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TAXATION FOR HUMAN RIGHTS
States have a self-imposed duty to deploy “the maximum available resources” to secure the human rights of their 
population. Fiscal policies mean that many of them are currently failing in that duty.

What does tax have to do with 
LYQER�VMKLXW#�;L]�MW�XEGOPMRK�
tax evasion an ethical and 

PIKEP�SFPMKEXMSR�EW�[IPP�EW�E�RIGIWWMX]�JSV�
KSSH�KSZIVRERGI#�;LEX�HS�LYQER�VMKLXW�
obligations tell us about how States should 
HIWMKR�XE\�W]WXIQW#�,S[�GER�KSSH�XE\�
policies help us eradicate poverty and 
MQTVSZI�XLI�IRNS]QIRX�SJ�LYQER�VMKLXW#�
8LIWI�EVI�EPP�MWWYIW�-�LSTI�XS�MPPYQMREXI�
MR�Q]�RI\X�VITSVX�XS�XLI�,YQER�6MKLXW�
'SYRGMP�

,MWXSVMGEPP]��LYQER�VMKLXW�TVSJIWWMSREPW�ERH�
monitoring bodies have shown hesitation in 
EHHVIWWMRK�½WGEP�TSPMGMIW�ERH�XLIMV�MQTEGX��
FYX�XLEROJYPP]�XLMW�MW�RS[�FIKMRRMRK�XS�
GLERKI��(YVMRK�Q]�GSYRXV]�QMWWMSRW�¯�JSV�
I\EQTPI�XS�4EVEKYE]�ERH�-VIPERH���-�LEZI�
WIIR�½VWXLERH�XLI�I\XVIQIP]�YRNYWX�IJJIGXW�
SJ�XE\EXMSR�ERH�WTIRHMRK�TSPMGMIW�XLEX�
HS�RSX�XEOI�LYQER�VMKLXW�MRXS�EGGSYRX��
-X�LEW�FIGSQI�IZMHIRX�JVSQ�XLI�[SVO�
SJ�EGEHIQMGW��TVEGXMXMSRIVW��IGSRSQMWXW��
2+3W�ERH�XLI�92��XLEX�I\EQMRMRK�½WGEP�
ERH�XE\�TSPMGMIW�MW�E�GVYGMEP�GSQTSRIRX�SJ�
EWWIWWMRK�7XEXIW´�GSQTPMERGI�[MXL�LYQER�
VMKLXW�SFPMKEXMSRW��-R�TEVXMGYPEV��VIGIRX�[SVO�
LEW�MPPYQMREXIH�XLI�VIPIZERGI�SJ�XLIWI�
TSPMGMIW�[MXL�VIKEVH�XS�XEGOPMRK�MRIUYEPMX]�
ERH�MR�TVSZMHMRK�JSV�XLI�VIEPMWEXMSR�SJ�

LYQER�VMKLXW��+SZIVRQIRXW´�VLIXSVMG�EFSYX�
eliminating poverty and realizing human 
rights is rendered meaningless without an 
IJJSVX�XS�GSPPIGX�XLI�JYRHW�RIGIWWEV]�XS�TE]�
JSV�LSWTMXEPW��TMTIH�[EXIV��WGLSSPW��WSGMEP�
WIGYVMX]�SV�PIKEP�EMH��;MXLSYX�EHIUYEXI�
XE\�VIZIRYI��XLI�EZEMPEFMPMX]�ERH�UYEPMX]�SJ�
TYFPMG�WIVZMGIW�WYJJIV��[MXL�E�HMVIGX�RIKEXMZI�
MQTEGX�SR�XLI�IRNS]QIRX�SJ�VMKLXW�WYGL�EW�
IHYGEXMSR�ERH�LIEPXL�SJ�XLI�TSSVIWX�TISTPI�
MR�WSGMIX]��8LMW�MR�XYVR�TIVTIXYEXIW�MRXIV�
generational poverty. 

%�VMKLXW�FEWIH�ETTVSEGL�TVSZMHIW�KYMHERGI�
SR�LS[��ERH�JVSQ�[LSQ��7XEXIW�WLSYPH�
GSPPIGX�XE\IW��3JXIR��HYI�XS�XLIMV�PMQMXIH�
political voice, people living in poverty 
EVI�VIUYMVIH�XS�TE]�QSVI�XLER�XLIMV�JEMV�
share in taxes, while their needs are 
SZIVPSSOIH�[LIR�VIWSYVGIW�EVI�EPPSGEXIH���
*SV�I\EQTPI��SR�Q]�QMWWMSR�XS�4EVEKYE]��-�
JSYRH�XLEX�XLIVI�[EW�RS�MRGSQI�XE\�ERH�XLI�
KSZIVRQIRX�PEVKIP]�VIPMIH�SR�WEPIW�XE\�JSV�
VIZIRYI��8LMW�LEH�TVSJSYRHP]�HMWGVMQMREXSV]�
IJJIGXW��XLI�TSSVIWX����TIV�GIRX�SJ�XLI�
TSTYPEXMSR�[EW�TE]MRK����TIV�GIRX�SJ�XLIMV�
MRGSQI�MR�:%8�[LMPI�JSV�XLI�VMGLIWX����TIV�
GIRX�SJ�XLI�TSTYPEXMSR��:%8�VITVIWIRXIH�
SRP]�����TIV�GIRX�SJ�XLIMV�MRGSQI���%W�
[IPP�EW�VYRRMRK�EJSYP�SJ�XLI�VMKLX�XS�RSR�
discrimination, by disproportionately cutting 

into their already small income, this also 
HIRMIH�XLI�TSSVIWX�XLIMV�VMKLXW�XS�JSSH��
LIEPXL�ERH�ER�EHIUYEXI�WXERHEVH�SJ�PMZMRK��
among others. 

8LI�-RXIVREXMSREP�'SZIRERX�SR�)GSRSQMG��
7SGMEP�ERH�'YPXYVEP�6MKLXW�SFPMKIW�MXW�����
signatory states to use the “maximum 
available resources” to secure the economic, 
WSGMEP�ERH�GYPXYVEP�VMKLXW�SJ�MXW�TSTYPEXMSR��
8LIWI�QE\MQYQ�EZEMPEFPI�VIWSYVGIW�MRGPYHI�
those that could potentially be collected 
XLVSYKL�XE\EXMSR��8LIVIJSVI��MJ�E�7XEXI�LEW�
E�WQEPP�XE\�FEWI�SV�SZIVPSSOW�[MHIWTVIEH�
tax evasion while its people go hungry or 
LSQIPIWW��MX�QE]�MR�JEGX�FI�MR�ZMSPEXMSR�SJ�XLMW�
obligation.

8E\�IZEWMSR��[LMGL�MW�E�TEVXMGYPEVP]�LMKL�
TVS½PI�MWWYI�EX�XLI�QSQIRX��LEW�FIIR�
estimated to result in annual revenue 
PSWWIW�SJ�97(������FMPPMSR�XS�HIZIPSTMRK�
countries,��ERH�%JVMGE�PSWIW�X[MGI�EW�QYGL�
MR�MPPMGMX�½RERGMEP�SYX¾S[W��MRGPYHMRK�XE\�
IZEWMSR�EW�MX�VIGIMZIW�MR�EMH��8LI�TVSFPIQ�
is not just limited to the developing world; 
tax evasion in Spain is estimated to have 
VIWYPXIH�MR�E�PSWW�IUYMZEPIRX�XS�)96����

FMPPMSR�MR�������8LMW�KVIEXP]�I\GIIHW�XLI�
XSXEP�FYHKIX�GYXW�QEHI�MR������EW�TEVX�
SJ�HIZEWXEXMRK�EYWXIVMX]�QIEWYVIW��[LMGL�
severely impacted human rights enjoyment 
in the country. ��%�WXEXI�XLEX�HSIW�RSX�XEOI�
strong measures to collect all taxes owed 
cannot be said to be devoting the maximum 
EZEMPEFPI�VIWSYVGIW�XS�XLI�VIEPMWEXMSR�SJ�
economic, social and cultural rights. 

-X�MW�MQTSVXERX��RS[�QSVI�XLER�IZIV��JSV�
LYQER�VMKLXW�EHZSGEXIW�XS�KIX�ELIEH�SJ�XLI�
GSWX�EVKYQIRX�VEXLIV�XLER�EZSMHMRK�MX��8LI�
HIZEWXEXMRK�WTVIEH�SJ�EYWXIVMX]�QIEWYVIW���
MRGPYHMRK�XE\EXMSR�ERH�½WGEP�TSPMG]�VIJSVQW�
¯�MW�LMXXMRK�XLI�TSSVIWX�TISTPI�LEVHIWX�
and in many cases threatens their health, 
PMZIPMLSSH�ERH�ZIV]�WYVZMZEP��8MQI�ERH�EKEMR��
the poorest and most disadvantaged people 
�WYGL�EW�[SQIR��WMRKPI�TEVIRXW�SV�TIVWSRW�
[MXL�HMWEFMPMXMIW�EVI�FIMRK�EWOIH�XS�TE]�
more proportionally, while wealthy persons 
and corporations are escaping without 
TE]MRK�XLIMV�JEMV�WLEVI��%PP�XSS�SJXIR��[LIR�
KSZIVRQIRXW�JEGI�LYQER�VMKLXW�FSHMIW�XLI]�
YWI�XLI�HIJIRWI�SJ�VIWSYVGI�GSRWXVEMRXW��
JSV�MRWXERGI�GPEMQMRK�XLEX�XLI�½RERGMEP�GVMWMW�
PIEZIW�XLIQ�RS�GLSMGI�FYX�XS�GYX�[IPJEVI�
FIRI½XW�ERH�WIVZMGIW�XLEX�XLSWI�PMZMRK�MR�

“ Human rights and tax justice advocates are strategic allies. ”
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TSZIVX]�VIP]�SR��4SPMXMGMERW��HMTPSQEXW�ERH�
TSPMG]�QEOIVW�[LIIP�SYX�XLIWI�I\GYWIW�
repeatedly, in media interviews and in 
VIEGXMSR�XS�XLI�GVMXMGMWQ�SJ�LYQER�VMKLXW�
FSHMIW��-R�JEGX��MR�RIEVP]�IZIV]�GSYRXV]�SJ�
XLI�[SVPH�MX�MW�RSX�E�UYIWXMSR�SJ�PEGO�SJ�
VIWSYVGIW��FYX�VEXLIV�SJ�E�PEGO�SJ�TSPMXMGEP�
will to collect and marshal these resources 
in a manner that is compliant with human 
VMKLXW����IZIR�XLSYKL�XLIWI�WXEXIW�LEZI�
voluntarily committed themselves, through 
international treaties, to precisely this 
responsibility.

8LEROJYPP]��QSVI�ERH�QSVI�TISTPI�EVI�
PSSOMRK�EX�XE\�XLVSYKL�XLI�PIRW�SJ�LYQER�
rights. I warmly welcome this timely edition 
SJ�Tax Justice Focus�JSV�FVMRKMRK�XLI�LYQER�
VMKLXW�MQTIVEXMZI�XS�XLI�JSVI��FIGEYWI�XLIVI�
LEW�RIZIV�FIIR�E�KVIEXIV�RIIH�XS�[SVO�
XSKIXLIV�XS�HIQ]WXMJ]�XLI�MHIE�XLEX�½WGEP�
and macroeconomic policies are outside 
XLI�VIEGL�SJ�MRXIVREXMSREP�LYQER�VMKLXW�
PE[��-R�XLI�ZMXEP�[SVO�SJ�GPEVMJ]MRK�ERH�
communicating the social, economic and 
IXLMGEP�MQTIVEXMZI�JSV�E�RI[�KPSFEP�TEVEHMKQ�
around tax, human rights and tax justice 
advocates are strategic allies.

Magdalena Sepúlveda served as the United 
Nations Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty 
and human rights between 2008 and 2014. 
She now reports to the General Assembly and 
the Human Rights Council on the obstacles that 
prevent people from enjoying their human rights.

Endnotes
�� 1��7IT�PZIHE��³6ITSVX�SJ�XLI�7TIGMEP�6ETTSVXIYV�
SR�)\XVIQI�4SZIVX]�ERH�,YQER�6MKLXW��1MWWMSR�XS�
4EVEKYE]´����%TVMP������92�(SG�%�,6'�������%HH����
TEVE�����

�� 3VXM^��'LEM�ERH�'YQQMRW��³-HIRXMJ]MRK�*MWGEP�7TEGI��
3TXMSRW�JSV�7SGMEP�ERH�)GSRSQMG�(IZIPSTQIRX�JSV�
'LMPHVIR�ERH�4SSV�,SYWILSPHW�MR�����'SYRXVMIW´��
92-')*��������T�������

�� 'IRXIV�JSV�)GSRSQMG�ERH�7SGMEP�6MKLXW��³7TEMR�
*EGXWLIIX´��������http://cesr.org/article.
php?id=1285. 

“In nearly every country of the world it is not a question 
of lack of resources, but rather of a lack of political will 
to collect and marshal these resources in a manner that is 
compliant with human rights”


