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Many anti poverty campaigners 
have already made the connection 
between tax justice and human 

rights, but the business community and the 
general public are only now starting to catch 
up. Governments all over the world are 
½RHMRK�XLIMV�GSJJIVW�HITPIXIH�EW�XVERWREXMSREP�
corporations dodge taxes in the countries in 
which they operate, and wealthy individuals 
EPWS�QSZI�XLIMV�QSRI]�SJJWLSVI��8LMW�QEOIW�
government commitments to alleviating 
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TAX JUSTICE AND HUMAN RIGHTS: 
THE BEGINNING OF A BEAUTIFUL 
FRIENDSHIP?      Adrienne Margolis
8E\�TSPMG]�LEW�[MHI�VERKMRK�MQTPMGEXMSRW�JSV�LYQER�VMKLXW�XLVSYKLSYX�XLI�[SVPH��RSX�PIEWX�FIGEYWI�½RERGMEP�WIGVIG]�MW�
indispensable to modern tyranny. Now law, accountancy and economics stand to be transformed as the public trace the 
connections.

TSZIVX]�MRGVIEWMRKP]�HMJ½GYPX�XS�EGLMIZI��-R�
such circumstances it is becoming increasingly 
GPIEV�XLEX�[IEPXL]�GSYRXVMIW�GER�SRP]�QEOI�
good on their stated commitment to universal 
LYQER�VMKLXW�MJ�XLI]�VIRSYRGI�XLI�XIQTXEXMSR�
XS�TVS½X�JVSQ�MPPMGMX�GETMXEP�¾S[W��6IWTSRWMFPI�
democracies cannot moonlight as tax havens.

8LMW�IHMXMSR�SJ�Tax Justice Focus brings 
XSKIXLIV�WSQI�SJ�XLI�WXVERHW�SJ�ER�IQIVKMRK�
GSRWIRWYW�MR�PE[�ERH�MRXIVREXMSREP�EJJEMVW��

Magdalena Sepúlveda has been investigating 
XLI�SFWXEGPIW�XLEX�KSZIVRQIRXW�JEGI�MR�
alleviating poverty in her capacity as the 
9RMXIH�2EXMSRW�WTIGMEP�VETTSVXIYV�SR�
I\XVIQI�TSZIVX]�ERH�LYQER�VMKLXW��,IV�
VITSVX�SR�XLI�LYQER�VMKLXW�MQTEGX�SJ�½WGEP�
ERH�XE\�TSPMG]�LEW�FIIR�WYFQMXXIH�XS�XLI�92�
,YQER�6MKLXW�'SYRGMP�JSV�GSRWMHIVEXMSR�MR�
.YRI��-R�LIV�EVXMGPI�JSV�8.*��7IT�PZIHE�WTIPPW�SYX�
XLI�GSRRIGXMSR�FIX[IIR�½WGEP�ERH�XE\�TSPMGMIW�
ERH�KSZIVRQIRXW´�LYQER�VMKLXW�SFPMKEXMSRW��
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WXVIWWMRK�XLEX�[MXLSYX�XLI�RIGIWWEV]�JYRHW�
to alleviate poverty, “realising human rights is 
rendered meaningless.” Whether revenue is 
PSWX�XLVSYKL�MPPMGMX�½RERGMEP�¾S[W�SV�EYWXIVMX]�
measures, she argues that states that do 
RSX�XEOI�WXITW�XS�GSPPIGX�EPP�XE\IW�S[IH�
are not meeting their obligations to realise 
economic, social and cultural rights.

8LI�RIIH�MW�YVKIRX��=EPI�TLMPSWSTL]�ERH�
MRXIVREXMSREP�EJJEMVW�TVSJIWWSV�8LSQEW�
4SKKI�TSMRXW�SYX�XLEX�EFSYX�LEPJ�SJ�XLI�
[SVPH Ẃ�TSTYPEXMSR�HS�RSX�LEZI�EHIUYEXI�
JSSH��GPSXLMRK��LSYWMRK��QIHMGEP�GEVI�SV�

access to social services that could protect 
them. Governments in the countries where 
QER]�SJ�XLI�TSSVIWX�TISTPI�PMZI�LEZI�LYKI�
HMJ½GYPX]�VEMWMRK�VIZIRYI�XLVSYKL�XE\EXMSR��
PEVKIP]�FIGEYWI�GSVTSVEXMSRW�GER�IEWMP]�WLMJX�
TVS½XW�XS�XE\�LEZIRW��4SKKI�RSXIW�XLEX�XLI�
JYRHW�PSWX�XLVSYKL�WYGL�XE\�EFYWI�GSYPH�
go a long way to alleviating poverty and 
helping governments to meet human rights 
SFPMKEXMSRW��8LI�OI]�XS�WSPZMRK�XLI�TVSFPIQ�MW�
KPSFEP�½RERGMEP�XVERWTEVIRG]�

4SKKI�VIGIRXP]�GLEMVIH�E�XEWO�JSVGI�WIX�
YT�F]�XLI�-RXIVREXMSREP�&EV�%WWSGMEXMSR Ẃ�
,YQER�6MKLXW�-RWXMXYXI�XS�MRZIWXMKEXI�XLI�
PMROW�FIX[IIR�MPPMGMX�½RERGMEP�¾S[W��XE\�ERH�
TSZIVX]��8LI�XEWO�JSVGI�TYFPMWLIH�MXW�VITSVX�
8E\�%FYWIW��4SZIVX]�ERH�,YQER�6MKLXW��MR�
October last year. International human rights 
PE[]IV�0PS]H�0MTWIXX�[EW�XLI�XEWO�JSVGI Ẃ�
VETTSVXIYV��,I�RSXIW�XLEX�E�OI]�½RHMRK�MR�
the report was that government action that 
JEGMPMXEXIW�XE\�EFYWI�GSYPH�ZMSPEXI�WXEXI Ẃ�
international human rights obligations. 
8LI�XEWO�JSVGI�GSRGPYHIH�XLEX�WXEXIW�LEZI�
obligations to counter tax abuses and 
businesses have a responsibility to avoid tax 
TPERRMRK�XLEX�LEVQW�LYQER�VMKLXW��0E[]IVW�
LEZI�ER�MQTSVXERX�VSPI�XS�TPE]���XLI]�QYWX�
balance their obligation to their clients with 
ER�YRHIVWXERHMRK�SJ�XLI�MQTEGX�SJ�XE\�EFYWI�
on society.

7SQI�GSQQIRXEXSVW�LEZI�WIIR�XLI�-&%,6-�
VITSVX�EW�E�WXEVXMRK�TSMRX�JSV�JYVXLIV�VIWIEVGL�
MRXS�XLI�MQTEGX�SJ�XE\�EFYWI�SR�LYQER�VMKLXW��

1SVI�GEWI�WXYHMIW�EVI�RIIHIH��%�TS[IVJYP�
I\EQTPI�LEW�FIIR�TVSZMHIH�F]�&MPP�&PEGO��
GEQTEMKRIV�ERH�JSVQIV�FEROMRK�VIKYPEXSV��
[LSWI�EGXMSRW�LIPTIH�YRGSZIV�XLI�97�
7EZMRKW�ERH�0SERW�WGERHEP��,I�HIWGVMFIW�
XLI�I\TIVMIRGI�SJ�-VIPERH��[LIVI�LYQER�
rights have been harmed by severe austerity 
QIEWYVIW��EW�E�VIWYPX�SJ�IGSRSQMG�TSPMGMIW�
IRGSYVEKIH�F]�XLI�GSYRXV] Ẃ�XE\�LEZIR�
WXEXYW��&PEGO�[EVRW�XLEX�-VMWL�XE\�TSPMGMIW�
have “spread the rot to other nations by 
inducing a race to the bottom.” 

-X�MW�XMQI�JSV�XLI�VEGI�XS�FI�LEPXIH�

Adrienne Margolis is founder and editor of 
Lawyers for Better Business (www.L4BB.org) a 
website and global network to keep lawyers one 
step ahead of developments in business and 
human rights.  She is a director of Tax Justice 
Research.

Eleanor Roosevelt, one of the architects of 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
photographed at the United Nations in 1947. 

“States have obligations to counter tax abuses and businesses 
have a responsibility to avoid tax planning that harms human 
rights.”

“Responsible democracies cannot moonlight as tax havens.”


