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How did it happen?

Jobs & Money reporter Phillip Inman has followed the
Patrick Cullinane case for four years. And, he writes, it
hasn't always been easy

Saturday 10 May 2003
The Guardian

I first heard from Patrick Cullinane more than four years ago when he
contacted Jobs & Money with a tale that was almost identical to a case I
was following at the time. A building contractor who was bankrupted by
the Inland Revenue had become the first taxpayer in living memory to
overturn the decision in the courts.

Like the building contractor, Mr Cullinane claimed to be the victim of a
conspiracy. This conspiracy was orchestrated by inspectors at the
Inland Revenue who pushed ahead with a bankruptcy order against him
for many reasons, though the main one he believed centred on his Irish
background.

More likely, I felt it was cock-up and cover up for which there are many
examples. Mr Cullinane believed otherwise. He would rant furiously
down the phone making his point. How he had been singled out for
punishment and prosecuted without mercy. How the police had kicked
down his door when they repossessed his house and sent him into the
hands of an NHS psychiatrist.

Sadly, the case seems to side more with Mr Cullinane than the cock-up
theorists. The documents sent to Mr Cullinane by the Revenue
containing sheaves of internal memos show the shaky case against him
was falling apart in the run up to a meeting of the general
commissioners, who adjudicate on tax disputes.

Inspectors seemed to believe he was a movie mogul. They said he
earned over £250,000 on top of his PAYE income over eight years and
for that he owed them £68,000 in unpaid tax. Yet there was no smoking
gun. No Rolls-Royce parked outside the house, no large payments into
his bank account. In fact, there was not a sniff of what might have
happened to the money.

Without the usual damning evidence of a lifestyle above his declared
income, the documents show that inspectors were relying on Mr
Cullinane's volatile character to persuade the commissioners he was
dodgy. Then there is the "informant" who alleges Mr Cullinane earned
rental income from 1982 to 1990. But at no point does an inspector think
to visit the house or interview tenants.

As a measure of the Revenue's standing in 1990 its investigators were
found guilty of using an interview technique largely discontinued by
police. Lawyers said it could render confessions inadmissible on the
grounds of oppression.

What is bizarre is how the inspectors pursued a case when the
evidence appeared so flaky. Perhaps Mr Cullinane should have played
the game by the civil servants rules, talked their language and
smoothed their feathers. But I doubt it would have worked. Once the
Revenue took his house it was in too deep.

And anyway, it is not in Mr Cullinane's character to play anyone else's
game. Perhaps understandably, he began to spot conspiracy at every
corner. When I became reluctant to publish any more articles about his
case my editor was then accused as part of the conspiracy.

Mr Cullinane sees the Inland Revenue as just another arm of a
government seeking to humiliate him. His conspiracy theories
exasperated us all, but were no reason why he should not be treated
fairly. Along with the MP Barry Gardiner I have tried to get the Revenue
to explain the many inconsistencies in evidence, such as we knew it, but
we have both been stonewalled. It is the usual story from the Revenue -
never justify, never explain.
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