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Centering People in International Tax

Taxation is ultimately about people

This Māori proverb reminds us of a fundamental truth often 
obscured by technical tax discourse. When we discuss transfer 
pricing, base erosion, or country-by-country reporting, we’re 
really talking about whether children can access education, 
whether healthcare systems function, and whether 
communities can build sustainable futures.

The UN Sustainable Development Goals provide us with a 
powerful prism through which to examine international 
taxation. Rather than viewing tax as merely a technical or 
legal issue, the SDGs force us to ask: is our international tax 
system helping or hindering the achievement of these 
fundamental human aspirations?



The Revenue Imperative
Domestic Resource Mobilization

SDG Target 17.1 explicitly calls for strengthening domestic resource mobilisation to 

improve capacity for tax collection. This isn't abstract policy - it's about whether 

governments can fund the schools, hospitals, and infrastructure that make other 

SDGs achievable.

$200-600B
Annual Loss

Developing countries lose to corporate 

tax avoidance

10-20%
Revenue Impact

Of total tax revenue that could fund 

essential services



What Lost Revenue Could Fund
To put this in human terms, the USD 200 -60 0  b illion  lost  a nnua lly represen t s revenue t ha t  could  t ra nsform  lives:

Universal Primary Education

In  coun t ries where  m illions of ch ild ren  rem a in  out  o f schoo l

Essential Healthcare Services

Where  m a t erna l a nd  ch ild  m ort a lit y ra t es rem a in  
unconscion a bly h igh

Climate Adaptation Infrastructure

For com m unit ies on  t he  fron t lines o f clim a t e  cha nge

Water and Sanitation Systems

Where  b illions la ck a ccess t o  sa fe  d rinking wa t er



The Human Cost of Tax Avoidance

When Tax Avoidance Becomes Development Obstruction

Tax avoidance doesn't occur in a vacuum. When multinational enterprises shift profits 
away from developing countries, the consequences cascade through multiple SDGs:

SDG 1 & 10

Revenue loss forces cuts to social 
protection programs, deepening 
poverty and inequality

SDG 3

Healthcare systems require sustained 
investment that tax avoidance 
undermines

SDG 4

Education spending is often the first casualty of revenue shortfalls



Cascading Consequences Across SDGs

SDG 5: Gender Equality

Women and girls disproportionately bear the cost of weak public 
services. When healthcare and education systems fail, families often 
prioritize boys' schooling and women provide unpaid care work to 
fill service gaps.

SDG 13: Climate Action

Developing countries need revenue to invest in climate adaptation 
and transition to renewable energy. Yet fossil fuel companies and 
other high -carbon industries are often among the most aggressive 
in profit shifting.



STRUCTURAL PROBLEMS

Where the International Tax System Hinders
Desp it e  BEPS re fo rm s a nd  increa sed  a t t en t ion  t o  t a x t ra nspa rency, funda m ent a l s t ruct ura l p rob lem s pe rsis t :

01

Power Asymmetries in Rule-Making

In t e rna t iona l t a x rule s  ha ve  h is t o rica lly been  
sha ped  by OECD count rie s , wit h  lim it ed  
m ea ningful pa rt icipa t ion  from  deve lop ing  
na t ions. The  recen t  sh ift  t owa rd  UN- cent e red  
p rocesses  rep resen t s  p rogress , but  deve lop ing  
count rie s  s t ill la ck equa l vo ice .

02

Arm's Length Principle Limitations

Tra nsfe r p ricing  rule s  require  soph ist ica t ed  
a dm inist ra t ive  ca pa cit y a nd  a ccess  t o  
com pa ra b le  da t a —re sources m a ny deve lop ing  
count rie s  la ck. Th is  crea t es syst em a t ic 
d isa dva nt a ge  fa voring  jurisd ict ions wit h  grea t e r 
re sources.

03

Information Asymmetries

While  count ry- by- count ry report ing  ha s 
im proved  t ra nspa rency, deve lop ing  count rie s  
o ft en  la ck a ccess  t o  t he  in fo rm a t ion  t hey need . 
Bila t e ra l excha nge  re la t ionsh ips fa vor 
deve loped  count rie s .

04

Compliance Burden Disparities

Com plex in t e rna t iona l t a x rule s  im pose  d isp roport iona t e  a dm inist ra t ive  
burdens on  count rie s  wit h  lim it ed  t a x a dm inist ra t ion  ca pa cit y, crea t ing  a  
vicious cycle .

05

Race-to-the-Bottom Pressures

Develop ing  count rie s  fa ce  in t ense  p ressure  t o  o ffe r t a x incent ives t o  
a t t ra ct  invest m ent , o ft en  surrendering  revenue  t hey ca n  ill a ffo rd  t o  lo se .



SOLUTIONS

A People-Centered Reform Agenda
Doing More Helping, Less Hindering

To a lign  in t erna t iona l t a xa t ion  wit h  t he  SDGs a nd  cen t er people  in  our t a x syst em s, we need  t ra nsform a t ive  cha nges:

1Democratizing International Tax Governance

The UN Fra m ework Conven t ion  on  In t erna t iona l Ta x 
Coopera t ion  represen t s a  h ist o ric opport un it y t o  g ive  

develop ing coun t ries genuine  vo ice  in  ru le -m a king. Ta x 
rules should  be  sha ped  by t hose  who will be  m ost  a ffect ed  

by t hem .

2 Simplifying and Strengthening Allocation Rules

Consider a lt e rna t ives t o  pure  a rm ' s lengt h  pricing. 
Form ula ry a pport ionm en t  ba sed  on  rea l econom ic 
a ct ivit y—sa les , em ploym en t , a sse t s—could  reduce  bo t h  
com plexit y a nd  opport un it ies fo r m a n ipula t ion .

3Universal, Accessible Transparency

Coun t ry-by-coun t ry report ing should  be  publicly a va ila b le . 
Public scrut iny serves a s a  powerful a ccoun t a b ilit y 

m echa n ism . Develop ing coun t ries need  gua ra n t eed  a ccess 
t o  a ll re leva n t  t a x in form a t ion .



Building Capacity and Coordination

Technical Assistance Stronger Tax Administration

Increased Revenue CollectionSDG Achievement & Development

Building Capacity, Not Just Rules

Technical assistance must move beyond 
short - term training to sustained institution -
building, including personnel exchange, 
technology transfer, and long - term technical 
support

Coordinated Action on Tax Incentives

Regional and international coordination can 
help developing countries resist race - to - the -
bottom pressures through minimum tax rates

Integrating Tax and Development 
Policy

Tax policy must be explicitly evaluated 
against SDG achievement, ensuring 
coherence between tax policy and 
development objectives



Technology Serving People Through Fair Taxation
He tāngata

The theme 'People, Technology, Taxation' reminds us that technology should serve human flourishing, not 
merely facilitate profit shifting. Digital platforms have enabled unprecedented tax planning sophistication, 
but they can equally enable unprecedented transparency and cooperation.

The fundamental question the SDGs pose to our international tax system is this: Are we creating 
structures that enable all people, particularly the most vulnerable, to live lives of dignity and 
opportunity?

We can build an international tax system that genuinely supports sustainable development. We can create 
rules that reflect economic substance rather than legal fiction. We can establish transparency mechanisms 
that enable genuine accountability. We can ensure that developing countries have both voice in rule-
making and capacity for enforcement.

The international tax system can either perpetuate global inequality or become a tool for shared prosperity. 
The choice, ultimately, is ours to make.
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