement very complicated transactions.

It was not a cookie-cutter kind of a deal. But, as far as we could
tell, there was a relationship with a select number of advisors who
brought Enron these kind of transactions, helped facilitate as a
party in some aspects of the transactions to make them work.

I would think that it was not unique, but we do not know how
widespread it would be. But you would have to be pretty sophisti-
cated to engage in these kind of transactions.

Senator BAUCUS. But my guess is that there are sophisticated
lawyers and accountants in other parts of the country besides
Texas.

Ms. PAULL. Well, they were not all from Texas, if you take a look
at the list.

Senator BAUCUS. Where were they from?
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Ms. PAULL. This was a big company and they had the resources.
Senator BAUCUS. I am just curious. Most of their lawyers were

from where, and their accountants were from where?
Ms. PAULL. They were either in the northeast or in Texas.
Senator BAUCUS. All right.
In your Table 3 on page 10, the report does not break down who

is receiving the lion’s share of the fees, whether it is accountants,
lawyers, or promoters. Could you give us some indication of who re-
ceived most of the fees?

Ms. PAULL. Well, we do break down the fees on a project-by-
project basis. I believe the lion’s share of the fees go to the pro-
moters.

Senator BAUCUS. Just looking at all this together, what kind of
surprised you the most about all this, and generally what is the
most effective way for us to deal with this, assuming that these
kinds of transactions are probably reoccurring someplace? It is
probably not the norm, but there is probably enough of it some-
place in the country to warrant——

Ms. PAULL. I hope it is not the norm.
Senator BAUCUS. We hope it is not the norm.
Ms. PAULL. We do not know.
Senator BAUCUS. But let us assume that these kinds of trans-

actions are probably occurring somewhere else. What surprised you
the most about all this? What is your overall impression? Just basi-
cally, what do we have to do?

Ms. PAULL. I think we were just shocked by the ability of the
company to produce these kind of results with the complicity of
other folks who were willing to go along with them. There was no
business purpose to these transactions other than to generate these
artificial tax benefits which led to financial statement benefits.

We know there is a lot of legitimate, bona fide tax planning going
on out there every day of the week with businesses, but we were
just shocked to see these transactions with, in our view, the busi-
ness purpose really not there.

In order to attack the transactions, as I said before, you have got
to get in there. The business propose test is a facts and cir-
cumstances analysis. We had access to documents that showed end
games that were ignored, in essence, intended outcomes that were
ignored in giving the up-front opinion, for example. That would hae
changed the result.

Another shocking thing to us was that while the tax opinions
were assuming one set of facts, the accounting opinions were as-
suming that outcome in order to be able to record these tax bene-
fits as a financial statement benefit.

So, really, honestly, it was eye-opening for our staff to take a
hard look at what these transactions really were about. I do not
think there is any magic bullet to fixing this.

Senator BAUCUS. What about more public disclosure, as sug-
gested by some of the panelists?

Ms. PAULL. I think there has to be a whole array of solutions
here. More public disclosure in probably several areas ought to be
looked at, but that is not a tax thing. I think we raised the issue,
but we do not go into it very much.

VerDate 11-MAY-2000 12:22 Oct 09, 2003 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00031 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6633 89349.000 SFINANC2 PsN: SFINANC2



28

We think more tax disclosure would be helpful. We also think,
as I mentioned before, a very tough penalty on taxpayers is needed
to change the cost benefit analysis of going into these transactions.
Hopefully, maybe the accounting folks will take a look at their
rules, too. I mean, I think it is a whole array. There is no one silver
bullet to fix this.

Senator BAUCUS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
The CHAIRMAN. I wanted to apologize to Ms. Kennedy. I was

called down to the committee room down the hall to help make a
quorum in Judiciary. I may have to be called back one more time,
but in the meantime, I would ask questions.

Ms. Paull, your report tells a story about how the Enron struc-
tured transactions came about in very broad terms. Would you
walk us, kind of, through that process?

Ms. PAULL. Yes. Basically, a transaction would be brought to ei-
ther the finance department, treasury department of the company,
or the tax department.

The tax department would look at the transaction, which would
be a fairly complicated transaction, so they needed people who were
capable of analyzing the transaction. If the tax department thought
this was a transaction that might be viable for the company, then
they would see if they could get, in essence, a ‘‘should’’ level opin-
ion, which means that the taxpayer should prevail.

Then the tax department would seek approval for entering into
the transactions, and then they would enter into an engagement
with the promoters and implement the transaction.

The CHAIRMAN. I would like to refer to Table 3, page 10 of your
report. It shows that during the years 1995 to 2001, Enron re-
ported $651 million in accounting income, all of which comes from
questionable tax benefits.

The ‘‘show me the money’’ diagram, that would be B–177 of Vol-
ume 2 of the report, talks about how Project Steele was to earn
$132.8 million of the pre-tax operating income. So the question is
the significance of that term ‘‘operating income,’’ as opposed to
other types of accounting income.

Ms. PAULL. Well, operating income is the kind of income that the
market analysts use to try to evaluate what the worth of a com-
pany is, and it has a direct bearing on basically market values of
the company. So, being able to produce—as two of our transactions,
at a minimum, did—operating income is a really significant factor
in the marketplace.

The CHAIRMAN. All right. I would like to turn to an accounting
issue for you, Ms. Paull. The report states that Enron did many of
these questionable transactions to generate accounting income and
do it right now based on future tax deductions. Is this a tax prob-
lem or is it something that other agencies should be concerned
with, or maybe it could be both?

Ms. PAULL. Well, at its core it is a tax problem, because at its
core it is structuring a transaction that is supposed to yield tax
benefits that, as Dr. Outslay said, is a permanent tax difference.

When a transaction results in those kinds of benefits, then it
translates into financial statement benefits. So I have to say, at its
core, it is a tax issue. But I think our recommendation, in general,
is that the accounting bodies should take a look at the FAS–109
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Statement of Accounting for Income Taxes and evaluate whether or
not they think they are getting the right result, too.

The CHAIRMAN. It might be all right if one or the other four pan-
elists might want to comment on that from your experience.

Dr. OUTSLAY. I think Ms. Paull does pinpoint the trend that we
have seen in the last decade in terms of how tax strategies are
marketed and becoming much more of an accounting-oriented mar-
keting strategy as opposed to sort of just simply looking at cash
flows and tax benefits.

So I think that, given that we were only able to sort of observe
what Enron reported, at least until today, on the financial state-
ments, our frustration has been in trying to sort of determine ex-
actly what kinds of strategies produce these sort of accounting re-
sults. In some of the tax benefits that we think should be reported
in the income tax note end up getting put in other accounts.

So, I think it is fairly, I do not know about easy, but there are
ways that you can sort of camouflage some of these things, that
they do not actually appear where you think they should appear.
So, I would support improved disclosure. Again, you could do that
through the SEC or SX–149, or something like that.

Ms. PAULL. Also, Mr. Chairman, I forgot to mention that one of
the issues—because I think the accounting profession struggled
with this—is that these tax benefits that are derived well into the
future are not present valued for this purpose.

I do not know that we know how to advise anybody on that, but
that is another one of the disconnects that is going on here. Enron
was recording financial statement benefits in earlier years based on
tax benefits that are going to be derived in later years, and there
is no accounting for the present value notion either.

The CHAIRMAN. Senator Breaux?
Senator BREAUX. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Thank you for hav-

ing the hearings.
Thank all the witnesses, and especially Lindy Paull, for the good

work that you and your staff have done on this. Thank you for your
great service on the Joint Committee. I have always enjoyed work-
ing with you, even when you did not give me the cost analysis that
I was looking for, which occurred every now and then.

It seems to me that, in looking over the report and listening to
the testimony, that what we have is that, instead of drilling for oil
and gas, Enron was drilling the Tax Code, looking for ways to find
more and more tax shelters. They were very successful in that re-
gard.

To put it in perspective, an individual janitor in Louisiana mak-
ing $10,000 a year was paying more in Federal income taxes in
1996, 1997, 1998, and 1999 than the Enron Corporation was mak-
ing billions of dollars of revenues.

Now, if that janitor asked me, what in the world is going on, I
would probably have to tell him, well, you did not have a good tax
lawyer. Maybe if he had, he could have found a way to have zero
tax liabilities like Enron did.

The question is, however, is there anything that you all came up
with in the analysis and the investigation that indicated that any-
thing Enron was doing was illegal as opposed to just drilling the
Tax Code for existing loopholes and tax shelters?
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Ms. PAULL. I do not know what you mean by illegal. In a crimi-
nal sense, we did not pursue any avenue that may have had a law
enforcement organization interested in it. So, if there was an ave-
nue where there was a possibility of a law enforcement agency in-
volved, we did not pursue the matter.

Senator BREAUX. Well, did anything strike you as being in that
area that perhaps was more than just mining the Tax Code, but
going further than that?

Ms. PAULL. Well, I would just have to say, we would hope that
these transactions ultimately would not produce the benefits that
Enron was hoping to get from them. So, in our view, these are in-
appropriate benefits that Enron was seeking to achieve.

I do not know if you want to call it illegal or not. We would hope
that if it got down to it and a court looked at it, the court would
agree that this result should not happen under the Tax Code.

Senator BREAUX. Were there examples of collusion between the
Enron Corporation and the tax advisors and/or tax attorneys in
structuring these deals, or were they at arm’s length in the cases
that you all looked at?

Ms. PAULL. Well, we have some instances where we would ques-
tion the independence of some of the advisors. We would say, at a
minimum, that they turned a blind eye to some critical facts that
would be outcome-determinative under the tax law.

Senator BREAUX. Were there any examples that you all ran
across where the tax advisors had the opportunity to benefit from
the transaction that they, themselves, were advising on the pro-
priety of?

Ms. PAULL. We did have some indication of that, in one case. In
other words, somebody wrote all over one of the documents in here
that, the firm that is giving the tax opinion, some of the partners
in the firm would be investing in an entity to make it a viable enti-
ty, meeting the requirements under the Tax Code. There is a docu-
ment indicating that the partners of this law firm who was giving
the tax opinion would participate in the transaction. In the end,
they did not, as far as we know, participate.

Senator BREAUX. It has been suggested, somewhat strangely, I
think, that one way to prevent Enron-type problems in the future
would be to eliminate corporate dividend tax.

I guess the theory is, if you have less money in the corporation
you will have less opportunities to steal, which is sort of a novel
way of looking at it.

I mean, is there any evidence that, if we had not had the double
taxation on corporate dividends, that somehow all of this would not
have occurred?

Ms. PAULL. Well, first of all, for 1996 through 1999, Enron did
not pay corporate income tax.

We could barely get our report done. We have not tried, for ex-
ample, to evaluate the tax shelter legislation the committee just
approved to see whether it hits the mark or not with respect to the
Enron transactions. We have not been able to evaluate something
like that.

Certainly, we could get back to you. But I do not think dividends
from that company, at least during some of these periods, would
even qualify because they are not subject to double tax.
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Senator BREAUX. I know my time is up. But, for the record, dur-
ing the years 1998, 1999, 2000, and 2001 when these types of
transactions were occurring, Enron was, in fact, declaring divi-
dends.

The argument that somehow if we did not have a double taxation
on dividends, the corporation would declare dividends and some-
how not misuse the money, I think, is something that just stretches
anyone’s imagination.

Thank you.
The CHAIRMAN. I think I will follow up with the very question

he asked, but not ask it again, and not ask it of Ms. Paull. But just
kind of as Senator Breaux put the question out, would any of the
panelists want to comment on that?

Dr. PLESKO. If I may, I touched on that at the end of my testi-
mony. I think it depends on how you would structure the dividend
relief. In the context, for example, of the current proposal, I think
what you have to do is step back and say, what managers do is
maximize shareholder value. That is what they are supposed to do.

How do they do that? They do that by maximizing the after-tax
cash flow that they have for their shareholders. So if you look at
the ways in which you would incorporate the individual investors’
thoughts into the process of do they want dividends or not, to the
extent that you have preferences for long-term capital gains, which
is deferred and at a rate lower than the current corporate rate, I
am not sure I would want the corporation I am investing in to pay
35 cents now if I could get capital gains taxation on that at a much
later date at 20 percent.

Second, in the current context, most of my personal equity hold-
ings are through tax-deferred accounts. Whether they pay divi-
dends, in that situation the only taxes, the incentive I have for that
corporation, is just keep the share price high, and the paying of
dividends is, again, not going to affect me.

If the tax law change is such that all of that income will eventu-
ally be tax-free anyway, then I am not going to be getting any addi-
tional benefit from those dividends being paid out to be tax-free. I
am much better off with the company still minimizing the amount
of taxes it pays.

I think, fundamentally, if you look at what the Code does, if a
firm is faced with the possibility of being able to reduce their taxes,
the incentive structure we have within the firm for compensation
and everything else says, maximize your after-tax profits.

I have a hard time understanding what firms would do other-
wise. I do not see firms, for example, all of a sudden deciding to
forego accelerated depreciation because to forego accelerated depre-
ciation means we can have higher current taxes, and therefore pay
greater dividends out.

There is a reason why firms take advantage of those things, be-
cause it has a cash flow effect. I do not think that we are going
to see major changes in the cash flow effects that will be facing the
firm.

The CHAIRMAN. I do not want to prolong anything. I have got
other questions. But if anybody else wanted to comment, I would
not cut you off.

[No response.]
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The CHAIRMAN. All right. I will go on then.
I want to bring up something that I would like to have brought

up last summer as part of the Sarbanes-Oxley bill. That is an
amendment that I could not offer, under the procedures of the Sen-
ate, at that time.

I would like to list these amendments and ask whether they
would have been effective in combatting the abuses at Enron if
these proposals had been in effect.

I will do these one at a time and ask for a response. An amend-
ment to establish an independent oversight auditor within the Se-
curities and Exchange Committee to conduct spot check auditing of
externally audited financial statements.

Can any of you respond to that? You can tell me it is a crazy
idea. You are not going to offend me. I just want some reaction. Be-
cause we know we have a problem here. Sarbanes-Oxley was about
some of these problems. I just wondered if that would——

[No response.]
The CHAIRMAN. All right. Then there is no reaction. We will

strike that one off the list.
Dr. OUTSLAY. Well, I would say that a lot of the attention Enron

got was from using what were called special purpose entities, off-
balance-sheet financing and accounting.

The FASB now has a new exposure draft, and they’re called vari-
able interest entities. That may have come up in an audit. Whether
or not they were, in fact, complying with the FASB rules with re-
gard to those off-balance, that may have come up in something like
that.

The CHAIRMAN. Let me move on, because I have two more of
those examples.

Another one would have been an amendment to prohibit public
auditors from rendering an audit opinion on the financial state-
ment effects of any tax shelter arrangements that the auditing firm
sells to an audit client.

Dr. OUTSLAY. Well, here again, I think you would have to be very
specific. I think that has been sort of the issue that you are dealing
with with these tax shelter regulations, is what is a tax shelter?

So, for example, if you define a tax shelter, in one sense, as pro-
ducing a book tax difference of $10 million or something like that,
then they have really broadened what is considered sort of a tax
shelter, and it certainly would have limited the types of opinions
that you would have allowed these auditors to actually have given.

Ms. PAULL. Mr. Chairman, on that last point, the first trans-
action was brought to the company by Arthur Andersen. I believe,
in that particular transaction, Andersen not only did the tax opin-
ion, but they did the audit opinion. Or the accounting advice. I am
not sure if it rose to the level of opinion. The second transaction
was the same kind of arrangement. So that proposal would have
had an effect on the first two transactions here, basically, just so
you know.

The CHAIRMAN. Then the last one before I call on Senator Bau-
cus. This is getting back to the amendments of last summer.

An amendment that would have clarified that bonuses and other
high-dollar compensation of corporate directors and wrongdoers
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could be brought back into a bankruptcy estate when a company
declares bankruptcy.

Ms. PAULL. There was a lot of that going on here, obviously. So
I do not know what the criteria the Bankruptcy Court would use
for that, but there certainly were a lot of high-paid people. In fact,
the top 200 compensated employees in the year 2000, the year be-
fore bankruptcy, all made over a million dollars in this company.

The CHAIRMAN. All right. Ms. Kennedy, does this not fall into
your area of expertise?

Ms. KENNEDY. Yes. I think the Bankruptcy Court already has
the jurisdiction. For payments made within the last year of bank-
ruptcy, you can void those transactions and get back that money.

The CHAIRMAN. Yes. My staff reminds me that we wrote this
amendment with that into consideration, so we would have allowed
the court to go back more than one year.

Ms. KENNEDY. That would have to be written into the Code then.
The CHAIRMAN. Senator Baucus?
Senator BAUCUS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
Ms. Paull, this is, I think, in your investigation.
Ms. PAULL. I am sure it is.
Senator BAUCUS. This is the structure of the Project Cochise, as

of January, 1999. Actually, I did not put up Teresa, which is even
more complicated. This is Cochise.

Ms. PAULL. We actually tried to put in our report the most sim-
plified of the diagrams they gave us, too, because there are more
than this.

Senator BAUCUS. What is going on here? Can you explain it?
[Laughter.] Last night I looked at it and I tried, and I really did
not get very far. Can you explain it?

Ms. PAULL. This is one of the transactions that, after all is said
and done, we end up with basically what has been known in the
tax profession as duplication of loss transaction, whereby you are
going to deduct the same loss for tax purposes twice.

That was the whole purpose behind this transaction and it was,
in essence, a transaction between the company, most of it with
itself, and the promoter, Bankers Trust.

Senator BAUCUS. All right. Well, obviously, this is fairly complex.
Ms. PAULL. Very complex.
Senator BAUCUS. And, as you said, there are other transactions

which are even more complex, or as complex.
Ms. PAULL. Yes.
Senator BAUCUS. How many such transactions?
Ms. PAULL. Well, the ones that we were made aware of and that

we describe in the report that are of this kind of nature were 12.
Twelve transactions were planned, 11 were actually implemented.

The twelfth transaction was ready to be implemented, but then
Enron filed for bankruptcy. They are, in magnitude, very large
transactions. Maybe there were other transactions. But these were
the big, large transactions.

Senator BAUCUS. Yes. I saw a chart, but I do not have it in front
of me. But, basically the average size of these transactions was
what? I saw the chart, but I have forgotten.

Ms. PAULL. Well, the benefits were $2 billion for 12 transactions.
Senator BAUCUS. Right. Right.
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Ms. PAULL. So, pretty big.
Senator BAUCUS. Now, there were opinion letters, were there not,

accompanying these transactions?
Ms. PAULL. Right.
Senator BAUCUS. Who wrote them? Say, Cochise. Project Cochise.
Ms. PAULL. On Cochise?
Senator BAUCUS. Yes.
Ms. PAULL. McKee, Nelson, Ernst & Young wrote the tax opinion

for the Cochise transaction.
Senator BAUCUS. And how much were they paid for that opinion?
Ms. PAULL. I think it is in here, and I think it is around a million

dollars. We broke down the fees in the report. Yes. It is about a
million dollars that Enron paid for the tax opinion.

Senator BAUCUS. But I am told here that fees for Project Cochise
were about $16 million. The King & Spalding firm was involved.
Oh, this is Teresa.

Ms. PAULL. No, no. I think the bulk of the fees, as we had men-
tioned before, went to the promoter.

Senator BAUCUS. Right.
Ms. PAULL. So the tax opinion fee was about a million dollars.

And, honestly, I think the person who was involved in this trans-
action changed firms. We may not know exactly which firm actu-
ally received the fee, but the advisor was the same.

Senator BAUCUS. What can you say about the quality of the opin-
ion?

Ms. PAULL. Well, we were disappointed in this particular opinion.
Senator BAUCUS. Why? What were some of the reasons?
Ms. PAULL. Once again, I think that we were disappointed in the

sense that the opinion failed to analyze a very important Code sec-
tion, an anti-abuse Code section, Section 269, in any detail. I think
they referred to it in a footnote, or something like that.

Senator BAUCUS. So, that is not well done?
Ms. PAULL. We think it was a significant issue.
Senator BAUCUS. What appears was not understood, poor quality,

as opposed to the legal opinion, and/or how much of it was an as-
sumption of the facts which were not checked out?

Ms. PAULL. Again, this is another one of the opinions where it
seemed to us that the so-called end result of the transaction, the
way the transaction would be unwound or Enron would exit from
the transaction, was given short shrift, as if maybe it would hap-
pen, maybe it would not, when it was actually what was intended.
That would affect the outcome of the opinion as well.

Senator BAUCUS. As I recall in your executive summary, you
began with some limitations that you faced. That is, you talked to
people who would voluntarily give information. If they did not vol-
untarily give it, you had no subpoena power.

Would you just go through some of it, just to give a flavor of the
scope and the limitations on your investigation?

Ms. PAULL. Well, we did not do our interviews on the record. We
did them informally. So, anybody could choose not to be inter-
viewed by us. We did have some folks who chose not to be inter-
viewed by us.
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The other problem, of course, is that Enron has had a substantial
reduction of employees, and we were unable to locate some employ-
ees to be able to interview them.

And then you get varying degrees of cooperation. But I think,
generally, we thought we had some pretty good cooperation. You
have to rely on people’s memories.

Senator BAUCUS. But essentially what has happened is that, in
taking advantage of the book tax differential and complexity in ar-
rangements, Enron simply boosted up their financial statements
and, at the same time, were able to get very large tax losses. Is
that basically what went on here?

Ms. PAULL. Well, Enron aggressively planned for some tax bene-
fits that would boost its financial statement earnings.

Senator BAUCUS. And, as you said, sort of technically follow the
law, perhaps, maybe artificially, but with the result that was cer-
tainly unintended.

Ms. PAULL. Right.
Senator BAUCUS. Just a couple of words about what we do about

the book tax problem here. Some of you addressed it. That seems
to be quite an issue. What do we do about it? Anybody?

Dr. PLESKO. I think the first step is better disclosure. And
whether that disclosure has to be with revisions to FAS 109, which
is done in the tax footnote, whether or not there are aspects of re-
turns as filed that should be made public, I think that is the next
area of debate.

I know this committee, and you and the Chairman, have looked
at these issues. At some level, certainly where we are now, I think
that there is some presumption shifted as to certain tax informa-
tion needing to be confidential.

When we came in here this morning, we just tore into these re-
ports very quickly, trying to see what we could get. We all focused
on this wonderful Schedule M–1 reconciliation, and how close you
could get to that.

That is tax return information that is not available now. The
first question that I sort of asked myself, is why could this not be
made public? Why could this part of a tax filing not also be part
of the public filing of a 10–K, or part of a public filing of a corpora-
tion?

Senator BAUCUS. Do you all agree with that, the M–1?
Dr. OUTSLAY. In some form, sure.
Dr. SEIDA. I think tax disclosure could be improved. In my testi-

mony I suggest that maybe we can disclose taxable income.
But in the point of Enron specifically, I mean, they did have in-

formation in their tax footnote that did suggest, from 1996 to 1999,
that they had huge tax losses while reporting positive taxable in-
come.

So, it kind of gets to the question of, how come analysts and
other market participants did not question this gap between the
two? In financial accounting income, we have incentives to over-
state that.

In taxable income, we have incentive to report lower taxable in-
come. We have these two alternative measures of income that can,
sort of, be used to evaluate each other.
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What happened with Enron? Was it a case of everyone turning
away or was the information in the tax footnote not analyzed that
closely? I do not have answers to those questions.

Ms. PAULL. Senator Baucus, we did include some of the Schedule
M–1s in the appendix. This table that we prepared took a long time
to put together. It seems like kind of the basic information for you
to understand the story.

That is a table we put together from the materials we received,
but it is hard to get that information and reconcile it. It took our
staff a fair amount of time to do, which is an obvious thing that
you needed to do to understand it.

On top of that, I think that any significant permanent book tax
difference should be a big red flag in terms of, a sizeable trans-
action needs to have a lot of disclosure about it to the IRS. That
is something our staff has recommended in the past.

Senator BAUCUS. I appreciate it, Ms. Paull. I, unfortunately,
have to run. But I thank you very much for what you have done.
You and your committee are to be commended.

I see Dr. Outslay has another point.
Dr. OUTSLAY. I just wanted to make one quick point.
Senator BAUCUS. Yes.
Dr. OUTSLAY. I think it is very alluring to make statements that

book and taxable income should be unified in their computation,
and I guess I would urge you to be cautious about doing that in
the sense that so many of the book tax differences are things, for
example, dealing with our international rules.

Senator BAUCUS. We understand that.
Dr. OUTSLAY. Yes. All right.
Senator BAUCUS. That is right. I understand the international

complications.
Dr. OUTSLAY. All right. Consolidation rules.
Senator BAUCUS. Honestly, I very much understand that. That

makes things even more complicated.
Dr. OUTSLAY. Right.
Senator BAUCUS. But it is something we are going to have to ad-

dress.
But, anyway, I personally thank all of you panelists. This has

been very helpful to me, and I know very helpful to the country.
I just appreciate it very much.

This, Mr. Chairman, I hope is just the beginning of a series of
hearings on this subject. Clearly, we have a responsibility to get to
the bottom of this as much as we possibly can. Your help is getting
us off to a great big start, and I thank you very much.

The CHAIRMAN. Senator Baucus, I think along the lines of what
you just said, I am not sure I have in mind exactly what direction
it should take. But, obviously, any views you have about the num-
ber or content of hearings, I would be willing to work with you and
try to accommodate you. I am sure I will be moving in that direc-
tion anyway.

Senator BAUCUS. Good.
The CHAIRMAN. All right. Did you have a summation or any-

thing?
Senator BAUCUS. I’m fine.
The CHAIRMAN. All right.
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Now, here is what the situation is. At the drop of a hat, I may
run out of the room because of the quorum down the hall. Then if
I do, then whoever is answering a question, answer it and assume
I have said thank you, and the meeting is adjourned. I do not know
how long that might take, so I do not want to hold you up any
more. We are just about done, anyway.

Ms. Paull, would you talk about Enron doing a couple of trans-
actions in which it was ‘‘an accommodation party.’’ Define that
term as you understand it.

Ms. PAULL. Yes. Two of the 12 transactions that we have dis-
cussed here, Enron participated in those transactions in an accom-
modation to another party. Honestly, when we talked to the Enron
staff, the tax department employees, about it, they did not know
the whole extent of the transaction.

They did not have a lot of information about the transactions.
But they served as an accommodation party, which is a person who
is needed to make a transaction work. They are ostensibly an unre-
lated party. They did this for a fee, in one case, and for a reduced
interest rate in another case.

It was kind of all part of the circle of advisors that Enron had.
hose promoters had served as accommodation parties in some of
Enron’s transactions, and Enron returned the favor, so to speak,
for a fee or for a benefit.

But the Enron employees could not explain to us the rest of the
transaction, for the most part. So, it was just, while we were doing
this, they did not have any particular business purpose in getting
into this, other than they did earn a fee for it. At some point, the
tax group promoted this activity as a way for the group to generate
some revenue for the company in the internal memorandum.

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you, Ms. Paull.
Professor Kennedy, I think, again, this question falls into your

area. First of all, have you seen the executive plans at Enron, and
do you think that there were abuses inherent in those plans?

Before you answer that, a follow up. Also, the Joint Committee
has said that there was poor recordkeeping for these executive
compensation plans. Does any Federal agency have authority to
regulate in that area?

Ms. KENNEDY. Yes. Under ERISA, the Department of Labor has
reporting and disclosure obligations. These types of plans are sub-
ject to that. However, through the regulations, the Department of
Labor has exempted these types of plans from any and all disclo-
sure. I believe that should be corrected. Had we had this type of
disclosure, maybe we would have known the volume or the size of
benefits under these plans.

The CHAIRMAN. Now, in regard to the first question, you probably
have not seen the executive plans. But from what you have heard
today, do you think that there were abuses inherent in those plans?

Ms. KENNEDY. I have actually seen the 1994 and the 1998 plans.
I do not know, since I have not checked the report, whether there
are others. The abuse, with respect to the ‘‘haircut’’ provision allow-
ing the $54 million to come out in the first 2 months right before
bankruptcy, is an abuse, really, though, of the insider knowledge
that they had, not a per se abuse because of the haircut provision.
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I would recommend that haircut provisions not be permitted for in-
siders for that very reason.

The CHAIRMAN. All right.
I think this one would be to Ms. Paull. The Finance Committee

spent considerable time addressing issues relating to tax-favored
retirement plans. What kinds of qualified retirement plans did
Enron have, and what general observations can be made about
those plans?

Ms. PAULL. Well, in terms of their qualified retirement plans,
Enron had an ESOP, Enron had a retirement plan that was a de-
fined benefit plan that was converted into the cash balance style
of a plan, and Enron had a 401(k) savings plan. I think that basi-
cally Enron was pretty diligent about updating the plans whenever
there was a change in the law, and things like that.

I think that we have called into some question a few issues here,
one dealing with the diversification of investments, with a high
concentration of investments in Enron stock, and perhaps an issue
over the fiduciaries having a clear understanding what their duties
were, especially when you have a situation with a high concentra-
tion of stock in one of the plans, and the stock is falling throughout
the year. And, on the participants’ side, education with respect to
that.

When Enron converted to the cash balance type of approach,
Enron did not do it in a manner that would lead to the kind of crit-
icism that we have read about. Enron did not have a wear-away.
Actually, the plan cost them more money in almost the first decade
after that than it would have if Enron had stayed with the other
plan.

So I think generally when it came to the qualified plans, our
comments really centered around the investment in the company
stock and what happens when there is a big decline in the stock
values, and what the responsibilities of the fiduciaries are during
that period.

The CHAIRMAN. Well, I do not have any more questions. I might
have some in writing. I did not explain this to the other panelists.
Ms. Paull understands. Not very many members, because of con-
flicts with other committees, were able to be here today.

But any member of this committee may have questions that they
want to submit for answer in writing to any of you. I do not know
who. There may not even be any. But, if they do, we would appre-
ciate it if you would respond to those in writing.

I would like to close with just an observation or two. Now, maybe
I should not have been shocked by what I have heard here today,
but I want to tell you, I am. These business deals, probably legally,
do not fall into racketeering, but it is just a little bit short of that.
It is not too short of it.

I think I referred to a conspiracy novel in my opening comments.
I think the testimony, particularly from Ms. Paull on the year’s
work, reinforces my feeling about that.

I hope that this hearing and information that comes from the
study is helpful in criminal prosecutions. What hit me the most,
was the moral fiber of the people involved in this Enron disaster,
both inside the company and outside. It seems like they acted with
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sort of unbridled greed, in blatant disregard for the laws of fair-
ness.

Obviously, checks and balances that we thought were out there
were not working. Hopefully those are back in place now, not just
because of Congressional action but because of an awareness
among everybody to be overly-cautious and be open and trans-
parent, and the checks and balances working.

It seems to me that this disregard for law or fairness, they sim-
ply did not care about the effect of phony profits on investors, many
of whom were just everyday people investing for retirement.

hey could care less, it seems, about the dedicated and
unsuspecting employees who worked at Enron. By the way, a cou-
ple hundred of a little subsidiary in my State of Iowa is an example
of who got hurt by this. It seemed like, for these employees—all
employees at Enron—that their futures were expendable.

The almighty dollar seems to have blinded people, that there was
no sense of ethics left. But if they are blind, then it is time for us
to let them see the light. That is beyond just this hearing. We
know that Enron is not the only one, and this hearing, as Senator
Baucus and I have suggested, will not be the last one.

But the day of reckoning has come, I think, for shelter pro-
moters. We have to hunt them down. We have to shut them down
and do whatever it takes to purge that cancer from our system. It
may take years, as I indicated when we put this date of February
13 out there. Hopefully, it will only take a matter of months.

But I think it is fair for me to say, and hopefully I speak for
many other Senators—and I do not pretend that I can—but I hope
that the game is over.

I thank you all very much. The hearing is adjourned.
[Whereupon, at 12:42 p.m. the hearing was concluded.]
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A P P E N D I X

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. MAX BAUCUS

It was almost one year ago today when we initiated the Finance Committee’s in-
vestigation of Enron’s tax returns. We called on the Joint Committee on Taxation—
Congress’s resident tax law experts—to review the activities and transactions re-
lated to Enron’s tax returns. We also instructed the Joint Committee to review
Enron’s pension and executive compensation programs. Though allegations flour-
ished about the demise of the country’s 7th largest company, the Finance Committee
did not rush to judgment. We proceeded carefully. We wanted a thoughtful and de-
liberative review. Our patience has proven wise.

Your report and findings will provide countless benefit to lawmakers and aca-
demics for years. It will be pivotal to our efforts to restore public confidence in cor-
porate America and to our voluntary tax system. All across the country, the story
of Enron undermined public confidence—in business ethics, in our accounting sys-
tem, in our tax laws and in our pension laws.

The Joint Committee report shows that this erosion of confidence was warranted.
Enron not only engaged in accounting gimmicks to boost stock prices—but Enron
repeatedly abused the tax code. And they had help from investment bankers, law-
yers, and accountants.

In transaction after transaction, these advisors helped Enron carry out its tax
schemes with ‘‘opinion letters.’’ Opinion letters are supposed to serve as an inde-
pendent counsel’s assurance of the proper tax treatment for specific facts in a given
transaction. Enron paid millions of dollars for these opinion letters. Frankly, based
on Joint Committee’s investigation, many of them may not be worth the paper they
were written on.

The report also describes collusion among these advisors. They made sure they
kept the tax opinion writing business among friends. Enron and its advisors con-
spired to mine the tax code for tax schemes. They concealed the schemes in a com-
plex maze of entities and transactions. They ensured that no one—particularly the
IRS—would ever discover what they were up to.

It is abundantly clear. The IRS was kept in the dark and out-maneuvered. The
lack of adequate disclosure rules—and the lack of sufficient IRS enforcement re-
sources—clearly helped Enron and its executives walk away with millions—maybe
billions.

The Joint Committee’s report raises serious concerns about corporate ethics and
the ethics of tax advisors. Where was the independence? Did they meet their profes-
sions’ code of ethics? How much were they willing to let greed affect their judgment?

The Joint Committee report should serve as a wake-up call. The conduct of some
advisors who call themselves ‘‘professionals’’ is inexcusable. At the same time Enron
was engaged in this shameful conduct, senior executives were lining their pockets.
The company used schemes to ‘‘juice earnings’’ so their stock options skyrocketed.

Enron executives rushed to the bank to take out their own deferred savings—
while leaving employees holding an empty bag. The rank-and-file employees
watched as a lifetime of savings in Enron’s pension plan turned to dust.

Executives also got a free ride from the Board of Directors. The Board was asleep
at the wheel. According to the Joint Committee, it was anything but independent.
The Board operated as a rubber stamp.

Ms. Paull, I look forward to hearing from you—and learning the answers to some
specific questions.

Frist, what role did Enron’s advisors—their outside lawyers, accountants, and in-
vestment bankers—play in these transactions? Was their conduct appropriate?
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Second, was there collaboration among these so-called ‘‘independent’’ advisors?
That is, instead of providing checks and balances—were they more concerned with
padding their own pockets—and the pockets of their friends?

Third, what went wrong with Enron’s pension plans? Last Congress, this Com-
mittee reported out a bill to give rank-and-file employees more information—and
help them diversify their pension plans. Is this enough to avoid future Enrons?

Fourth, what about the interplay between executive compensation and the rank-
and-file pension plan? Rank-and-file employees had their entire life savings invested
in the pension plan. While at the same time, Enron’s executives had an ‘‘executive
privilege’’—that is their own protected pot of money.

Mr. Chairman, the Joint Committee’s report provides the Committee with a
unique opportunity. We now have an invaluable insight into corporate abuse of the
tax code. I am more convinced than ever that the tax shelter legislation the Finance
Committee approved last week must be enacted immediately. The idea that some
would suggest tax shelters are not a problem, is simply without merit. The Joint
Committee’s report puts that notion to rest.

This report may be viewed by some as a roadmap for abusing the tax code. Rest
assured that it is not a roadmap. This is the end of the road.

The Joint Committee makes specific recommendations. Mr. Chairman, I look for-
ward to working with you to develop additional legislation based on the report. And
we should act without delay.

With that in mind, I support the Chairman’s statement that any legislation en-
acted to curb abuses—as those highlighted in this report—must have an effective
date of February 13, 2003. I look forward to hearing from our other distinguished
witnesses.

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. CHARLES E. GRASSLEY

You are about to witness a shocking event in the history of American corporate
tax policy and financial accounting. We are going to have the veil torn off the world
of tax shelters and manipulation of accounting. The report reads like a conspiracy
novel, with some of the nation’s finest banks, accounting firms and attorneys work-
ing together to prop up the biggest corporate farce of this century. Enron was a
house of cards—and the cards were put together by these schemes that we will hear
about today.

The Joint Tax Committee report provides us a wealth information. Much of this
information has never been seen before—not only by the public but also the IRS and
other government agencies. It includes tax return information, opinion letters from
law firms, internal documents, accounting firm correspondence, shelter promotional
material, and most importantly, internal Enron documents laying out how the
scheme of deception plays out. Not only will we gain a fuller understanding of tax
shelters and accounting gimmicks, but we are provided with the complete story of
the people and the professionals working behind the scene to make it happen. The
Joint Tax Committee report names and doesn’t pull punches in telling us about the
law firms, accounting shops and investments bankers that were promoting and aid-
ing Enron in its activities.

The conclusion is very troubling. ‘‘Shoe Me the Money!’’ is the catch phrase on an
internal Enron document for one shelter. It is clear that that’s what it’s all about.
Money, money, money. Money about honesty in financial accounting and tax return
compliance. Money above professional and business ethics. Money above common
sense. Money, money, money. I’m reminded that back in the 1980s there was a pop-
ular phrase that came from Wall Street. The phrase was ‘‘Greed is good. Greed cuts
through and clarifies.’’ The irony is that, in this case, greed obscured and hid the
real substance of the business of Enron. The substance is that there wasn’t much
substance. All of the artifices were designed to make something appear real that
was not real.

Enron viewed its tax shop’s goal in line with this general goal. That is, the tax
shop was designed and managed with the objective of non-compliance with its re-
sponsibilities under the tax code. Instead Enron viewed the tax shop as a profit cen-
ter where complexity was an ally and bending the rules a partner in a search for
more paper gains. In addition to bending the rules there appears to be a culture
of wining and dining amongst a small community of people that helps to drive these
deals. One small but telling example is the Bankers Trust, one of the participants
in this dance of shelters, takes Enron’s director of tax research for what was termed
the Potomac Capital Investment Corporation Conference. The details can be found
starting on B–203 of the report.
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Let me tell you what this conference consists of: fly to Boca Raton, and Sunday
night is Casino Night, then starting on Monday morning it’s your choice of golf, ten-
nis, fishing, then a golf clinic and finally a reception dinner cruise. The next day
the real work starts with your choice of golf, tennis, fishing, a leisurely lunch and
finally a reception dinner. To wind down on the last day is more golf or tennis. No
amount of lipstick is going to make that pig pretty.

The Joint Committee report describes in detail the structures used by Enron to
avoid tax and inflate earnings. Many of these schemes are not well-known, and their
publication today could provide a road map for others to follow. So let me be clear:
today, February the 13, 2003, will be the effective date for any legislation that we
offer to shut down these tax schemes or anything like them. Today’s date will not
move—it will not slip. Senator Baucus and I are unified on that point. I don’t care
if it takes five years to get the legislation passed, the date will hold. So to all you
lobbyists sitting out in the crowd today, write it down. If a company does an Enron
deal after today, don’t come in here whining that we aren’t being fair. You are on
notice, as are the lawyers, accountants, and investment bankers that profit so hand-
somely from these deals.

In addition to Enron’s tax and accounting, the Joint Tax report gives equal time
to the important issues of executive compensation and employee benefits. It goes
from bad to worse. I find it stunning that a company that was a Fortune top 10
company was wholly incapable of answering simple answers of how much top execu-
tives got paid. Further, the Enron board seems unaware of its most basic respon-
sibilities and duties of protecting the shareholders. In addition, the Joint Tax report
provides new details of the jaw-dropping amount of executive compensation and
benefits.

It doesn’t pass the smell test that Enron had 200 executives—each of whom was
being paid over a million dollars while they ran the company to bankruptcy—leav-
ing thousands of dedicated employees to land high and dry. These employees help-
lessly watched their retirement savings go down the drain when the company’s
stock tanked from more than $90 a share in 2000 to 34 cents a share in January
2002.

Again, we benefit from Joint Tax providing an enormous amount of documents de-
tailing the executive compensation and employee benefit issues.

Finally, Joint Tax has much to say of findings and recommendations from its
work. Joint Tax also raises serious concerns about the ability of the IRS to ever find
out about these transactions. These findings and recommendations deserve serious
consideration and will inform the Finance Committee as it compares its current cor-
porate tax shelter legislation against the abuses listed in this report.

Let me make one last point. Lindy Paull sits before us today, the last time as
chief of staff of the Joint Tax Committee. It is a tribute to her that she is going
out with a report that will cause great shockwaves felt all down K Street. I want
to thank you, Lindy, for all your dedication and hard work not only at the Joint
Tax Committee but also previously here on the Finance Committee. Your dedication
and knowledge will be greatly missed.

I also recognize that your staff has spent nearly a year on this report and have
for the last few weeks been at it day and night preparing for this hearing. These
men and women who served on this project have done so at great personal sacrifice.
The travel and demands of this task have kept them away from their loved ones.
They have continued to meet the needs of Congress while at the same time pursuing
one of the ugliest and most complex financial disasters of recent time.

I would ask for members’ indulgence while I take a moment to name the dedi-
cated staff primarily responsible for the investigation: Mary Schmitt, Sam Olchyk,
Carolyn Smith, Ray Beeman, Nikole Clark, Robert Gotwald, Brian Meighan, David
Noren, Cecily Rock, Carol Sayegh, Ron Schultz and Allison Wielobob. In addition,
thank you to the Government Printing Office for getting this major report to us in
time for today’s hearing. Thank you all very much for a job well done. You have
given us a very sobering report about corporate tax practice and executive com-
pensation in this country.

PREPARED STATEMENT OF KATHRYN J. KENNEDY

I. INTRODUCTION

Chairman Grassley, Ranking Member Baucus, and distinguished members of the
Finance Committee, thank you for this opportunity to appear before you today to
discuss executive compensation issues. I am Kathryn J. Kennedy, an associate pro-
fessor of law at The John Marshall Law School in Chicago and director of the
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school’s graduate programs in taxation and employee benefits law. Our school’s
graduate program in employee benefits law is the only one of its kind in the nation.
I teach and oversee its curriculum in 18 different employee benefits courses—rang-
ing from executive compensation to health law to qualified retirement plans to em-
ployee stock ownership plans. As well as being an attorney, 1 am also an actuary.
My research and scholarship also address employee benefits and related tax issues.
I had the privilege of testifying before this Committee last April on executive com-
pensation issues in the context of corporate governance.

The present text was submitted as requested on Tuesday, February 11, 2003,
prior to the release of the Joint Committee of Taxation’s investigative report on
Enron. Thus, it does not address all the particular abuses uncovered under Enron’s
executive compensation plans. However, I am familiar with the terms of the Enron
executive deferred compensation plans, and with the abuses that have been alleged
in the area of executive deferred compensation plans and related security arrange-
ments (such as rabbi trusts) by Enron and other employers.

II. PURPOSE OF MY TESTIMONY

The purpose of my testimony is twofold—to explain the uses of nonqualified de-
ferred compensation plans for executives with related security arrangements and to
offer proposed legislation to eliminate the abuses that have been alleged in this
area. Attached to my testimony are proposed legislative changes to Sections 61 and
83 of the Internal Revenue Code and proposed regulatory changes to ERISA. A
fuller discussion of this proposed legislation and an analysis of the similar legisla-
tive proposals considered by the 107th Congress will appear in the March 2003 Tax
Management Compensation Planning Journal.

In my testimony in April 2002, I reviewed reviewed the tax rules applicable to
executive deferred compensation plans and reiterated that such plans do not provide
a tax subsidy for executives. These rules have been summarized in a law review ar-
ticle I wrote last year, entitled ‘‘A Primer on the Taxation of Executive Deferred
Compensation Plans.’’ available at 35 THE JOHN MARSHALL LAW REVIEW 487 (2002).

Qualified pension and profit sharing plans confer a substantial tax subsidy to
both the covered employee and the employer plan sponsor, as the employee incurs
no current income for vested benefits while the employer enjoys a tax deduction for
contributions made under such plans. In contrast, nonqualified pension and profit
sharing plans covering executives enjoy no such tax subsidy. Instead, the employer
retains the compensation of the executive and pays taxes on such amount, including
any subsequent earnings. During this period of deferral, the deferred compensation
must remain exposed to risk, thereby subjecting the employee to some type of pos-
sible loss or forfeiture until the payment is actually made. To do otherwise would
subject the employee to immediate taxation although actual receipt of the benefit
has been delayed.

Why then have these arrangements? Employers rely on nonqualified executive
deferred compensation plans (a phrase coined by practitioners but not defined by
the Code) to provide additional benefits to executives for deferral or retirement pur-
poses. Nonqualified deferred compensation plans serve the legitimate need of per-
mitting an executive to supplement his/her retirement income through either elec-
tive or nonelective deferrals of income. The limitations imposed on qualified pension
and profit sharing plans certainly put pressure on employers and executives to sup-
plement these retirement benefits through either current deferrals or future bene-
fits. These nonqualified arrangements provide flexibility by permitting the executive
to alter the timing of receipt of such compensation, while permitting employers to
retain the use of the employees’ compensation during the period of deferral. Employ-
ers legitimately use such plans as a retention device by either requiring future per-
formance or providing for forfeiture upon the occurrence of certain events (e.g., sub-
sequent employment with a competitor). There is nothing inherently wrong with
permitting nonqualified deferred compensation plans. In fact, deferring receipt of
compensation puts the executive at risk that the monies will not be there at the
time promised,. something that an employer may wish to encourage. However, the
tax code should not be misused in a way to remove that risk and still avoid report-
ing current income.

What tax rules are applicable to these plans to avoid current taxation to
the executive? Nonqualified deferred compensation plans are designed to postpone
the payment of benefits, and the accompanying taxation (to the executive) of such
benefits, until some date or future event (e.g., termination of employment, retire-
ment, death). To avoid current income tax to the executive, the Code’s constructive
receipt and economic benefit rules must be satisfied.
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Simply stated, the purpose of Code Section 61’s constructive receipt rule is to im-
pose current taxation on a taxpayer if he/she has an unfettered control in deter-
mining when income is taxable. Both parties may elect to defer compensation to a
future period of time provided the election to defer is made in a ‘‘timely fashion.’’
According to the Service, such election must be made before the period of service
that involves the rendering of services. The Service permits an exception to this
rule, thereby permitting subsequent elections to be made after the services have
been rendered, if f the deferral is subject to a ‘‘substantial risk of forfeiture.’’ Exam-
ples of such risk include a significant limitation or duty on the expected payment
(e.g., payment only upon retirement, continued employment with the employer) or
forfeiture o f the payment upon a specific event (e.g., subsequent employment with
a competitor).

In 1978, Congress imposed a moratorium on the issuance of new guidance under
the constructive receipt rules by Secretary of the Treasury. Therefore, the construc-
tive receipt rules that are currentlyapplicable are those determined in accordance
with principles set forth in regulations, rulings and case law that were in effect as
of February 1, 1978. As a result, the Service has been unable to address many of
the abuses that have developed and are currently alleged.

While the constructive receipt rules assume that the taxpayer is in receipt of in-
come but focuses on the timing of such income, the economic benefit doctrine of
Code Section 83 focuses on whether the taxpayer has any ownership or other ‘‘eco-
nomic benefit’’ in property that should result in current taxation. Thus, its focus is
directed to property that the taxpayer may have received in connection with the ex-
ecutive deferred compensation plan. The Service has long maintained that an em-
ployer’s unsecured and unfunded promise to pay deferred compensation is not prop-
erty for purposes of Section 83.

Executives have sought various ways of securing the employer’s promise to pay,
especially in the context of an employer’s later ‘‘change of heart’’ (employer’s refusal
to pay benefits in bad faith or without cause) or a change of control of the employer.
The Service has affirmed the use of trusts against the risks of ‘‘change of heart’’
and ‘‘change of control’’ without triggering adverse income tax consequences for the
executives. As long as the trust assets are available to the employer’s creditors in
the event of bankruptcy or insolvency, the employer’s promise is neither funded nor
secured for Section 83 purposes. Such devices have been coined ‘‘rabbi trusts,’’ as
the first Service private letter ruling affirming their use was in the context of a
trust established for a rabbi by his congregation. For tax purposes, the rabbi trust
is treated as an employer grantor trust; thus the income, losses, and deductions flow
back to the employer. And, although there is no similar moratorium on the Service’s
ability to issue new guidance under the economic benefit rules, the Service has an-
nounced through its revenue procedures that it will not issue any rulings on rabbi
trusts that are outside its model version, except in rare and unusual circumstances.
This regulatory gap has caused ambiguity and made conditions ripe for abuse. Ex-
ecutives have been seeking to extend the use of rabbi trusts to secure against other
types of events (e.g., employer’s declining financial health) and to shelter the trust
assets in the event of employer bankruptcy or insolvency.

What abuses are we seeing in regards to nonqualified deferred compensa-
tion plans and their related security arrangements (such as rabbi trusts)?

List of Normal Distribution Dates: Many nonqualified deferred compensation
plans are designed like qualified pension plans, allowing for the normal distribution
of benefits upon certain events (e.g., retirement, termination of employment, death
or disability). Although the employee could theoretically terminate employment or
retire in order to trigger distribution of benefits, the Service has viewed these limi-
tations as substantial and therefore does not impose the doctrine of constructive re-
ceipt since the employee does not have unlimited rights to receive such income.

In its cornerstone ruling on constructive receipt (Rev. Rul. 60–31, 1960–1 C.B.
174, as modified by Rev. Rul. 64–279, 1964–2 C.B. 121), the Service permitted the
following list of events upon which distribution could be made under a nonqualified
tied deferred compensation plan: attainment of a certain age; becoming incapaci-
tated; completion of a certain period of service; termination of employment; and re-
duction in hours worked from full-time to part-time. In a series of private letter rul-
ings, the Service has expanded the list to include change of employer control; de-
crease of employer’s net worth below $10 million; or employer’s liquidation. I rec-
ommend Congress explicitly document the list of events that may be used under
nonqualified deferred compensation plans to include separation from service; death
or disability; retirement; attainment of a specified age; completion of a specified pe-
riod of years; or a specified date. Permitting the list of events to include employer
bankruptcy, insolvency or declining financial health may well be outside the control
of the executive and thus not a concern from a constructive receipt standpoint. How-
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ever, such a plan provision in conjunction with the use of a rabbi trust certainly
provides the type of security to the employee that should result in taxation under
Section 83.

Subsequent elections: These nonqualified deferred compensation plans gen-
erally contain provisions allowing participants to change their original election re-
garding when their plan distribution will begin and what form they will take (e.g.,
installment payments or lump sum distribution). We are seeing plans that permit
a change in timing and form of payment at any time. The Service’s position is that
the subsequent elections altering timing or form of payment may not be made. How-
ever, case law permits subsequent elections under the constructive receipt rules
even after the performance of services as long as the participant does not have an
unfettered right to receive the compensation at the time of the election.

To provide some compromise between the Service’s rigid rulings and the flexibility
needed by participants in the wake of changing events over a long period of deferral,
I recommend allowing subsequent elections regarding the timing of payment, but re-
quiring such elections be made at least 12 months in advance (or 24 months in ad-
vance in the case of a participant who is an officer, director or 10% owner). Instead
of relying on the definition of the top. 5 individuals who are ‘‘insiders’’ according to
securities law, a more useful definition from the qualified plan context would subject
all officers, directors and 10% owners to the more onerous standard. Subsequent
changes to modify the form of payment (e.g., from installment payments to lump
sum) should also be permitted provided they are made at least 12 months in ad-
vance of payment.

Hardship and haircut provisions: Provisions under nonqualified deferred com-
pensation plans typically permit participants to make in-service distributions from
the plan either on account of ‘‘unforeseeable emergencies’’ or subject to a withdrawal
penalty (i.e., a haircut). As a hardship or unforeseeable emergency event is typically
outside the control of the individual, adding this event to the list of permissible dis-
tribution dates should not cause any concern under the constructive receipt doctrine.
In fact, the Service has affirmed the use of a withdrawal provision in the event of
hardship or unforeseeable emergency. Some plans, however, have been extremely le-
nient in their definition of hardship and thus effectively permit unlimited with-
drawal rights. If the definition of ‘‘unforeseeable emergency’’ is narrowly construed,
such event is outside the control of the participant and thus should be a sufficient
risk to avoid constructive receipt. Congress should explicitly define what constitutes
a hardship or unforeseeable emergency.

Nonqualified deferred compensation plans are being drafted to permit unlimited
in-service distributions, provided a financial penalty is incurred by the executive.
The question is whether such a penalty is a substantial forfeiture, sufficient to avoid
constructive receipt. Plans have set haircut penalties at 5% or even lower. While the
Service has approved haircut provisions within the qualified plan context (when the
constructive receipt rule was applicable), it has refused to rule on whether such pro-
visions are appropriate under nonqualified plans. It certainly can be argued that the
use of a financial penalty (i.e., haircut) if set at a sufficient level (say 10%) does con-
stitute a substantial risk of forfeiture, especially if the benefit was funded through
elective participant deferrals. However, as Enron so clearly illustrates, a 10% pen-
alty is meaningless if the participant is privy to the financial woes of its employer
and is faced with a loss of 100% of his/her benefits. At that point, the interests of
the executive and of the corporation are maximally mis-aligned. Thus, I recommend
Congress affirm the use of haircut provisions with a minimum penalty of 10%, but
limit the use of such provisions to participants who are not officers, directors or 10%
owners.

So the officer, director or 10% owner wishing to remain in that capacity would
be aligned with the corporate interest in no longer being able, with or without a
haircut, to pull out funds potentially needed by the employer. Of course, the indi-
vidual could retire under normal plan provisions and withdraw 100% of his/her non-
qualified benefits with no haircut. Such withdrawal at retirement is, after all, the
whole point of the plan. In the event of the employer’s subsequent bankruptcy, the
bankruptcy rules provide a look back provision to recoup payments to insiders with-
in one year of bankruptcy.

Uses of security arrangements for nonqualified deferred compensation
plans: The Service has affirmed under the economic benefit doctrine that a trust
may be used (e.g., rabbi trust) to protect executives from current or future manage-
ment’s change of control or change of heart. As a result, nonqualified deferred com-
pensation plans often contain provisions, known as triggering mechanisms, that
cause the automatic payout of benefits upon the occurrence of certain events or fi-
nancial performance indicators.
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I believe that legislation is necessary under Section 83 of the Code to restrict the
use of all triggering mechanisms that would cause the plan to terminate or dis-
tribute all benefits except in the event of a change of control or a change of heart.
These two triggers (change of control or change of heart) are appropriate because
these deferrals are generally made with salaries and bonuses that the participants
have earned and therefore should not be subject to the whims of a board of directors
or new management. However, other triggering mechanisms that have been used by
trusts (e.g., the employer’s declining financial health or its impending bankruptcy
or insolvency) clearly afford the executives preferential treatment to such assets to
the detriment of the employer’s creditors. Thus protection under the economic ben-
efit doctrine should not be extended. I recommend that Congress should specifically
limit the triggering events to change of control or change of heart.

In addition, any assets used to secure participant;’ rights under nonqualified de-
ferred compensation plans (e.g., rabbi trust) should remain the sole property of the
plan sponsor and be available at all times (until distribution) to the claims of the
creditors. Plans have been moving these assets outside the jurisdiction of the U.S.
courts (coined offshore rabbi trusts), to countries with strict asset protection laws,
affording greater security for executives and lesser security for the employer’s credi-
tors. This defeats the intent of Section 83 to devote any underlying assets to mean-
ingful protection of creditors. I therefore further recommend that Congress should
impose the doctrine of economic benefit when rabbi trust assets are moved offshore.
Senate’s initiatives during the 107th and 108th Congress

This Committee achieved substantial progress in reporting out S. 1971, the Na-
tional Employee Savings and Trust Equity Guarantee (NESTEG) Act, last July dur-
ing the 107th Congress. It sought to repeal the moratorium on the Secretary of the
Treasury’s authority to issue constructive receipt rulings for amounts under ‘‘private
deferred compensation plans’’ that ‘‘improperly defer income.’’ The criteria for what
constitutes ‘‘improperly deferred income’’ were not set forth in the legislative pro-
posal, but instead examples were provided for the Service through the Senate’s re-
port. These examples were not specific, but instead authorized the Service to engage
in a ‘‘smell test.’’ Such directive certainly does not provide practitioners with any
meaningful guidance until the Service issues regulations. And even when the Serv-
ice does issue regulations, the case law has not affirmed the Service’s prior construc-
tion of constructive receipt. Given the terse statutory language and ambiguous legis-
lative intent, it is unlikely that the regulations would be enforced by the courts.
Thus, Congress must provide greater guidance and specificity to prevent the tax
code being misused to confer benefits on the executives that should be taxable.

The committee report on S. 1971 also directed the Secretary of the Treasury to
issue regulations addressing premature withdrawals on account of hardship and use
of haircut provisions for premature withdrawals. As the Service presently permits
premature withdrawals for hardship, it is not clear whether the reference in the re-
port to ‘‘hardship’’ withdrawals is to eliminate their use or to require more guidance
as to what constitutes hardship. Also the report does not specify whether haircut
provisions should be totally eliminated from nonqualified deferred compensation
plans regardless of the severity of the financial penalty imposed. The report for S.
1971 directed the Service to address through regulations the use of triggers and use
of trusts where the rights of creditors to gain access to the funds is limited. But
again there was no specificity as to what triggers would be valid and what triggers
would be invalid.

On the first day of the 108th Congress, Senator Daschle and members of the
Democratic Caucus introduced S. 9, the Pension Protection and Expansion Act of
2003. That proposal is also designed to curb abuses in the nonqualified deferred
compensation and rabbi trust area. Those provisions are very similar to the legisla-
tive proposal of H.R. 3762, which was introduced in the 107th Congress by the
Chair of the House Ways & Means Committee (referred to as the Thomas Bill),
which attacked deferred compensation plans from a ‘‘funding’’ perspective. It would
add a new Code provision (Section 409A), subjecting insiders to immediate tax for
deferrals made pursuant to a ‘‘funded deferred compensation plan.’’ It would also
tax executives protected under offshore rabbi trusts.

While this new initiative provides more specificity, it has added to the complexity
of the Code by adding a new Code Section, instead of simple amending Sections 61
and 83. It blurs the rules of constructive receipt and economic benefits by melding
them together to defined a new term of art—the ‘‘funded deferred compensation
plan.’’ As it applies only to the top five insiders of the employer, its impact would
be limited. But more importantly, it is silent on the rules applicable to nonqualified
deferred compensation plans maintained for non-insiders. Certainly that next step
should be taken.
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I urge Congress to take the lead and specify the constructive receipt and economic
benefit rules that are applicable to nonqualified deferred compensation plans. En-
couragement without more specificity should not be left to the Secretary of the
Treasury and the courts. I have recommended the attached proposed legislation
under Sections 61 and 83 of the Internal Revenue Code that will curb current
abuses and provide necessary guidance for the establishment and maintenance of
these plans. The proposal defines the applicable constructive receipt rules under
Section 61 for nonqualified deferred compensation plans and then permits the use
of certain security arrangements (e.g., rabbi trusts) provided the funding rules
under Section 83(c) are satisfied. This bifurcation makes it clear what provisions are
valid under nonqualified deferred compensation plans and what types of security ar-
rangements may be used, and for what purposes, to protect deferrals under such
plans. And while regulations by the Secretary of the Treasury may be needed, suffi-
cient specificity must be given to make guidance meaningful.

As these plans are covered under ERISA, are there applicable reporting
and disclosure requirements to keep the government and shareholders or
other stakeholders aware of them? ERISA presently provides for reporting and
disclosure requirements for most employee benefit plans, not just those qualified
under the Internal Revenue Code. However, the Department of Labor, through its
regulations, has exempted top hat deferred compensation plans from most of these
requirements. As a result, plan documents for such plans are not required to be filed
with the Department of Labor, nor made available to employee and shareholders.
Annual reporting requirements to the participants are also not required. Enron’s
scandal has highlighted the inadequacy of these rules as the terms of this firm’s top
hat plans were unavailable to employees and shareholders, and the amount of ben-
efit payments made to various executives in advance of bankruptcy did not have to
be reported. S. 1971 was silent regarding changes to be made ERISA’s reporting and
disclosure rules for these executive deferred compensation plans.

I believe ERISA has sufficient well-known and well-established reporting and dis-
closure rules applicable to employee benefits plans that should be applied equally
to top hat arrangements. I recommend that financial information (that generally is
reported on the annual Form 5500) also be required for top hat plans including:
basic plan information; number of participants/beneficiaries; current account bal-
ances; list of current distributions by name and amounts; list of assets set aside in
a rabbi trust or other security arrangement. Such information should also be re-
viewed by the plan sponsor’s independent auditors and received a signed attestation
of its accuracy. The attached proposal would direct the Secretary of Labor pursuant
to his/her power under Section 110 of ERISA, to provide new regulations for non-
qualified deferred compensation plans similar to those required under the general
reporting and disclosure requirements for qualified pension or profit sharing plans.

Conclusion
Congress should use its current momentum in the wake of corporate scandals to

shed some meaningful light on the questionable practices used by some nonqualified
deferred compensation plans and related security arrangements. But saddling the
Internal Revenue Service with the task of defining the rules without any meaning-
ful legislative guidance neither corrects the problem in the near future, nor assists
the Service in future litigation. I recommend that the Senate Finance Committee
specifically amend Sections 61 and 83 of the Internal Revenue Code, providing im-
mediate and concrete guidance applicable to nonqualified deferred compensation
plans and any related security arrangements. In addition, the Secretary of Labor
should be directed to remove the regulatory exemption from ERISA’s reporting and
disclosure rules for these plans and to apply timetested similar rules that govern
qualified plans. I look forward to working with you and your staff to implement
these needed changes. Thank you for your consideration.

ATTACHMENT

Proposal to Change Section 61:
Within the context of Section 61, it is proposed that Congress add a new sub-

section (subsection (b)) to Section 61 which specifically exempts from current tax-
ation deferrals under nonqualified executive compensation plans that satisfy the re-
quirements of that subsection. The subsection is not intended to alter the current
constructive receipt rules applicable to individual employment arrangements that
are not regarded as nonqualified plans for purposes of section 61.

Section 61 of the Internal Revenue Code of 1986 (relating to gross income) is
amended by adding the following new subsection:

‘‘(b) Inclusion of Deferred Income under an Unfunded Nonqualified Deferred Com-
pensation Plan’’—In the case of a participant in an eligible nonqualified deferred
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compensation plan, any amount of compensation deferred under the plan, and any
income attributable to such amounts, shall be includible in gross income under this
section in the taxable year in which such compensation or other income is distrib-
uted to the participant or beneficiary.

(1) Eligible Nonqualified Deferred Compensation Plan Defined.—For purposes
of this section, the term ‘‘eligible nonqualified deferred compensation plan’’
means a plan established and maintained by a plan sponsor providing for the
deferral of compensation for services, other than under a plan qualified under
section 401(a), a section 403(a) annuity plan, a tax-deferred annuity under sec-
tion 403(b), a simplified employee pension under section 408(k), and eligible de-
ferred compensation plans under section 457, —

(A) in which only employees or independent contractors (individuals or
entities) who perform service for the plan sponsor may be participants,

(B) for plans permitting participants to elect to have deferrals of any com-
pensation for services be made under such plan, such election must be
made before the beginning of the participant’s tax year in which the serv-
ices are performed, except that an election may be made within 30 days of
being eligible to participate in the plan or within 30 days of the plan’s effec-
tive date,

(C) which meets the distribution requirements of subparagraph (2), and
(D) for plans permitting participants or beneficiaries to elect among alter-

nate forms of distribution payments, such election must be made at least
12 months in advance of the first distribution payment.

(2) Distributable Requirements.—
(A) In General.—For purposes of subparagraph (1)(C), a plan meets the

distribution requirements of this subsection if—
(i) under the plan, amounts deferred, and any income attributable to,

will not be made available to participants or beneficiaries earlier
than—

(I) severance from employment, death, disability, retirement, or
attainment of a specified age according to the terms of the plan,

(II) a specified date or completion of a fixed number of years as
elected by the participant or beneficiary according to the terms of
the plan, which may be subsequently altered by the participant or
beneficiary according to the terms of the plan at least 12 months
in advance of such date,

(III) upon an unforeseeable emergency (determined in a manner
consistent with the Secretary’s regulations under section 457), or

(IV) at any time as requested by the participant according to the
tenors of the plan, provided such distribution is subject to a finan-
cial penalty of at least 10%, and

(ii) for purposes of applying subparagraph (i) to any participant or
beneficiary who is a director, officer or 10% principal owner of the plan
sponsor, ‘‘24 months’’ shall be substituted for ‘‘12 months’’ in subpara-
graph (i)(II), and the withdrawal provisions of subparagraphs (i)(III)
and (i)(IV) shall not be made available. For purposes of this subpara-
graph, the term ‘‘10 percent owner’’ means any person who would be
described as a ‘‘5 percent owner’’ in section 416(i)(1)(B)(i) if ‘‘10 percent’’
were substituted for ‘‘5 percent’’ each place it appears therein.

(B) Notwithstanding subparagraph (A), amounts contributed by the plan
sponsor on behalf of the participant under the plan which are not subject
to a participant’s distribution election nor the result of matching deferrals
by the plan sponsor, including any income attributable to such amounts,
maybe paid in accordance with the terms of the plan at an earlier date than
those described in subparagraph (i) above provided such amounts remain
subject to a substantial risk of forfeiture (as that term is defined by section
83(c)) during the period of deferral until the actual time of receipt.

The amendment made by this section shall apply to amounts deferred after the
date of the enactment of this Act in taxable years ending after such date.
Proposal to Change Section 83:

Section 83(c) of the Internal Revenue Code of 1986 (relating to special rules for
property transferred in connection with performance of services) is amended by add-
ing the following new paragraph:

(4) Use of Security Arrangements.—
(A) In General. In determining whether there is a transfer of property for

purposes of subsection (a), if assets—
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(i) are designated or otherwise available to protect a participant or bene-
ficiary in the event of a change of control or change of intent by the plan
sponsor with respect to benefits under a nonqualified deferred compensa-
tion plan (as defined by section 61(b)), such assets shall not be treated as
property provided—

(I) the rights of the participant or beneficiary to such amounts shall
be those of a general unsecured creditor of the plan sponsor,

(II) such assets remain solely the property of the plan sponsor and
are available to satisfy the claims of its creditors at all times until dis-
tribution under the terms of the plan, and

(III) except as authorized the Secretary by regulation, the indicia of
ownership of such assets must be held inside the jurisdiction of the
courts of the United States.

(B) For purposes of subparagraph (A)—
(i) the term ‘‘change of control’’ means the purchase or other acquisition

of more than 30% of the total outstanding stock or total voting stock of a
stockholder owned plan sponsor or more than 30% of the capital or profit
interest in a non-stockholder-owned plan sponsor (as described by the Sec-
retary by regulation), and

(ii) the term ‘‘change of intent’’ means either
(I) the plan sponsor’s refusal to pay benefits under the terms of the

nonqualified deferred compensation plan other than for reasons of
bankruptcy or insolvency, or

(II) the plan sponsor’s attempt to amend or terminate the existing
terms of the nonqualified deferred compensation plan in a manner
which adversely affects the payment of benefits already accrued under
such plan.

The amendment made by this section shall apple to assets so designated or other-
wise available after the date of the enactment of this Act in taxable years ending
after such date.
Proposal to Change the Reporting and Disclosure Requirements of ERISA:

The Secretary of Labor is directed, pursuant to his/her authority under section
110 of the Act (88 Stat. 851), to provide new regulations applicable to unfunded or
insured pension or profit sharing plans maintained by an employer for a select
group of management or highly compensated employees requiring the disclosure of
information similar to that required under the general reporting and disclosure re-
quirements for pension or profit sharing plans.

Plan terms are to be disclosed to the Department of Labor upon plan adoption.
The following financial information is also to be required for top hat plans on an
annual basis, (similar to that generally reported on an annual Form 5500):

• basic plan information
• number of participants/beneficiaries
• current account balances/accrued benefit amounts
• current distributions: names and amount of yearly distributions
• assets set aside in a rabbi trust or other security arrangement.

Attestation of Plan Disclosure:
The Secretary of Labor is directed to require that the above information be re-

viewed by the plan sponsor’s independent auditors and receive a signed attestation
as to its accuracy.

PREPARED STATEMENT OF DR. EDMUND OUTSLAY

Chairman Grassley, Ranking Member Baucus, esteemed members of the Com-
mittee, I appreciate very much the opportunity to testify before the U.S. Senate
Committee on Finance on issues raised by Enron’s tax returns and practices. The
following written testimony reiterates many of the points my colleague, Gary A.
McGill, and I made in a recent paper entitled ‘‘Did Enron Pay Taxes? Using Ac-
counting Information to Decipher Tax Status’’ (Tax Notes, August 19, 2002, pp.
1125–1136).

I. INTRODUCTION

As a result of the publicity surrounding the collapse of Enron Corporation and
other major U.S. companies (e.g., WorldCom, Inc.), there has been a renewed inter-
est in whether there should be more consistency between measures of book and tax-
able income and whether current accounting rules adequately disclose a publicly
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traded corporation’s tax status. The U.S. Treasury recently issued regulations re-
quiring more tax return disclosure regarding ‘‘tax shelters’’ with a goal being to
make such transactions more transparent. The Enron collapse also precipitated
speculation and confusion about whether the company paid federal income taxes de-
spite reporting billions of dollars of book income. This specultation led individuals,
public interest groups, and members of Congress to question whether publicly trad-
ed companies should be required to make their federal income tax returns (or rel-
evant summary information) public or whether financial accounting rules should be
expanded to require such corporations to provide more details about their tax status
in their accounting reports.

We believe current accounting disclosure rules do not provide sufficient tax infor-
mation to determine a corporation’s tax status. We support increased detail in the
company’s financial statements about the components of the company’s tax expense,
especially with regard to the taxes actually paid and the tax benefits from stock op-
tion exercises. We believe the public interest can be served without resorting to
making corporate tax returns publicly available.

II. THE GROWING DISCREPANCY BETWEEN BOOK AND TAX INCOME

The current attention focused on discrepancies between publicly traded corpora-
tions’ book and tax incomes harkens back to a similar period in the first half of the
1980s. As result of tax legisaltion enacted in the Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981
(particularly accelerated depreciation and safe harbor leasing), corporat tax pay-
ments (and taxable income) shrank relative to reported accounting profits (see, for
example, my paper with James E. Wheeler entitled ‘‘The Phantom Federal Income
Taxes of General Dynamics Corporation,’’ The Accounting Review, October 1986, pp.
760–774). Studies pointing out the growing discrepancies between book and tax in-
come led Congress to enact major tax changes in the Tax Reform Act of 1986, in-
cluding less generous tax depreciation, a repeal of the completed contraction method
of tax accounting, and the enactment of the alternative minimum tax. One of the
components of the alternative minimum tax was an add-back for fifty percent of the
difference between a corporation’s book and tax income, a provision that proved very
difficult to calculate (and rationalize) and led corporations to ‘‘manage’’ their ac-
counting earnings to avoid the tax. We should point out that much of the discrep-
ancy between book and tax income during this period was due to ‘‘temporary dif-
ferences;’’ that is, items that would eventually appear on both statements but in dif-
ferent periods (for example, a corporation often would adopt accelerated depreciation
for tax purposes and straight line depreciation for book purposes). These temporary
differences would appear as ‘‘deferred tax liabilities’’ in the balance sheet but would
not impact the company’s book tax provision reported in the company’s income
statement (the book-tax discrepancy would appear as a deferred tax rather than a
‘‘current’’ tax payable). Enron reports a change in its deferred tax liability for ‘‘de-
preciation, depletion, and amortization’’ for ?000 of $6 million. Grossing up the
amount by the 35 percent statutory tax rate, this represents an estimated book-tax
difference for the year of $17 million. The cumulative deferred tax liability for this
item is $1,813 million. On a cumulative basis, the book-tax difference from different
depreciation accounting and tax methods is 55,180 million. The discrepancy between
book and taxable income created by this item, while significant, should not be con-
strued as evidence that the company is engaging in tax shelter activities. Rather,
one could interpret this growing discrepancy as evidence the corporation was in-
creasing its stock of capital, which is in line with what Congress intended when it
enacted tax depreciation as an investment incentive.

The renewed interest of academic researchers into the book and tax income phe-
nomenon stems from the U.S. government’s concern over the rise of corporate tax
shelters. Whereas tax planning strategies in the 1980s focused primarily on tem-
porary differences, more recent tax planning strategies tend to focus on ‘‘permanent
differences’’ (that is, items that appear on either the income statement or the tax
return, but not both). The most prominent strategies that create permanent dif-
ferences include income shifting to low-tax jurisdictions (including corporate inver-
sions), using nonqualified stock options to create tax, but not book, deductions, and
transactions that create tax credits (research and experimentation, foreign tax) or
tax-exempt income (corporate life insurance polices on rank-and-file employees). The
growth of these types of tax strategies reflects a shift in the manner in which com-
panies view the role of their tax departments, moving them from cost centers (com-
pliance-oriented) to profit centers (‘‘bottom line’’ oriented). Tax strategies that lower
tax, but not book, income, show up in a reduced book tax provision, thus increasing
after-tax income and lowering the company’s book ‘‘effective tax rate’’ (book tax ex-
pense divided by before-tax book income). Evidence that tax planning has become
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an integral part of ‘‘earnings management’’ can be found in annual ‘‘tax efficiency
scoreboards’’ published by journals such as CFO Magazine (see, for example, S. L.
Mintz, ‘‘A Taxing Challenge,’’ CFO Magazine, Nov. 1, 1999). Using data from the
IRS Statistics of Income, our colleague George Plesko of MIT determined that the
difference between pre-tax book income and tax net income grew from $92.5 billion
in 1996 to 5159.0 billion in 1998, an increase of 71.9 percent (see G. Plesko, ‘‘Recon-
ciling Corporation Book and Tax Net Income, Tax Years 1996–1998,’’ Statistics of
Income Bulletin, Spring 2002).

To what extent these book and tax income discrepancies result from legal versus
‘‘aggressive’’ tax avoidance (evasion) strategies remains elusive to date. Recent stud-
ies have shown that a major component of the difference is due to stock option exer-
cises by corporate employees, which could hardly be considered a ‘‘tax shelter’’ be-
cause the employees exercising the options pay tax on the difference between the
stock’s option price and its fair market value at the date of exercise (at rates as high
as 38.6%). Recent revelations that many top executives may have been using part-
nerships to avoid this tax perhaps calls our assertion into question, although this
is an individual, not a corporate, tax shelter issue.

III. CORPORATE INCOME TAX DISCLOSURE RULES

Recent disclosure debates focus on two reporting issues: (1) What information re-
garding specific tax strategies should be reported to the Internal Revenue Service
and (2) What information regarding the net economic consequences of such strate-
gies should be reported to the public. The former issue has received intense scrutiny
and discussion with regard to the recently issued tax shelter disclosure regulations.
One issue that deserves attention is the debate over whether a transaction that cre-
ates a certain dollar amount of book and tax difference (currently proposed to be
$50 million) should automatically be classified as a ‘‘tax shelter’’ and be subject to
separate identification and detailed disclosure. Efforts to carve out exceptions are
on-going and likely will add significant complexity to these rules. We support in-
creased reporting requirements with regard to tax shelter activities. An individual
or firm willing to sell a tax strategy to a client should be willing to disclose its de-
tails to the tax authorities. However, we do not support efforts by Congress to define
‘‘economic substance.’’ This venerated, albeit illusive, judicial principle should re-
main within the purview of the courts. Bright line tests invite even more trans-
actions that depend on form rather than substance.

Our focus on Enron has been with regard to the current accounting rules dealing
with the company’s disclosure of its tax status. Analysts of the company’s publicly
available accounting data have computed widely divergent estimates of the com-
pany’s most recent tax liability, ranging from zero to $112 million. No less a cor-
porate tax authority as Robert Willens of Lehman Brothers was quoted in a Busi-
ness Week article on Enron as saying ‘‘Truth is, figuring out how much tax a com-
pany actually pays is impossible . . . Tax disclosure is just inscrutable’’ (see H.
Gleckman, D. Foust, M. Arndt, and K. Kerwin. ‘‘Tax Dodging: Enron Isn’t Alone.
Plenty of Companies Pay Little or Nothing,’’ Business Week, March 4, 2000, p. 40).
Writing in CFO Magazine, S. L. Mintz observed that the financial accounting infor-
mation regarding Enron’s tax status ‘‘resists comprehensive analysis’’ (S. L. Mintz,
‘‘A Taxing Challenge,’’ CFO Magazine, Nov. 1, 1999).

The exasperation expressed by analysts that accounting information lacks
precisiori when it comes to discerning the tax status of Enron or any public corpora-
tions is not new. As far back as 1986, my colleagues and I noted that ‘‘GAAP con-
cerning accounting for income taxes and the related reporting requirements are so
difficult to comprehend that they are subject to varying interpretations which lead
to extreme diversity in the treatment of similar transactions’’ (see G.M. Clowery, E.
Outslay, and J. E. Wheeler, ‘‘The Debate on Computing Corporate Effective Tax
Rates—An Accounting View,’’ Tax Notes, March 10, 1986, pp. 991–997). The ques-
tion remains whether the ‘‘gaps’’ in ‘‘GAAP’’ (generally accepted accounting prin-
ciples) regardingmeasurement and disclosure of a company’s income taxes can be
narrowed to both protect the corporation from disclosing privileged information and
provide investors with a more accurate assessment of the company’s tax status. We
believe there is room for compromise.

Time and space do not allow us to discuss the accounting pronouncements that
govern accounting for income taxes in any depth. We refer the interested reader to
our August 19, 2002 Tax Notes article on the subject. We will focus our comments
on the information disclosed in the Income Tax Note to the financial statements in
the company’s annual report.

Statement of Financial Accounting Standards No. 109 (FAS 109) requires that a
publicly traded corporation present a reconciliation of its ‘‘hypothetical tax expense’’
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(the tax expense that would have been reported if all of the company’s ’s pretax in-
come from continuing operations was taxed at 35 percent) with its reported income
tax expense. The company must disclose the estimated amount and nature of each
‘‘significant’’ reconciling item. The reconciling items include permanent book-tax dif-
ferences, credits. and state and local income taxes and foreign taxes. SEC Regula-
tion S–X, Rule 4–08(h)(2) states that reconciling items in the effective tax rate com-
putation should be stated separately if they equal or exceed five percent of the ‘‘hy-
pothetical tax expense’’ or the reconciliation would be ‘‘significant in appraising the
trend of earnings.’’ This reconciliation provides the starting point for comparing a
company’s book effective tax rate with some other measure of its tax effective tax
rate. Under FAS 109 a corporation also must disclose the amount of any unrecog-
nized deferred tax liability on its reinvested non-U.S. earnings ‘‘if determination of
that liability is practicable.’’ Most companies omit this disclosure on the grounds
that such determination is ‘‘not practicable.’’

Under current accounting rules, corporations are not required to provide details
regarding any specific transaction that creates a permanent difference. For example,
the amalgam of tax strategies that shift income from the United States to lower tax
jurisdictions appear as one line item in the effective tax rate reconciliation provided
the tax savings exceed the five-percent threshold. Looking at Enron’s effective tax
rate reconciliation from 1997–2000, we see a decrease in the ‘‘foreign tax rate dif-
ferential’’ from 13.3% in 1997 to (7.7%) in 1999 and (2.4%) in 2000. In dollar terms,
the results of international operations added $2 million to Enron’s tax expense in
1997 whereas they reduced the company’s tax expense by almost $80 million in
1999. Enron does not disclose any details about its international tax strategies re-
garding this change. Corporations occasionally explain changes in the reconciling
item by stating that the change reflects the company’s ability to shift income into
lower tax jurisdictions. Corporations rarely provide details as to whether these tax
savings were achieved through transfer pricing, financing structures, or corporate
restructurings.

A significant permanent difference that does not appear in the effective tax rate
reconciliation statement relates to the tax benefits from employee exercise of non-
qualified stock options. Under current accounting rules (Accounting Principles
Board Opinion No. 25) tax benefits related to stock option deductions taken on the
tax return that will not affect book income are recorded as an addition to the com-
pany’s Additional Paid-in Capital. This accounting treatment overstates the re-
ported ‘‘current’ portion of the corporation’s total tax provision reported in the in-
come statement.

Analysts often are frustrated in estimating the tax benefits from stock option ex-
ercises because firms are not required to disclose the tax benefit separately in their
Shareholder Equity statement. As a result, analysts must resort to estimating the
benefit using the stock option information disclosed in a note separate from the In-
come Tax Note. The stock option note does not contain the pertinent information
required for this calculation (number of options exercised during the year, the exer-
cise price, and the fair value of the stock purchased), necessitating estimates that
often are quite different from the actual benefits. Enron reports a tax benefit from
employee stock option exercises of $390 million in 2000. By grossing up the $390
million tax benefit by 35 percent (the statutory tax rate), we estimate the tax deduc-
tion related to ESO exercises to be $1,114 million. This $1,114 million represents
a permanent book-tax difference in 2000. Using the information provided in the
stock option note, we would estimate the tax deduction to be $1,470 million (see our
Tax Notes 2002 paper for the precise details). The corresponding tax benefit would
be $514 million, a difference of $124 million. The calculation used would change an
analyst’s assessment of Enron’s tax status.

The tax provision also likely includes an estimate (‘‘cushion’’) for anticipated tax
deficiencies that might arise due to aggressive positions taken on the current year
tax return. Corporations may ‘‘hide’’ the cushion in either the current or deferred
portion of the tax expense (shareholders may learn the amount of the cushion after
the fact if litigation occurs).

IV. THOUGHTS ABOUT THE DISCLOSURE DEBATE

In his letter to then SEC chairman Pitt and then Treasury Secretary O’Neill, Sen-
ator Grassley asked whether ‘‘sufficient tax information is already publicly avail-
able’’ to determine a corporation’s tax status. We would say no. Our analysis of
Enron’s tax status, which was prompted by Senator Grassleys query, demonstrates
that current reporting leaves many gaps that require leaps of faith in estimating
a corporation’s tax status. There is far too much ‘‘noise’’ in the ‘‘current tax payable’’
portion of the Income Tax Note, which is further (often grossly) distorted by the fact
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that the tax benefits of stock option exercises are omitted from the computation (in
2000, Microsoft Corporation’s ‘‘current payable’’ and its ‘‘taxes paid’’ differed by more
than $4 billion).

The question is whether the solution requires surgery that is invasive or
arthroscopic. Some commentators have suggested that the entire corporate tax re-
turn be made public. For a multinational corporation, such a return can exceed
10,000 pages. Very few investors would have the patience to sift through such volu-
minous materials. And even if they did, most would not be able to identify the spe-
cifics of the transactions that produced the reported information. Academic re-
searchers and public interest groups likely would love such detailed information to
be made publicly available. Such ‘‘sunlight’’ does not guarantee that a corporation’s
activities would become more transparent. For example, researchers who have ex-
amined the international reporting forms (Form 5471) attached to a U.S. corpora-
tion’s Form 1120 have been unable to pin down with much precision how U.S. cor-
porations are reducing their worldwide tax liabilities (for example, through transfer
pricing or financing structures). Analysts would need access to the company or tax
adviser’s workpapers for the details. This issue has been ongoing between taxpayers,
their advisers. and the Internal Revenue Service since the Supreme Court’s decision
in United States v. Arthur Young, 465 U.S. 805 (1984).

Also at issue is the extent to which full disclosure of a corporation’s tax return
would give proprietary business data away to competitors. Historically, tax return
privacy has been a sacred right with virtually no exceptions (IRC section 6103). Dis-
closure does not have to be an all-or-nothing proposition, however. An expanded In-
come Tax Note would be a step in the right direction. As we mentioned previously,
the ‘‘current’’ portion of the income tax expense is virtually meaningless. The pre-
vailing misconception is that this number represents the actual tax paid or payable
within 12 months. If this account is going to continue to serve as a ‘‘garbage can’’
for tax cushions and represents a residual computation that is distorted by putting
the tax benefits of stock option exercises in paid-in-capital, then a separate state-
ment of U.S., state and local, and international income taxes paid in the current
year should be mandatory. An alternative would be to make the first four pages of
the Form 1120 publicly available, although such information would not disclose the
corporation’s international tax liability. We would also like to see the deferred tax
asset and liability balances in the Income Tax Note tie out to the amounts reported
in the balance sheet. A more truthful presentation of the deferred tax assets and
liabilities in the Income Tax Note would bring to light more of the items that create
book-tax temporary differences. Currently, deferred tax assets and liabilities can be
hidden in other balance sheet accounts (for example, compensation).

The issue of what to do with the book-tax difference in accounting (or not account-
ing) for the tax deduction related to stock option exercises presents a thornier issue.
The arthroscopic solution would be to require all corporations to separately disclose
the tax benefits from stock option deductions in their Shareholders’ Equity state-
ment and their Statement of Cash Flows.

Alternatively, the tax benefits could be taken directly to the book income tax pro-
vision and be reported as a permanent difference in the reconciliation of the com-
pany’s effective tax rate. In Enron’s case, the 5390 million stock option tax benefit
would have reduced the company’s tax expense from $434 million to $44 million in
2002. Enron would have reported an effective tax rate of 3.1%, and the permanent
difference due to the stock option exercise would have shown up as a (27.6)%. Such
reporting would have been more accurate in its depiction of the company’s true tax
status.

We do not support Congressional attempts to mandate comparability between fi-
nancial accounting and tax accounting, especially with regard to stock option deduc-
tions. We are reminded of the Supreme Court’s differentiation of the goals of finan-
cial and tax accounting in its decision in Thor Power Tool Co. v. Commissioner, 439
US 522 (1979):

[T]he presumption petitioner postulates is insupportable in light of the vastly
different objectives that financial and tax accounting have. The primary goal of
financial accounting is to provide useful information to management, share-
holders, creditors, and others properly interested; the major responsibility of the
accountant is to protect these parties from being misled. The primary goal of
the income tax system, in contrast, is the equitable collection of revenue; the
major responsibility of the Internal Revenue Service is to protect the public fisc.
Consistent with its goals and responsibilities, financial accounting has as its
foundation the principle of conservatism, with its corollary that ‘‘possible errors
in measurement [should] be in the direction of understatement rather than
overstatement of net income and net assets.’’ In view of the Treasury’s markedly
different goals and responsibilities, understatement of income is not destined to
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be its guiding light. Given this diversity, even contrariety, of objectives, any pre-
sumptive equivalency between tax and financial accounting would be unaccept-
able.

Those who advocate conformity between book and taxable income may find their
victory to be Pyrrhic. The Internal Revenue Service has w on many cases in which
the taxpayer used generally accepted accounting principles for valuing inventory by
arguing the accounting method did not produce a ‘‘clear reflection of income.’’ We
believe accounting principles should be left to the accounting establishment and tax
rules left to Congress.

In summary, the issue as to whether Enron paid taxes opens debate on two
fronts, both with the common theme of transparency. First, would tighter tax shel-
ter disclosure rules have revealed more of the specifics of the company’s tax strate-
gies to the tax authorities. The likely answer is yes. Second, would more detailed
accounting disclosure of the company’s tax payments and its book-tax differences
have painted a truer picture of the company’s tax status. The likely answer also is
yes. Accounting and tax reports should not be a cat-and-mouse game to the public
or the government. The question becomes the size of the bell to put on the mouse.
Regulations that label virtually every major transaction as a reportable tax shelter
and disclosure rules that produce reams of detailed, yet impenetrable, information
will have the perverse effect of producing less rather than more transparency.

Thank you for the opportunity to participate in this hearing. We welcome further
dialogue on these important issues.
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PREPARED STATEMENT OF GEORGE A. PLESKO

Chairman Grassley, Ranking Member Baucus, members of the Committee, thank
you for inviting me to testify at today’s hearing marking the release of the Joint
Committee on Taxation’s Investigative Report on Enron.

There has been substantial anticipation of this report in the academic tax commu-
nity, as I am sure there has been in other areas. Those of us who study the effects
of the tax code are usually only able to examine behavioral patterns across broad
groups of firms facing different tax incentives. The ability to better understand the
mechanics of specific transactions firms have used provides important insight into
the operation of the tax system, and the incentives and motivations of individual
firms and their managers.

My charge this morning is to provide a context for the JCT report. To do this I
will address three issues that are not specific to Enron, but which are generally re-
lated to the financial and tax reporting environment firms face. First, I will discuss
the differences in the accounting systems for financial and tax purposes, and the
growth in these differences over time. For publicly traded firms there are two sets
of accounting numbers: those reported to investors, through quarterly and annual
financial reports, and those reported annually to the Internal Revenue Service for
tax purposes. While there is strong historical and economic justification for them
being different, the relation between the two appears to have changed dramatically
during the late 1990s. The causes of this divergence are not fully understood, but
one possible factor is the increased ability to structure financial and tax trans-
actions in ways that affect only one set of reporting numbers.

Second, I will address the issue of whether improvements can be made in disclo-
sure of tax information by publicly-traded firms. While both the financial and tax
reporting systems have rules to provide a reconciliation to the other, neither set of
disclosures appear to be currently adequate. The tax footnote and other tax disclo-
sures in a firm’s 10–K do not provide sufficient detail to identify many of the tax
characteristics of interest to users. Similarly, the Schedule M–1 of the Form 1120
is not sufficiently detailed to provide the IRS and other government users with all
of the information they could benefit from having.

Finally, I will briefly touch on the administration’s proposals for dividend relief,
and the effects such a change could have on firms’ incentives to engage in tax mini-
mizing transactions.
Book-Tax Reporting Differences

Treasury, in its 1999 report on tax shelters and related testimony, suggested the
disparity in both the levels and growth rates of book and taxable income is partial
evidence of the growth in shelters. To examine this issue, one must start with an
understanding of the principles of each reporting system

Financial Accounting Standard Board’s (FASB) Statement of Financial Accounting
Concepts No. 1 (CON1), ‘‘Objectives of Financial Reporting by Business Enter-
prises,’’ issued in 1978, outlines the objectives of financial reporting. The essential
element is that financial accounting provide information useful to investors and
creditors in making investment and other decisions about firms. Concept No. 2
(CON2), ‘‘Qualitative Characteristics of Accounting Information,’’ issued in 1980, de-
scribes the characteristics of accounting information that make it useful. Of the five
qualities outlined, two, relevance and reliability, are considered the primary quali-
ties. By relevant, the information provided should be helpful to external users in
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making their decisions. Reliability, in the context of CON2, merely implies the data
presented ‘‘represents what it purports to represent.’’ CON2 also recognizes that col-
lection and dissemination of information is not costless, and the perceived benefits
of a disclosure must exceed the perceived costs associated with it.

Other characteristics of quality financial accounting information are comparability
and consistency. Comparability and consistency require financial accounting infor-
mation to be similar across firms, and that each firm use accounting methods con-
sistently over time. These criteria do not require the financial accounting rules to
be implemented uniformly in each company. This is in contrast to the approach
taken in much of the tax law. where uniformity in the accounting for economic
events is required.

The discretion left by accounting standards for firms to differ in their application
of the accounting rules is viewed as a virtue of the system. It is generally assumed
that allowing managers financial reporting discretion can increase the quality of the
information they provide. Owing to this discretion, managers of firms within the
same industry can reach different conclusions about how to recognize revenues and/
or expenses, in order to provide information on each firms’ unique circumstances to
their respective shareholders.

CON1 recognizes that tax authorities may have informational needs beyond the
general user, but also the authority to obtain information on their own:

. . . both the information needed to enforce tax laws and regulations and
the information needed to set rates for public utilities are specialized needs.
However, although both taxing authorities and rate-making bodies often use the
information in financial statements for their purposes, both have the statutory
authority to require the specific information they need to fulfill their functions
and do not need to rely on information provided to other groups. (Paragraph 26)

CON1 also makes explicit that the goals of financial accounting are not based on
assisting regulatory authorities:

The objectives in this Statement are those of general purpose external finan-
cial reporting by business enterprises. The objectives stem primarily from the
informational needs of external users who lack the authority to prescribe the
financial information they want from an enterprise and therefore must use the
information that management communicates to them. (Paragraph 26)

By contrast, the objective of the Internal Revenue Code (IRC) is the efficient and
equitable determination of tax liabilities and the collection of revenue. To facilitate
the work of the Internal Revenue Service, the IRC permits fewer choices in the ap-
plication of accounting methods than are available to determine financial reporting
income. A secondary objective of the IRC is to provide incentives or disincentives
for particular economic or social activities.

Tax accounting specifies certain approaches to income and expense recognition
that differ from financial accounting. Even when both systems allow for the same
revenue or expense, the measurement rules may be very different. For example, for
financial reporting firms can calculate depreciation based on idiosyncratic deter-
minations of specific asset lives and residual values that reflect their economic
value. Tax depreciation is based on explicit asset classifications that, on average, ap-
pear to allow faster recovery than implied by economic depreciation.

When comparing a financial statement to a tar return, the income can differ be-
cause of the entities included in each report as well as how the income is defined
for each purpose. There are two sources of income measurement differences between
financial reporting and taxable income. First, tax and financial reporting rules may
allow for differences in the timing of revenue and expense recognition. These timing
differences result in differences in the amount of income recognized for financial re-
porting and tax purposes for a given period, but net to zero over time. Consider
again the depreciation of tangible assets. For financial reporting purposes deprecia-
tion is generally calculated on a straight-line basis over an estimate of an asset’s
expected useful life. For tax purposes, depreciation is generally calculated using an
accelerated method. In the early years of an asset’s life, accelerated depreciation for
tax purposes will result in taxable income being lower than income for financial re-
porting purposes. Because total depreciation over an asset’s life can sum to no more
than the asset’s cost, depreciation taken in the later years of an asset’s life will be
lower for tax purposes than for financial reporting purposes.

The second source of difference between financial reporting and taxable income
arises when revenue or expense is recognized under one system but not the other.
For example, interest on municipal bonds and a portion of intercorporate dividends
received are generally excluded from a corporation’s taxable income, but considered
income for financial reporting purposes. Unlike timing differences, these differences
do not reverse (and are thus referred to as permanent differences) and do not give
rise to deferred tax assets or liabilities and related expenses. Firms are required to
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quantify material permanent differences in a reconciliation of the firm’s effective tax
rate in their tax footnote. Notably, non-qualified stock options generate substantial
permanent differences that are not reconciled in the tax footnote.

In addition to these measurement differences, it is also important to note that en-
tities combined in the financial reports will generally be more inclusive than the
consolidated entity for tax purposes. For financial reporting purposes, firms are re-
quired to file consolidated financial statements for worldwide operations in which
the parent has at least a 50 percent interest. For tax purposes, consolidation is vol-
untary and is only permitted for 80 percent owned domestic corporations. As a re-
sult, an observed set of consolidated financial statements can include any number
of separate taxable entities.

Beyond the differing objectives of financial reporting and tax rule makers, firms
face different incentives for financial reporting and tax reporting. Specifically, man-
agers of fines may have incentives to increase income reported to shareholders while
at the same time making choices that minimize reported taxable income. It is appar-
ent from the academic literature and from known transactions that neither tax nor
financial reporting considerations consistently dominates the other. Firms may be
willing to pay more in taxes if it is necessary to achieve financial reporting objec-
tives, or decrease reported earnings if the tax savings are large enough.

The conflicting objectives guiding the development of rules for financial reporting
and tax reporting and the differing incentives of preparers with respect to the two
different measurements ultimately result in differences between financial reporting
income and taxable income. Data on the differences in income reported under each
system has been published only sporadically and not necessarily in comparable
ways, but some comparisons over time can be made. Data from the 1970s suggest
book net income was approximately 20 percent larger than after-tax tax net income
(ranging from 7 percent in 1975 to nearly 40 percent in 1972). During the late 1990s
book net income exceeded after-tax tax net income by more than 36 percent in each
year, including a difference in excess of 70 percent in 1998. These percentages, how-
ever, mask the economic significance of the magnitude of these differences. From
1996 to 1998, the dollar amount of the difference in pretax income grew from $92.5
billion to more than $159.0 billion, an increase of nearly 72 percent. In 1998, the
difference in pretax income equaled 24.2 percent of total tax net income. This
growth from 1996 to 1998 does not appear to be driven primarily by stock options,
which reduce taxable income without affecting book income. Overall, from 1996 to
1998, tax net income fell slightly while pretax book income grew 8.5 percent.

In a paper coauthored with Gil Manzon of Boston College and published a year
ago in the Tax Law Review, we conclude a small number of factors are responsible
for a significant amount of book-tax differences, and that accounting and economic
factors explain a relatively stable share of the difference in each year. However,
given the increasing magnitude of the difference, the dollar value of the unexplained
portion is continuing to increase.

The evidence shows that large book tax differences are neither economically insig-
nificant nor a transitory feature of the tax system. A full understanding of the tax
system, and firms’ response, requires access to comprehensive information about the
specific sources of accounting differences, a point I will address below. However, an
important consideration particularly relevant to today’s discussion is whether these
large differences are due to firms actively seeking to decrease their taxable income,
to efforts to overstate their financial reporting income, or a combination of both.

Given the potentially competing tax and financial reporting incentives, a well-de-
signed tax strategy may well reduce taxable income, leaving income reported for fi-
nancial purposes unaffected. David Weisbach (2002) asserts that ‘‘[v]irtually no shel-
ters in the current market reduce book income.’’ While any reporting difference
should be reflected in the Schedule M–1 or the tax footnote of financial statements,
the degree of detail within these schedules is insufficient to easily make inferences
about sheltering activities.

The Senate Committee on Governmental Affairs held a series of hearings during
2002 on the role of financial institutions played in Enron’s collapse. These hearings
highlighted transactions which primarily resulted in Enron improperly recording
revenues or improperly classifying sources of cash flows. On January 2, 2003, the
Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations of the Senate Committee on Govern-
mental Affairs, released a report on Fishtail, Bacchus, Sundance, and Slapshot:
Four Enron Transactions Funded and Facilitated by U.S. Financial Institutions.
Each of these transactions were related to Enron’s initiatives on electronic trading
in the paper and pulp industry. Regarding these transactions, three (Fishtail, Bac-
chus, Sundance) were classified by the Subcommittee staff as sham asset sales, and
do not appear to have been motivated by tax reasons nor directly affected Enron’s
tax liability. Rather, as the report suggests these transactions ‘‘enabled Enron to
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produce misleading financial statements that made Enron’s financial condition ap-
pear better than it was.’’ (page 3) The fourth transaction, Slapshot, was categorized
as a sham loan designed to reduce Canadian taxes, but which would not reduce U.S.
tax liabilities or produce a tax benefit for financial reporting purposes. The report
concluded

The cumulative evidence from the three Subcommittee hearings demonstrates
that some U.S. financial institutions have been designing, participating in, and
profiting from complex financial transactions explicitly intended to help U.S.
public companies engage in deceptive accounting or tax strategies. This evi-
dence also shows that some U.S. financial institutions and public companies
have been misusing structured finance vehicles, originally designed to lower fi-
nancing costs and spread investment risk, to carry out sham transactions that
have no legitimate business purpose and mislead investors, analysts, and regu-
lators about companies’ activities, tax obligations, and true financial condition.
(Page 2)

The results of the Permanent Subcommittee’s report suggest that many of the
book tax differences of Enron were not solely due to tax-minimizing behavior, but
rather inappropriate revenue recognition. If companies engage in both types of
transactions, book tax differences will be even larger. However, it is not clear firms
provide sufficient information for outside monitors to disentangle these effects. The
next section specifically addresses this issue.
Disclosure

An important element of outsiders ability to understanding the role of taxes is
being able to know the amount of taxes paid. On July 8, 2002, Chairman Grassley
wrote the Treasury Secretary and the Chairman of the Securities and Exchange
Commission asking ‘‘whether the information contained in the corporate tax returns
of publicly traded companies could be of benefit to government regulators as well
as shareholders and workers.’’

To provide my answer to the additional question of whether ‘‘sufficient tax infor-
mation is already publicly available,’’ the short answer is no, it is not. As the Chair-
man observed in his letter, analysts had differing estimates of Enron’s taxes even
though common financial information was available to all. The difficulties in the
ability to reconcile the tax return and the financial statements are not limited to
Enron, nor are the affected users only the financial community. It does not appear
to me that either tax authorities, or investors, have all of the information that could
be made available about a firm’s tax position, and major improvements would not
be difficult to achieve. Shortcomings in the current state of financial and tax infor-
mation suggest a failure of both sets of regulatory guidelines.

At this point, I am not convinced full public disclosure of corporate returns is war-
ranted, and recognize the confidentiality concerns expressed by firms as to revealing
potentially sensitive competitive information. However, I am convinced that more
and better disclosure of tax information could be achieved with little, or no, addi-
tional administrative or economic cost to the firm.

Lillian Mills of the University of Arizona and I have outlined a proposal for sub-
stantial revisions to the Schedule M–1. The existing schedule, largely unchanged
since its introduction in 1963, currently provides insufficient detail related to many
reconciliation issues. Our proposed modifications provide for a more detailed rec-
onciliation anchored to income numbers reported in a firm’s 10–K.

In addition to improvements in tax administration, we conclude that any debate
on public disclosure of corporate tax return information should begin with the idea
of disclosing the information on the Schedule M–1. We argue that, potentially, the
entire M–1 of each return filed could be made publicly available, as it contains infor-
mation that others, such as FASB, have already deemed as important to the general
public. Revisions to the Schedule M–1 should not pose a significant problem to firms
from either a regulatory burden or competitiveness standpoint. From a burden view,
the details that would be provided in a modified M–1 should already be available
as part of a firm’s normal filing. From a competitive perspective, any concern that
these disclosures would harm a company should be considered only to the extent
to which new information goes beyond the detail a firm should be providing under
GAAP.
Dividend Relief and Tax-Minimizing Transactions

Let me address a final issue this committee will soon be considering, and one re-
lated to the broader accounting issues we are discussing today. This issue is the ef-
fect of recently proposed changes to the taxation of dividends, and in particular the
incentives that any change may have on the aggressive pursuit of tax minimizing
behavior. While the general topic of dividend relief is outside the scope of today’s
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hearing, the argument has been made that the proposal will discourage companies
from engaging in aggressive tax planning because ‘‘[t]he less tax paid by a corpora-
tion, the less tax-free cash that can be paid to its shareholders’’ (Treasury Office
of Public Affairs, KD–3762, January 14, 2003). While this statement is qualitatively
true, I think any quantitative effect is likely to be small.

There are strong economic arguments to be made for integrating the corporate
and individual taxes as part of a broad and fundamental tax reform. Tax distinc-
tions between debt and equity invite complicated transactions as firms seek to ex-
ploit one or the other characterization. Many of these types of transactions were typ-
ical of those engaged in by Enron. However, taxes are not always the primary moti-
vation, but rather other incentives that firms face in the financial markets, or incen-
tives faced by managers within the firm.

The assumption has always been that firms seek to maximize shareholder wealth
by increasing the value of their shares. Consistent with this is the maximization of
after-tax profits or cash flows. Theory suggests firms should consider the tax situa-
tion of their investors, but there is no strong evidence that firms operate in such
a manner. The market solves this issue on its own, with market participants mak-
ing investments in opportunities that match their desires for taxable or tax-pre-
ferred returns. Many market participants will either not benefit or remain indif-
ferent to dividend relief. In such an environment, it will still make sense for cor-
porations to maximize their own after-tax profits. Further, given the continued pref-
erence for long-term capitat gains, taxable investors may still be better off through
a combination of tax minimization, retention, and deferral. The incentive to mini-
mize taxes will continue to be reinforced unless alternatives to current managerial
compensation schemes are developed, as they tend to focus on after-tax returns or
stock prices.

Thank you, again, for the opportunity to be here today. I look forward to the fur-
ther discussion of these issues.

PREPARED STATEMENT OF JIM A. SEIDA

TAX SHELTER’S AND ANALYSIS OF ENRON’S DISCLOSED TAX INFORMATION

Good morning Chairman Grassley and members of the Committee. I appreciate
the opportunity to be a part of today’s hearing regarding the Joint Committee on
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1 Robert Willins, an accounting analyst for Lehman Brothers, states that ‘‘. . . figuring out
how much tax a company actually pays is almost impossible’’ and that ‘‘tax disclosure is just
inscrutable.’’ [quoted in Tax Dodging: Enron Isn’t Alone, Business Week, p. 40J. Willins also
states that the tax information provided in financial statements under SFAS 109 is a ‘‘total
black boy’’ and that he has never met a stock analyst who has any idea what deferred tax ac-
counting is. [I. Carnahan and J. Novack, Forbes Magazine, March 4, 2002 p. 40].

Taxation’s (JCT) report about Enron. I would like to make some comments regard-
ing tax shelters, disclosure of taxable income, and Enron.
II. Tax Shelters

Given what appears to be the ever increasing use of overly aggressive tax shelters
it is fairly clear that shelter promoters and business managers have not dem-
onstrated the ability to determine when a tax shelter crosses the line from a legiti-
mate and ethical tax planning device to an abusive tax shelter. Without some estab-
lished guidance of where this line is, or where it should be, the line of demarcation
will probably continue to drop. On this ‘slippery slope,’ one shelter will be compared
to another in terms of its legality. The prevalence of abusive corporate tax shelters
potentially puts corporate managers in compromising positions. They are faced with
this question: should management elect to utilize a tax shelter of questionable legal
merits in order to better compete with foreign competitors that may have lower tax
costs and/or with domestic firms that engage in more aggressive tax sheltering
transactions? There needs to be a line to evaluate what is acceptable and what is
not acceptable with respect to tax shelters. Given the myriad of facts associated
with various court decisions and the inability of tax shelter promoters to
selfregulate, legislation may be the only way to establish this line. However, we also
must ensure that U.S.-based firms are not placed at a competitive disadvantage in
the international economy due to the U.S. income tax system.
II. Disclosure of taxable income

Under current accounting rules (GAAP) and SEC standards there is no require-
ment that a corporation disclose its reported U.S. taxable income. Statement of Ac-
counting Standards No. 109 (SFAS 109) specifies the method—deferred tax account-
ing—to compute and to report tax expense for financial accounting purposes. Fur-
ther, SFAS 109 and SEC pronouncements specify items that should be disclosed in
the financial statements. Unfortunately, it is often difficult to accurately estimate
a corporation’s taxable income from the information provided in the financial state-
ments.1 Modifying the current disclosure rules to require the disclosure of U.S. tax-
able income might allow investors, creditors, and other interested parties to assess
the extent to which a corporation uses abusive tax shelters to reduce taxable income
and/or aggressive accounting methods to increase reported earnings.

Since corporate managers generally have incentives to report higher financial ac-
counting income and lower taxable income, one measure can be used to evaluate the
other. While differences may not necessarily indicate abusive tax sheltering or ag-
gressive financial reporting, large differences are consistent with such activity and
should result in additional scrutiny of the reported income numbers by outside par-
ties. Given that the magnitude of the divergence between taxable and financial ac-
counting income could raise a red flag, management would have an incentive to vol-
untarily explain items that created the difference. Failure to adequately explain the
difference could result in skepticism about management and the reported income
amounts which could increase the firm’s cost of capital and negatively affect the cor-
poration’s stock price.

Thus, the disclosure of the best estimate of taxable income in the financial state-
ments could mitigate both aggressive financial reporting and abusive tax sheltering.
The next section compares Enron’s reported pre-tax book income and an estimate
of Enron’s taxable income. Over the 1996–1999 period the difference between
Enron’s reported pre-tax book income and taxable income estimate was substantial.
III. Enron

Since there are no requirements that corporate tax returns be publicly disclosed,
publicly available information, such as 10–K filings, need to be utilized to draw in-
ferences about a corporation’s tax position. This analysis is completed using data
from Enron’s financial statements.

From Enron’s financial statements, it appears likely that Enron paid only a small
amount of federal income taxes over the 1996–2000 period. An analysis of Enron’s
income tax disclosures reveals that Enron generated tax net operating losses (i.e.,
negative taxable income) in each year from 1996–1999. This observation is based
on the fact that Enron discloses a U.S. tax net operating loss (NOL) carryforward
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2 The tax net operating loss rules provide for a carry-back arid carry-forward period to elimi-
nate inequities caused by the annual tax-paying period when income fluctuates year-to-year. A
tax rebate generated by a NOL carryback simply returns a taxpayer’s previously paid taxes
(without any interest earned on the tax payment).

3 The taxable income could exceed this estimate it the remaining $65m NOL relates to an ac-
quired entity. If this is the case, the remaining NOL could be subject to restrictions under IRC
§ 382 which limit the extent to which acquired NOLs can offset taxable income of the acquiring
company (i.e., Enron).

4 The AMT is a parallel income tax system to the regular income tax system. AMT is paid
in years where the tax liability under the AMT system exceeds that under the regular tax sys-
tem.

5 In a recent article in the Washington Post, Karen Denne, an Enron spokeswoman, states
that Enron paid $112 million in federal income taxes in 2000 [G. Kessler, Enron Appears to
Have Paid Taxes, Washington Post, Feb. 3, 2002, P. A10).

6 In years where the AMT exceeds the regular corporate income tax a credit is generated that
can be used in years in which the regular corporate income tax exceeds the AMT.

7 The AMT credit carryforward disclosed in the 1995 annual report was $231m.

in 1996 ($222 million) and that the NOL increases each year through 1999.2 Absent
a corporate acquisition, a tax NOL carryforward will increase only if taxable income
is negative for the year. Since it appears Enron’s regular taxable income was nega-
tive for each year during the 1996–1999 period, it is likely Enron paid little or no
regular corporate income tax during these years. The fact that the reported NOL
falls from $2.9 billion at the end of 1999 to $65 million at the end of 2000 implies
that Enron’s taxable income for 2000 was $2.835 billion (1999 NOL carryforward
of S2.900 billion less 2000 NOL carry-forward of $65 million).3 However, Enron was
able to use the 52,900 million NOL to offset its 2000 taxable income and therefore
likely paid no regular tar in 2000. It appears that Enron paid some federal tax due
to the alternative minimum tax provisions.4 An analysis of Enron’s tax footnote sug-
gests that Enron actually paid at least $34 million to federal alternative minimum
tax for the 2000 taxable year.5 Evidence of Enron’s $34 million AMT payment comes
from the fact that Enron’s disclosed AMT credit carryforward increased from S220
million in 1999 to $254 million in 2000.6 In addition to the AMT payment in 2000,
analysis of changes to the AMT credit carryforward suggests that AMT was paid
in 1996 and 1997 (see income tax carryforwards section of the attached table).7
Thus, it appears Enron paid some federal income tax, albeit a relatively small
amount, in three of the five years during the 1996–2000 period. The net taxes paid
due to the AMT during the 1996–2000 period is, based on the disclosed information,
probably around S23 million (compare the 1995 AMT credit carryforward of 5231
[not reported on the table] and the 2000 AMT credit carryforward of $254).

The above federal tax payment analysis suggests that Enron, despite recording
substantial pre-tax financial accounting income, paid very little federal income taxes
during the 1996–2000 period. It is common to have a difference between taxable in-
come and financial accounting income because each system has a different set of ob-
jectives and set of rules. What sets Enron apart, however, from a more typical situa-
tion are the magnitudes of the annual differences between taxable and financial ac-
counting income. While corporations are not required to disclose taxable income, cor-
porations with significant NOL carryforwards are supposed to disclose the amount
of such carryforwards and also whether or not they are subject to tax law restric-
tions. So for firms with an NOL carryforward, an approximation of reported U.S.
taxable income is available by examining the changes in the disclosed NOL
carryforward amount.

I use the changes in the reported U.S. NOL to measure Enron’s annual U.S. tax-
able income. The attached table shows the regular U.S. tax NOL for each year dur-
ing the 1996–2000 period and an implied U.S. taxable income based on these
changes. The estimate of Enron’s taxable income for each year during the 1996–99
period (beginning with 1996) is -$222, -$523, -$655, and -$1,500 million. These esti-
mated taxable income figures sharply diverge from the reported pre-tax book income
amounts during these same years: $855, $15, $878, and $1,128 (see table). The dif-
ference between estimated U.S. taxable income and reported pre-tax book income
for the 1999 year alone is a staggering $2.628 billion (see table). The cumulative
difference over the 1996–1999 period is nearly $5.8 billion. Almost as stunning as
the 1996–99 difference is the reversal of this trend in 2000. Enron’s implied U.S.
taxable income for the 2000 year is $2,835 million (see table), while reported pre-
tax total book income is $1,413 million. Thus, fiscal 2000’s estimated taxable income
exceeds reported pre-tax book income by approximately 1,400 million.

As mentioned above, taxable income may differ from financial accounting income
for reasons other than abusive tax shelters and aggressive financial reporting. One
important difference between financial accounting and U.S. tax accounting deals
with the overall reporting entity. For financial accounting purposes, controlled enti-
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8 Enron’s reported balance for foreign earnings deemed permanently reinvested ($1,200 million
in 1999) suggests that much of Enron’s foreign earnings were not repatriated to the U.S.

ties are generally consolidated for financial statement purposes (unless they are un-
consolidated special purpose entities). For tax purposes, however, only entities
where the parent controls at least 80% are consolidated and foreign subsidiaries are
generally not included to the consolidated U.S. tax return. This does not mean that
foreign operations of U.S.-based companies permanently escape U.S. taxation. The
timing of the tax consequences associated with foreign operations depends on the
type of entity that is used to conduct the foreign operations. It the entity is not clas-
sified as a corporation for U.S. tax purposes, any income (or loss) from the emit,
flows to the U.S. parent’s tax return on an annual basis. If the entity is classified
as a corporation for tax purposes, the U.S. tax is deferred until the foreign earnings
are actually remitted to the US parent or deemed remitted through the operation
of Subpart F (applies to passive sources of income). Unfortunately, it is not a simple
exercise to compute how much foreign income is included on the U.S. parent’s tax
return using financial statement data. However, even if all of Enron’s foreign source
income during the 1996–99 period is not included in financial accounting income (to
make it comparable to taxable income if no foreign earnings are subject to tax),
which total $1,675 million, the difference between the foreign-income-adjusted pre-
tax income and taxable income is still $4,125 million.8 Another interesting aspect
of Enron’s international operations is that while recording positive financial ac-
counting income from foreign sources, Enron’s tax footnote shows that non U.S. tax
net operating losses (i.e., foreign NOLs) increased to $874 million at the end of 1999
($1,200 million at the end of 2000). Thus, there also appears to be a large difference
between reported foreign income and foreign taxable income.

A second significant difference between taxable income and financial accounting
income relates to the treatment of certain stock options. For tax purposes, a deduc-
tion is allowed for the difference between the exercise price of a nonqualified stock
option and the stock’s price the day the option is exercised. Under the permissible
stock option accounting method used by Enron (and most corporations), no expense
is recognized in connection with most stock option awards. The tax benefit associ-
ated with the exercise of incentive stock options is reflected in stockholder’s equity.
The stock option difference, however, does not explain the huge difference between
tax and financial accounting income during the 1996–1999 period (see implied fed-
eral tax deduction from stock options on the table). Based on a computed stock op-
tion tax benefit figure, the total tax deduction associated with stock options over the
1996–99 period was $594 million. Thus, stock option expense represents only a
small portion of the $5.8 billion cumulative 1996–99 book-tax difference.

It is not clear what is responsible for the large divergence between financial ac-
counting and taxable income. What is relatively clear is that Enron, given its large
regular tax net operating loss during the 1996–99 period, had little incentive to fur-
ther reduce taxable income. Thus, it seems likely that Enron’s large divergence be-
tween taxable income and reported income is primarily due to aggressive financial
reporting and not abusive tax shelters. The difference could be partly due to the dif-
ferent revenue recognition rules for tax and financial accounting purposes. For fi-
nancial accounting purposes, Enron used estimates to value long-term energy con-
tracts and changes to these estimated values affected reported book income. In con-
trast, for tax purposes, gains and losses on these contracts would not have been rec-
ognized until the contract was settled.
IV. Summary

Is it possible that information disclosed to tax footnotes could be used to deter-
mine firms that are using abusive tax shelters and’or making aggressive financial
accounting reporting decisions? Could the disclosure of reported taxable income im-
prove investor ability to detect abusive tax shelter and aggressive financial report-
ing? If Enron’s taxable income was disclosed more prominently, would it’s aggressive
financial reporting practices been detected sooner’?

Given what we know now about Enron (they lost money) it is not surprising that
it paid very little in taxes over the 1996–2000 period. What is surprising is the mag-
nitude of the divergence between taxable income and reported book income for
Enron. More surprising is the fact that information necessary to compute this diver-
gence was effectively disclosed each year but it raised no red flags. Taxable income
is likely to be a more conservative measure of income than financial accounting in-
come because an extra dollar of taxable income costs $0.35 in taxes. In Enron’s case.
taxable income paints a considerably different picture than reported book income
does.
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If stock analysts utilized information contained in the tax footnote, or alter-
natively if Enron’s tax information was made more transparent, maybe Enron’s fi-
nancial accounting gimmicks could have surfaced earlier. Who knows how much
wealth could have been preserved by earlier detection’? Perhaps analysts and inves-
tors should become better equipped to use information in the tax footnote. Perhaps
the FASB or SEC should mandate improved tax disclosures and/or require the dis-
closure of U.S. taxable income. How many more Enrons are out there? Perhaps the
tax footnote is a useful place to begin this examination.
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