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Executive Summary
This joint policy briefing by the Center for Economic and Social Rights (CESR) and
Christian Aid presents a blueprint for ensuring sufficient, equitable and accountable
financing for sustainable development in the post-2015 era. It explains how this
can be achieved through three mutually-reinforcing dimensions of fiscal policy,
buttressed by existing international human rights standards. First, the sufficiency
of resources could be boosted by a range of complementary domestic and global
fiscal commitments which together could unleash significant additional public funding
for sustainable development. Second, concrete steps to more fairly distributing
the burdens and benefits of the impact of those resources would have significant
outcomes on reducing corrosive levels of socio-economic inequality in all countries.
And third, accountability over financing requires enhanced transparency, participation
and public oversight of domestic and global tax and fiscal policy-making.
Together, these three interdependent dimensions, founded on existing human
rights standards and coupled with meaningful international cooperation, could
deliver a fiscal revolution, transforming the way resources are raised and spent for
the dignity of all.
As governments move into the final stages of negotiating a new sustainable
development framework, this post-2015 moment represents a once-in-a-generation
opportunity to incentivize them to take bold steps individually and in concert
towards a fiscal revolution. Indeed, without realizing concrete measures to ensure
the sufficiency, equality and accountability of resources for sustainable development,
it is hard to see how an ambitious and transformative set of renewed goals will be
realized. Accordingly, the Center for Economic and Social Rights and Christian Aid
outline a series of concrete proposals, based on decades of experience in the human
rights and development fields.
The many obstacles and opportunities for adequate financing of sustainable
development could be partly addressed by including a set of fiscal policy commitments,
targets and indicators in the Sustainable Development Goals. The briefing proposes
six inter-connected SDG targets, along with associated indicators, to ensure sufficient,
equitable and accountable financing of sustainable development:
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1. Raise sufficient public resources to finance high quality essential services for
all.
2. End cross-border tax evasion, return stolen assets, forgive odious debt and
progressively combat tax abuses.
3. Reduce economic inequality within countries through enhanced use of
progressive taxation on income and wealth.
4. Improve redistributive capacities to progressively reduce disparities in the
enjoyment of human rights by all socio-economic groups, and between women
and men, in all regions.
5. Ensure the rights to information and participation of all people, without
exclusion or discrimination, in the design, implementation, financing and
monitoring of public policies.
6. Guarantee public and judicial oversight of the generation and use of public
resources.
In light of the deep and wide information gaps which lead to opaque fiscal decisionmaking processes, the briefing offers a series of recommendations on how the
post-2015 “data revolution” can significantly boost the availability, accessibility,
disaggregation and quality of both domestic and cross-border fiscal and financial data.
A fiscal data revolution of this type will help to expose the hidden injustices buried in
the way fiscal policies are conducted, and who truly benefits from them.
The success of the SDGs finally will ultimately hinge on the proper functioning of a
robust yet agile accountability infrastructure which holds different development
actors to account according to their distinct responsibilities. As UN member states
are beginning to discuss approaches to monitoring, review and accountability under
the post-2015 development agenda, the briefing sets out several means by which
the fiscal revolution can render sustainable development more responsive to human
rights, and more accountable to people and the environment.
Finally, in the lead-up to the third international conference on financing for
development, the briefing proposes several ways to reinvigorate democratic and
effective multilateral co-operation to ensure sufficient, equitable and accountable
financing of sustainable development.
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A Post-2015
Fiscal Revolution
I. INTRODUCTION
Never before has the world enjoyed such abundant resources to realize just and
sustainable development for all people everywhere. Yet, never before have these
resources, and the decision-making power over them, been so poorly distributed.
On a daily basis, people across the world face poor quality, inaccessible, and
unaccountable essential services—in large part due to stark financing gaps. The goal of
achieving basic education for all, for example, faces an estimated gap of some US$26
billion (bn) annually1. Roughly similar amounts of investment are necessary for water
and sanitation for all2. The cost of ensuring everyone has more than $1.25/day—
hardly an ambitious or dignifying target for freedom from poverty—is now estimated
at roughly $55 billion a year3. As a whole, the MDGs were under-resourced globally by
at least $120 billion per year4 —a key reason many of these goals have ended up as
broken promises, especially for the most disadvantaged in society.
As we look to the horizon and the next generation of Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), the financial implications of ensuring a life of dignity for all are enormous—an
order of magnitude greater than the MDGs. While it is impossible to put a price-tag on
as-yet undecided commitments, recent estimates put global climate mitigation and
adaptation costs at between $520bn and $840bn annually, biodiversity management
at between $200 and $900bn, and ocean and forest restoration at between $100
and $200bn5. Post-2015 commitments in areas such as education, health, food and
nutrition, water and sanitation are also likely to cost more than the MDGs given the
laudable proposals to leave no-one behind and reach universal coverage in many of
these areas. While estimates can only be very approximate at this stage, the SDGs will
almost certainly require an investment of well over a trillion dollars per year6.
In the current climate of fiscal austerity and perceived resource scarcity in the public
sector, many have concluded that the largest sums of financing for sustainable
development will need to come from private sources, especially the $18 trillion per year
in global private capital7. There is no question that the private sector has an important
role to play in driving economic dynamism and a vigorous job market. There is likewise
a strong case for making businesses prevent, and pay for, any ills they cause to people
and the environment. Ensuring businesses finance the infrastructure they use, pay
to restore the forests and ocean stocks they deplete, and contribute according to
their carbon emission levels to the costs of climate change and transitioning to a lowcarbon economy is common-sense8. So is ensuring that that the 8% of that private
capital held unrecorded in offshore financial centers9 is effectively taxed and equitably
invested in sustainable development priorities.
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Unfortunately, these types of measures aimed at ensuring the accountability of private
sector investments are not receiving as much focus in current financing debates as are
steps to foster positive business incentives. In the absence of proper regulatory and
accountability mechanisms, an overreliance on private financing of public goods and
services would have serious hidden risks to inclusive, sustainable and accountable
development. The toolkit of legal and policy enticements often deployed to boost
an investor-friendly environment—such as tax holidays and exemptions, weakened
labor and environmental protections, abusive stability and investment clauses, risk
guarantees, biased market liberalization and financial sector deregulation—are
precisely the same policy instruments which have often shifted private risk onto
the public, driven deeper inequality and undermined human rights and sustainable
development. Foreign direct investment (FDI) meanwhile has not been the panacea
so long envisioned. Outflows of profits made on FDI, for example, were equivalent to
almost 90% of new FDI inflows in developing countries in 201110, raising questions
about the ultimate beneficiaries of these investments. Nor is there any guarantee that
the sums brought in as private finance are in anyway fungible and adaptable to the
current sustainable development financing needs. All the while, the disproportionate
attention currently being given to attracting private capital to finance sustainable
development financing may well be diverting attention from other more accountable
and human rights-centered alternatives.
This joint policy briefing by the Center for Economic and Social Rights (CESR) and
Christian Aid explores the role of fiscal policy in generating and allocating resources for
sustainable development from a human rights perspective. Human rights standards,
set out in a range of international treaties which governments have already voluntarily
agreed to, provide a framework of binding principles which are of particular relevance
to fiscal policy in the context of sustainable development. These include the obligations
of states to generate and use the maximum available resources to progressively realize
economic, social and cultural rights, to tackle inequality and prevent discrimination in
the generation and use of resources, and to ensure transparency, accountability and
meaningful participation in fiscal policy processes. Ensuring that fiscal policy abides
by these principles is a responsibility that falls to capable and accountable states11 as
primary guarantors of human rights. It is precisely the extent to which a state enjoys
robust, equitable and accountable fiscal foundations, anchored in the human rights
duty to maximize all available resources, which makes or breaks its ability to realize
human rights and sustainable development.
The briefing sets out a blueprint for ensuring sufficient, equitable and accountable
financing for sustainable development through three mutually-reinforcing dimensions,
all founded in existing international human rights standards (Fig.1).
First, the sufficiency of resources could be boosted by a range of complementary
domestic and global commitments which together could unleash at least US$1.5
trillion per year in additional, stable and predictable public funding, reducing the
scramble for private financing without threatening other macroeconomic imperatives
or pushing costs onto the general public. (Fig.2).
Second, the impact of those resources in reducing corrosive levels of socio-economic
inequality in all countries would be enhanced by more fairly distributing the burdens
and the benefits of sustainable development financing.
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Thirdly, accountability over financing requires enhanced transparency, participation
and public oversight over domestic and global tax and fiscal policy making.
Together, these measures could amount to a long-needed “fiscal revolution,” with
clear implications for how the SDGs will be measured, implemented and monitored
over time.

II. THREE DIMENSIONS OF A HUMAN RIGHTS-CENTERED
FISCAL REVOLUTION
Fiscal policy is an essential tool for sufficient financing of sustainable development.
Domestic resource mobilization, especially progressive taxation supported by
international cooperation, is the most effective and legitimate way of resourcing longterm and sustainable improvements in people’s lives. Fiscal policy in particular can
provide the predictable and integrated financing so important to budget planning in
a volatile and uncertain international climate. Alongside labor, minimum wage and
social protections, fiscal policy has also been the most significant tool for governments
to affect income distribution.12 The state’s ability to tax from, and spend on, its people
has also led to a more accountable and representative relationship between the
governing and the governed. Fiscal policy therefore is fundamental to sustainable
development, as it supports the functioning of a capable and effective state and is a key
instrument for transforming economic growth into improved living conditions for all.
There is thus a mounting case for sustainable development financing to be centered
on progressive fiscal policy which provides sufficient revenue, drives substantive socioeconomic equality and redistributes power over policy decision-making to include the
currently disadvantaged or marginalized.
Reorienting fiscal policy towards these goals is not only a compelling policy option, it is
also a matter of human rights obligation. Existing human rights standards, enshrined in
the nine core international treaties13 to which the vast majority of states are party and
internalized in domestic Constitutions across the globe, already oblige governments by
law to conduct fiscal policy in a way which ensures fair, full and accountable financing
of their human rights and sustainable development commitments. As higher order
policy objectives, human rights standards can give much-needed normative direction
to fiscal policy, especially in reinforcing the resourcing, redistribution and accountability
functions of taxation.14 They introduce considerations of equity, sustainability and
international cooperation to check the decades-long fixation with efficiency and
international competition in tax policy.15 Thinking of progress in achieving sustainable
development as a matter of human rights, rather than as a benefit dependent on
a particular government’s discretion, also implies in practice that such gains are
more durable and more accountable, improving the bargaining power of the most
marginalized over development financing over time.
A fiscal revolution buttressed by human rights standards would thus entail three
inter-dependent, mutually-reinforcing dimensions at the domestic and global levels:
the generation of sufficient resources, the reduction of socio-economic inequalities of
all kinds, and the enabling of accountable governance over sustainable development
financing.
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A series of six key human rights-based policy objectives can be derived under each
of these dimensions at the domestic and international levels, providing an important
framework for developing a set of clear policy commitments, or targets, for embedding
the fiscal revolution into the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
Figure 1: A Human Rights-Centered Fiscal Revolution: Sufficiency, Equality and Accountability in Public
Financing for Sustainable Development
SUFFICIENCY

EQUALITY

ACCOUNTABILITY

International
Boost additional
public financing
while curbing
illicit financial
flows and
harmful tax
competition

International
Redress historic
North-South
inequalities
by reversing
capital
outflows from
developing
countries

International
Democratize
decision-making
on global trade,
aid and tax
processes, and
make more
responsive to
community needs

National
Improve
domestic
resource
mobilization

National
Tackle socioeconomic
inequalities
through fiscal
policy

National
Enhance
transparent,
participatory
and accountable
fiscal and budget
processes
Ensure effective
remedy for fiscal
injustices

1. Generating sufficient revenue for sustainable development
A capable and accountable state requires well-resourced public institutions and a strong
regulatory system to orient the economy in a human rights-respecting direction. This
in turn depends on the first dimension of any fiscal revolution—putting in place robust
and predictable material foundations on a scale commensurate with the realization
of human rights and development commitments. The UN estimated, for example,
that financing the MDGs would have required all states to generate public revenue
representing at least 20 percent of GDP.16 In light of the trillion-dollar estimated costs
of the SDGs, a plethora of actions are available to boost public financing of sustainable
development on an appropriate scale.
Figure 2: Indicative Measures to Boost Public Financing of Sustainable Development
This table lists a range of indicative measures which have been proposed by various
international organizations to boost public financing of sustainable development,
together with the approximate amounts these could generate. These measures are
not exhaustive, and the amounts are rough estimates, especially given the significant
gaps in robust data. However, they together present a fair indication of the types and
scale of public resources available through international cooperation yet currently
untapped for resourcing sustainable development.
6

POLICY BRIEFING | MAY, 2014

Figure 2: Indicative Measures to Boost Public Financing of Sustainable Development

ANNUAL AMOUNT (BILLIONS OF USD)

Fully return stolen assets to
developing countries

Tax illicit financial flows
Cease harmful corporate income
tax expenditures (holidays,
exemptions, etc.)

US$

Invest 10% of total military
expenditure into sustainable
development

SCOPE: DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

69

SOURCE: ACTION AID19

US$

274

Meet official development
assistance commitments

SOURCE: FITZGERALD18

US$

Implement a progressive
‘Sustainable Development
Solidarity’ capital tax in Europe

Implement a currency
transaction tax

SCOPE: DEVELOPING COUNTRIES, GLOBAL

217-692

173-531

Tax carbon emissions

SOURCE: UNODC & WORLD BANK17

US$

Progressively redirect fossil fuel
subsidies to climate finance and
sustainable development

Implement a financial
transaction tax across major
financial centers

SCOPE: DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

20-40

SCOPE: GLOBAL
SOURCE: IEA, IISD, ETC.20

US$

SCOPE: EU
SOURCE: BASED ON PIKKETY21

US$

SCOPE: GLOBAL

70-661

SOURCE: LEADING GROUP22

US$

SCOPE: DEVELOPED COUNTRIES

250

SOURCE: UNDESA23

US$

SCOPE: GLOBAL

40

SOURCE: UNDESA24

US$

SCOPE: DEVELOPED COUNTRIES

168

SOURCE: OECD25

US$

SCOPE: GLOBAL

92

SOURCE: SIPRI YEARBOOK26

US$
Cancel odious foreign debt

New issuance of Special
Drawing Rights

TOTAL ADDITIONAL PUBLIC
FUNDING FOR SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT ANNUALLY

SCOPE: CERTAIN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

49

SOURCE: HANLON27

US$

SCOPE: DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

160-270

Lower-bound
estimate (trillions)

SOURCE: UNDESA28

US$

1.58T

Upper-bound
estimate (trillions)

US$

3.13T
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Despite the range of measures potentially available, several domestic and global
barriers interact to pose serious challenges to sufficient levels of resource mobilization
for sustainable development.29
Several domestic challenges pose significant costs to the public coffers, including weak
tax collection; rampant tax evasion; secretive often regressive tax incentives, such
as corporate tax holidays and exemptions;30 deficiencies in the enforcement of tax
obligations;31 insufficient application of progressive income and capital taxes;32 and low
tax morale. In this context, governments have a duty under several international treaties
to “take steps, individually and through international assistance and co-operation,
especially economic and technical, to the maximum of […] available resources,” to
realize human rights.33 In addition to the effective use of existing resources, this
obligation puts an onus on governments to assess whether sufficient revenue is being
raised to meet human rights and sustainable development imperatives, and if not they
are compelled to increase revenue in equitable, non-regressive ways.34 Before making
any cuts to public expenditure or introducing other fiscal austerity measures which
could lead to “retrogression” or backsliding in economic and social rights enjoyment,
on the other hand, governments are duty-bound to seek out and exhaust all possible
alternatives, including tax and budget alternatives.35
Perhaps the most significant barriers to sustainable domestic resource mobilization
are global in nature. Illicit financial flows, about 80% of which stem from cross-border
corporate tax evasion and capital flight through tax avoidance, amount to around a
trillion dollars in developing countries.36 These outflows are facilitated by off-shore
secrecy and low-tax jurisdictions which fundamentally encroach upon, if not erode,
the sovereignty of countries in North and South to levy and protect their own revenue
base in non-discriminatory ways.37 Associated declines in tax revenues are of much
larger consequence to low- and middle-income countries, whose tax revenue bases
are already much lower on average than OECD countries.38 Many low- and middleincome countries furthermore suffer from under-resourced public institutions, in
particular revenue authorities, with limited capacities to enforce the law and pursue
those who conceal their funds through tax evasion.
Even if cross-border tax compliance was flawless and the revenues properly
distributed across countries, harmful tax competition would still pose a textbook
case of a collective action problem. The mobility and effective power of capital has
grown over the past decades.39 Wide differences in statutory tax rates—especially
corporate income tax rates—have enabled investors to use different jurisdictions that
have the same relative economic features but very different tax rates against one
another. As a result, governments have been prompted to strategically compete with
their neighbors for capital using their corporate tax rates, pushing effective tax rates
far below optimal levels for sufficiently resourcing sustainable development.40 An
indication of this deliberate trend is that the average corporate tax rates worldwide
reduced on average from 38% in 1993 to 24.9% in 2010.41 Tax competition also has
the effect of deepening inequality by preventing capital gains from being effectively
taxed, and thereby shifting more of the fiscal burden onto increased labor taxes, or
cutbacks to public expenditure on essential services which affect lower-income groups
and women disproportionately.42
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In this global context, human rights standards recognize that individual governments
interact in an interdependent, global arena. The obligation to cooperate and assist
internationally requires governments to respect, protect and support the fulfillment
of human rights overseas, commensurate with their capacities, resources and
influence.43 Every nation’s duty to respect human rights requires them to avoid
conduct that has foreseeable risks of impairing the enjoyment of human rights by
persons beyond their borders.44 These legal duties imply that governments must
collaborate with—and not undermine—other governments’ efforts to mobilize the
maximum of available resources for human rights and sustainable development.45
To ensure respect for human rights and policy coherence, governments have the
obligation to conduct human rights assessments of the extraterritorial impacts of
laws, policies and practices,46 including those related to taxation. Government laws
and policies which have the effect of preventing other countries from resourcing rights
in equitable ways (e.g. supporting cross-border tax evasion, improper regulation of
abusive private financial actors, private creditors or other business enterprises, aid or
trade conditionalities, and unjustifiable constraints on deficit financing) clearly work
against the achievement of human rights and development goals. Consideration of the
spill-over effects47 of such laws and policies must therefore be central to determining
whether states, international institutions and large business actors are meeting their
human rights and sustainable development responsibilities.

2. Ensuring equality in the burdens and benefits of sustainable
development financing
The sufficiency of the gross amount of generated revenue is only one dimension of an
effective fiscal policy. Increasing tax take alone as a barometer of fiscal success, blind
to the distributive consequences, might in fact create perverse incentives for poverty
and inequality reduction. The distributive impacts of how resources are raised and spent
are thus a second central dimension to a human rights-centered fiscal revolution.48 This
is especially relevant in middle-income and upper-income countries with high levels of
economic inequality.
In the best of cases, progressive fiscal policy can dislodge social and economic
inequalities by generating revenue in ways that place a proportionate burden on
those who are better off, while ‘equalizing up’ by allocating resources to benefit
the most disadvantaged in society. National experiences show that essential public
services like healthcare, education and social protection—funded through progressive
taxation—have boosted the income of the poorest people across the OECD by around
76 percent, and reduced income inequality by an average of 20 percent.49 Experiences
with gender budgeting have also shown how progressive fiscal measures and
investment in essential services are essential for the achievement of gender equality
and women’s rights.50 More often, however, especially in the wake of economic crises,
low-income households bear the brunt of the costs of the public services they rely on
through increased tax burdens. In the worst of cases, low-income households face a
double-burden of facing proportionally more of the tax burden, while also suffering
deteriorating public services.51 Many women and girls are forced to face the additional
costs of unpaid care needs which result from such cutbacks to essential services.52

Center for Economic and Social Rights | Christian Aid

9

A Post-2015 Fiscal Revolution | Human Rights Policy Brief

Many challenges hamper the ability of governments to effectively combat socioeconomic inequalities through fiscal policy. On the tax side, a marked preference for
regressive, indirect taxes has been complemented by a hollowing out of progressive
direct taxes on high-income earners and capital (property and financial assets) in
many rich and poor countries alike.53 Sharp drops in the top personal income tax
rates - of almost 30% on average since 1980 - across countries North and South have
been especially troubling given the widespread increase in the concentration of wealth
in many countries over this period, as has the weakness of capital taxes to combat
inequality.54 On the spending side, budget allocations in most countries consistently
fail to prioritize sustainable development and human rights imperatives. The global
economic crisis brought in its wake deepening fiscal austerity, leading to reductions
in social, economic and environmental expenditures needed to sustainably reach the
poorest sectors of the population in many countries undergoing fiscal austerity.55
Cuts to public expenditure in many countries are compounded by uneven capacity,
efficiency and effectiveness of public service delivery. All the while, the general
absence of human rights and equality impact assessments of tax and fiscal policy
reforms, including harsh austerity measures, has prevented the public from knowing
and challenging the full extent of the inequities buried in the benefits and burdens of
fiscal policy.
In this context, human rights standards oblige states to strive towards substantive
equality in the enjoyment of all human rights, and to take active steps to eliminate
discriminatory laws, policies or practices which result in disparities on grounds such
as race, gender, religion or social origin.56 This means that governments’ tax and
budgetary policies in the first instance must avoid directly or indirectly discriminating
against any particular groups, including people living on low incomes.57 In certain
circumstances, States are also required to take special measures to prevent and
eliminate structural disadvantages which perpetuate de facto discrimination.58 Human
rights law also obliges governments to conduct fiscal policies (including the allocation
of the proceeds from asset recovery and innovative financing mechanisms) in ways
which effectively alleviate the tax burden on the poorest, and progressively increase
the low levels of income, capacities and access to essential services which prevent the
full realization of human rights of disadvantaged groups on an equal footing.59

3. Fostering accountable fiscal governance for sustainable
development
At the heart of all of these fiscal challenges lie stark imbalances of power in decisionmaking over how resources are raised and spent. Human rights norms oblige
governments to subject their fiscal and budgetary decisions —through all phases of the
policy cycle—to the highest standards of transparency, participation and accountability.
Providing people with access to timely, accessible and relevant fiscal information, and
enabling effective and meaningful participation in the design, implementation and
monitoring of fiscal policy —the third dimension of a fiscal revolution— are rights in and
of themselves, not merely a privilege for the politically well-connected. 60 What’s more,
the development of vigorous mechanisms for active public participation and access
to justice, where decision-makers are called on to justify their actions in the fiscal
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policy cycle, can set up positive feedback loops between people and their government,
fostering a culture of dynamic policy learning.61
Yet, the basic requirements to make reasonable, informed decisions based on
effective and meaningful participation of all social groups are often sorely lacking,
even more so vis-à-vis external private financing. People’s right to access detailed,
reliable, periodic and disaggregated fiscal and financial information is strongly
curtailed in many countries, especially the financial information necessary to root out
illicit financial flows, curb corporate capture of development processes, and detect
other tax abuses such as socially-useless tax expenditures. This fundamental vacuum
in fiscal information compounds and reinforces the lack of effective, meaningful and
institutionalized participation of the most disadvantaged social groups and countries
in the design, implementation and monitoring of fiscal policy. If they happen at all,
tokenistic consultations too often take the place of meaningful participation, with little
to no impact on decision-making.
Effective fiscal accountability is not only a human rights imperative, but also a key
determinant in strengthening tax compliance and tax morale, and is therefore one
of the essential elements to ultimately ensure equitable and effective development
outcomes. Yet, the robust, agile mechanisms needed to ensure public oversight,
effective remedy and redress for fiscal harms are also deficient, even in countries with
the most sophisticated and independent justice institutions.
Alongside full transparency and meaningful participation in fiscal policy making, human
rights require effective legal remedies and reparation for deprivations resulting from
fiscal measures that breach human rights standards.62 Fiscal policies should thus
be subject to judicial oversight, and public officials should be held accountable for
decisions that run counter to human rights.63 Equal access to complaints and redress
mechanisms, and robust sanctions for any wrong-doing by public or private actors is
likewise essential. Further, preventative sanctions and rigorous penalties for illegal
behavior can remedy long-standing tax abuses, deter future misbehavior, increase tax
morale and boost public revenues.64
In this context, governments are legally obliged to protect against and remedy human
rights abuses by third parties, including businesses, in line with the UN Guiding
Principles on Business and Human Rights.65 Governments thus must ensure that
all legal and natural persons they are in a position to regulate, including banks and
accounting firms, cease to be involved in illegal tax evasion or other potential tax
abuses which are detrimental to the full realization of human rights.66 In order to
ensure companies respect human rights and sustainable development in turn requires
due diligence and mandatory, independently-verified reporting of the human rights,
sustainable development and tax impacts of large businesses.
In sum, progressive fiscal policy founded on existing human rights legal standards
and coupled with meaningful international cooperation presents significant but stilluntapped potential to ensure sufficient, equitable and accountable public financing for
sustainable development and human rights for all.
The following section sets out how these three dimensions of the fiscal revolution can
be taken forward in the post-2015 context.
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III. ESSENTIAL COMMITMENTS FOR A POST-2015		
FISCAL REVOLUTION
As the MDG era concludes, UN member states are now in the critical stage of deciding
the content and means of financing and implementing the post-2015 sustainable
development framework. There has been unprecedented mobilization by civil society
across the globe for a more transformative paradigm aimed at the realization of human
rights for all.67 This post-2015 moment represents a once-in-a-generation opportunity
to incentivize governments to take bold steps individually and in concert towards a
fiscal revolution. Indeed, without realizing concrete measures to ensure the sufficiency,
equality and accountability of resources for sustainable development, it is hard to see
how an ambitious and transformative set of renewed goals will be realized.
As governments move into the eleventh hour of devising a sustainable development
framework, the Center for Economic and Social Rights and Christian Aid outline a series
of concrete proposals—an initial blueprint for a post-2015 fiscal revolution—with clear
implications for the SDG metrics themselves, for their means of implementation as
well as for their monitoring and accountability infrastructure.

A. Proposed SDG targets and illustrative indicators for a post-2015
fiscal revolutioni
The many obstacles and opportunities described above could be partly addressed
through a concrete set of targets to embed the fiscal revolution into the heart of
Sustainable Development Goals. The commitments and targets proposed below
take into account and build on a range of measures put forward by international
organizations, development practitioners and academics. Nested under these targets,
we also propose a basket of illustrative indicators which would apply in different
ways to all countries North and South. In some instances, particularly in the case of
cross-border tax abuses, there will be a need for governments to identify appropriate
actions based on their respective capabilities and responsibilities, and articulate these
clearly in national sustainable development plans. In the appendix, data sources are
also listed where available, and where not, included in the proposed fiscal data needs
Generating sufficient revenue for sustainable development
TARGET 1:

Raise sufficient public resources to finance high quality 		
essential services for all.68

Illustrative indicators and benchmarks:
a. Commit to a universal domestic resource floor of 20% tax/GDP by 2020, and 25%
by 2030.69
b. Increase potential vs. actual tax revenue (tax effort) by x%
c. Boost capacity of public revenue authorities
i
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TARGET 2:

End cross-border tax evasion, return stolen assets, forgive
odious debt and progressively combat tax abuses.70

Illustrative indicators and benchmarks:
a. Beneficial ownership: Improve to 100% the share of companies (and legal
arrangements including trusts and foundations) for which beneficial ownership is
known and publically registered (intermediate indicator)71
b. Tax information exchange: Improve to 100% the share of international trade and
recorded financial flows that takes place between jurisdictions with automatic
exchange of tax information, as well as the number of countries covered by
automatic information exchange (intermediate indicator) 72
c. Decrease the volumes of illicit financial flows by x%
d. Coordinated global adoption of rules to combat tax avoidance (e.g.
withholding rules)
e. Decrease overall financial secrecy by x%
f. Improve to 100% the share of stolen assets returned to source country
g. Improve to 100% the share of volumes of odious debt forgiven
h. All countries conducting spillover analyses of impact of fiscal policies on human
rights and sustainable development, particularly in developing countries.
i. Existence of collective sanctions for private and public actors refusing to cooperate
on tax matters
Ensuring equality in the burdens and benefits of sustainable development
financing
TARGET 3:

Reduce economic inequality within countries through
enhanced use of progressive taxation on income and
wealth.

Illustrative indicatorsand benchmarks:
a. Improve progressivity of tax regime by x%
b. Improve Palma national income inequality measure pre- and post-tax73 by x%,
disaggregated by gender, social group and region
c. Improve taxes on wage income vs. capital gains income by x%
d. Ensure that the lowest tax threshold is above the relative poverty line
TARGET 4:

Improve redistributive capacities to progressively reduce
disparities in the enjoyment of human rights by all socioeconomic groups, between women and men, in all regions.

Illustrative indicators and benchmarks:
a. Improve Palma national income inequality measure pre- and post-social transfers
by x%, disaggregated by gender, social group and region
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b. Improve by x% public expenditure on sustainable development goals, improving
on existing minimum spending benchmark commitments for each goal,
disaggregated by gender, social group and region
c. Improve to 100% the share of tax and budget laws and policies subject to periodic,
participatory gender equality analyses, and public expenditure tracking, especially
as they impact poor women
d. Improve to 100% the share of tax and budget laws and policies subject to periodic,
participatory human rights analyses and public expenditure tracking
e. Improve performance and accountability of public financial management scores
by x% Decrease by x% the reported rates of corruption in basic public services and
social policies, disaggregated by gender, social group and region
f. Enhance public satisfaction with service delivery by x%
Fostering accountable fiscal governance for sustainable development
TARGET 5:

Ensure the rights to information and participation of all
people, without exclusion or discrimination, in the design,
implementation, financing and monitoring of public
policies.74

Illustrative indicators and benchmarks:
a. Improve to 100% the share of government tax laws (including tax exemptions),
budget policies, public procurement, social service delivery information and
corporate lobbying activities made publicly available in a common, open, machinereadable, detailed, timely and accessible standard
b. Improve budget openness by x%
c. Improve to 100% the share of large companies publishing independently-verified,
integrated reporting of impact on human rights and sustainable development,
including profits, tax and royalty payments on a country-by-country and projectby-project basis, full transparency in public procurement, corporate political
donations and lobbying activities
d. Boost the provision of sufficient political and financial support to ensure effective
participation of the population in all phases of fiscal policy cycle, at all levels from
local to global
e. Enhance civil society space and enabling environment
f. Increase the share of proposals from civil society and developing country
governments implemented in national and inter-governmental processes and
bodies determining tax reforms, e.g. OECD BEPS process
g. By 2020, establish a national public commission in every country that will assess
and report on the effects of national inequalities75
TARGET 6:

Guarantee public and judicial oversight over the
generation and use of public resources.76

Illustrative indicators and benchmarks:
a. Improve to 100% the share of government tax laws, budget policies, public
procurement and social service delivery subject to public and judicial oversight
and review
14
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b. Equal effective access for all to independent and responsive justice systems by all,
in particular people living in poverty, disaggregated by gender, social group and
region
c. Existence of an independent audit agency or other oversight body which carries
out regular audits that are published in full
d. Enhance the effectiveness of administrative or judicial means of complaint and
remedy if human rights standards are violated, disaggregated by gender, social
group and region
e. Improve by x% the level of implementation and enforcement of judicial decisions,
in particular for tax fraud and tax evasion
f. Enhance the perception of fairness and equity of fiscal policy and tax morale,
disaggregated by gender, social group and region

B. Proposals on data and monitoring for a post-2015 fiscal revolution
Data for a post-2015 fiscal revolution
As clearly illustrated in these proposals, a post-2015 fiscal revolution requires a
significant boost in data capacities to develop better availability and quality of
information through improving statistical capacities to monitor fiscal policy’s impact on
people’s lives. The post-2015 “data revolution”—representing a broad consensus that
more and better data and statistical capacities are needed to underpin the sustainable
development process and outcomes77 —could be a powerful boost to the availability
and accessibility of open, reliable data on fiscal and financial information within and
between countries. This could help to infuse more transparency into often overlycomplex, opaque decision-making processes. More importantly perhaps, a fiscal data
revolution will help to expose the hidden injustices buried in the way fiscal policies are
conducted, and who truly benefits from them. A post-2015 fiscal revolution would be
strengthened by improved availability, accessibility, disaggregation and quality of the
following fiscal and financial data, all in an open data and machine-readable format:
Domestically:
i.

Comparable, reliable data sources for every country are needed for each of the
indicator areas above, in open and machine-readable formats. Currently, country
coverage is patchy at best.

ii.

Alongside expenditure, household surveys should better capture the distribution
of effective income and capital, especially provided by high-net wealth families.
Intra-household data is also needed to better understand the gender impacts of
fiscal policies.

iii. A consensus tax effort (potential tax revenue vs. actual tax revenue) methodology
should be agreed on, including efforts to tackle illicit financial flows, and be
tabulated for all countries.
iv. Full disclosure of the purpose, duration, and intended beneficiaries of tax
expenditures and exemptions is essential.
v.

Data on the actual effects of fiscal policy on socio-economic inequality, in particular
gender and economic inequality, should be strengthened, along the lines of the
Commitment to Equity Index, the OECD and EuroStat data.
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vi. Full transparency on the fiscal costs and sustainable development benefits of tax
expenditures is imperative.
vii. The Open Budget Index should be strengthened and supported politically and
financially.
viii. The different regional barometers’ data on perception of fairness of tax and fiscal
policy needs to be made comparable across regions.
Globally:
Provision of accurate data on public revenues lost from offshore non-compliance
represents a significant challenge. The following measures would greatly improve our
understanding of the problem, and thus how best to solve it.
ix. Complementing national efforts, reliable data on the global distribution of financial
assets is needed, in particular those assets unrecorded offshore.
x.

Public recording of true beneficial owners of capital assets should be developed,
with sanctions for failures to report.

xi. Public reporting of key micro-data on transnational corporations needs to be
broken down on a country by country basis, so a true picture of activities both
globally and nationally can be seen.
xii. Data on the scale and volume of automatic information exchange needs to be
available to evaluate the effectiveness of international efforts to combat tax
evasion
Monitoring and accountability for a post-2015 fiscal revolution
The promise of the post-2015 sustainable development agenda does not lie solely in
the creation of new international aspirations, but also in providing commonly-agreed
benchmarks to hold governments accountable for their conduct from the local to
the global. Thus, SDG success will hinge on the proper working of a robust yet agile
accountability infrastructure which holds different development actors to account
according to their differentiated responsibilities.
At present, UN member states are beginning to discuss approaches to monitoring,
review and accountability under the post-2015 development agenda. Rather than one
silver-bullet solution, a pronounced effort to strengthen a web of accountability at
the global, regional, national and local levels, building on existing mechanisms, can
ensure that all governments, international institutions and the private sector are held
answerable to their respective commitments, and that remedial action is taken where
delivery fails. Lessons learned in rendering development accountable to human rights
standards would suggest several concrete proposals as related to a fiscal revolution:78
Domestically:
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i.

Assessments of budget expenditure and allocation, as well as tax and revenue
generation efforts, should be included in all post-2015 monitoring, review and
accountability mechanisms, as well as in national ‘sustainable development plans,’
subject to ex ante and ex post facto review and participation by civil society.

ii.

Given the historic opacity in the fiscal arenas, specific measures should be
enacted to build the capacity of all people—including civil society, journalists,

POLICY BRIEFING | MAY, 2014

parliamentarians--to understand their country’s fiscal policy options, and to
engage in inclusive participatory mechanisms to collectively determine their fiscal
future.
iii. Accessible channels for accountability and remedy over human rights impacts
of fiscal policy should also be improved, including by strengthening the capacity
of the judicial system and national human rights institutions to scrutinize fiscal
policy from a human rights perspective and provide access to remedies in cases
of human rights deprivations resulting from fiscal injustices.
Internationally:
iv. Constructive interaction and meaningful information exchange should be ensured
between the international human rights protection regime (including the UN
human rights treaty-monitoring bodies, the Un Human Rights Council´s Universal
Periodic Review and special procedures, regional human rights commissions
and courts, etc.) on one hand and the post-2015 monitoring and accountability
mechanisms on the other.
v.

The new sustainable development framework must serve to hold wealthier states
– and the international financial institutions they dominate - more accountable
for the extraterritorial human rights impacts of their policies in such areas
as trade, aid, tax and investment. Consideration of policy coherence and the
extraterritorial effects of fiscal laws and policies, including financial secrecy laws,
could be embedded in any review process and placed under consideration in any
accountability mechanism. This should include independent assessments of the
degree to which laws or policies on trade, debt, tax, corporate accountability, fiscal,
monetary, financial, environmental and investment matters effectively sustain or
undermine the achievement of human rights and future sustainable development
goals.

C. Proposals on Financing for Sustainable Development
A post-2015 fiscal revolution could be significantly advanced through various
inter-governmental processes in the lead-up to the third international conference
on financing for development. The Intergovernmental Committee of Experts on
Sustainable Development Financing (ICESDF), for example, is mandated to propose
a menu of options on an effective sustainable development financing strategy “to
facilitate the mobilization of resources and their effective use in achieving sustainable
development objectives.”79 The closed-door nature of this body has prevented civil
society and many governments from understanding the precise issues under debate
in this body, so it is difficult to provide targeted proposals. No matter what menu of
options this Committee presents in its final report, UN member states and international
institutions will need to double-down on democratic and meaningful multilateral cooperation to promote a post-2015 fiscal revolution. A variety of actions could get us
on the track toward this aim:
i.

Clarify that public resourcing, especially progressive fiscal policy supported by
international cooperation, is central for financing sustainable development
and human rights commitments, rather than merely complementary to private
financing sources.
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ii.

Establish clear ex ante criteria for private partnerships in sustainable development
to prevent any conflicts of interest and prevent any private donors from joining
UN partnerships whose activities are potentially antithetical to the UN Charter, the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the SDG framework.80

iii. Re-focus attention and political will towards implementing innovative public
financing mechanisms for sustainable development, which as described above
have a still un-tapped potential to provide more sufficient, equitable and
accountable resources for sustainable development. The range of options to be
explored include:81
a.
b.
c.
d.

Full recovery of stolen assets to developing countries
Tax illicit financial flows
Cease harmful corporate income tax expenditures (holidays, exemptions, etc.)
Progressively redirect fossil fuel subsidies to climate finance and sustainable
development, while ensuring a social protection floor for those who could be
pushed into poverty as a result.
e. Implement a financial transaction tax in all major financial sectors
f. Implement standing aid commitments
g. Tax carbon emissions, and devote proceeds to climate change mitigation and
adaptation in countries most affected
h. Implement a ‘Sustainable Development Solidarity’ progressive capital tax
i. Invest 10% of total military expenditure into sustainable development
j. Cancel odious foreign debts and provide for orderly, efficient, fair and timely
restructuring through a sovereign debt audit and workout mechanism
k. Issue new Special Drawing Rights
iv. Promote universal participation and developing country decision-making in
international processes to change global tax norms, and embrace the active and
meaningful involvement participation of civil society organizations.
v.

Transform the Committee of Experts on International Cooperation in Tax Matters
into an intergovernmental organ, and provide needed political and financial
support.

vi. Boost pressure for adequate regulation of international financial markets to
prevent and mitigate future financial crises and ensure public financial resources
are preserved when they occur.
vii. Promote integrated spillover analyses of all major tax reforms, examining the
economic, social, environmental and human rights cross-border impacts of all
countries’ fiscal and monetary policies.
viii. Support improved transparent, participatory and accountable fiscal governance
as a lynchpin for the equitable mobilization of resources and their effective use.
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Appendix: Proposed SDG targets,

illustrative indicators and sample of data sources
The many obstacles and opportunities to a fiscal revolution could be partly addressed
through a concrete set of targets and indicators at the heart of Sustainable Development
Goals. Fiscal and financial data gaps for many of these indicators are deep and wide,
but by no means insurmountable. The sources listed here are only a sample of what’s
readily available, each with its own particular flaws. For this reason, we’ve developed
a living, working online mapping of fiscal justice targets, indicators, data sources and
data needs. ii
TARGET 1:

Raise sufficient public resources to finance high quality
essential services for all.

BASKET OF ILLUSTRATIVE
INDICATORS
Commit to a universal domestic
resource floor of 20% tax/GDP by
2020, and 25% by 2030.

SAMPLE OF DATA
SOURCES

NOTE

WB World Development
Indicators
OECD
Eurostat

Increase potential vs. actual tax
revenue (tax effort) by x%

IMF, others.

Current methodologies vary.

Boost capacity of public revenue
authorities

Tax Administration
Diagnostic Assessment
Tool Scores

A new methodology to be
tested.

TARGET 2:

End cross-border tax evasion, return stolen assets, forgive
odious debt and progressively combat tax abuses.

BASKET OF ILLUSTRATIVE
INDICATORS

SAMPLE OF DATA
SOURCES

Beneficial ownership: Improve
to 100% the share of companies
(and legal arrangements including
trusts and foundations) for which
beneficial ownership is known and
publically registered (intermediate
indicator)

Financial Action Task
Force (FATF)

NOTE

Open Company Data
Index
Financial Secrecy Index

ii A living, working online mapping of fiscal justice targets, indicators, data sources and data needs can be found at
the following address: https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1I8CpMyPIc5urleFA9-UDe68F_ks113bp0i5JHF3NU0w/
edit?usp=sharing. We encourage you to get involved by suggesting of other indicators and/or data sources to post2015.
fiscalrevolution@gmail.com.
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Tax information exchange: Improve
to 100% the share of international
trade and recorded financial
flows that takes place between
jurisdictions with automatic
exchange of tax information, as well
as the number of countries covered
by automatic information exchange
(intermediate indicator)
Decrease the volumes of illicit
financial flows by x%

OECD Global Forum on
Information Exchange

Financial Secrecy Index

Global Financial Integrity

Only information for
developing countries at the
moment.

Coordinated global adoption of
rules to combat tax avoidance (e.g.
withholding rules)
Decrease overall financial secrecy
by x%

Financial Secrecy Index

Improve to 100% the share of stolen
assets returned to source country

World Bank Stolen Asset
Recovery Programme

Improve to 100% the share of
volumes of odious debt forgiven
All countries conducting spillover
analyses of impact of fiscal policies
on human rights and sustainable
development, particularly in
developing countries
Existence of collective sanctions for
private and public actors refusing to
cooperate on tax matters

Ensuring equality in the burdens and benefits of sustainable development
financing
TARGET 3:

Reduce economic inequality within countries through
enhanced use of progressive taxation on income and
wealth.

BASKET OF ILLUSTRATIVE
INDICATORS

SAMPLE OF DATA
SOURCES

Improve progressivity of tax regime
by x%
Improve Palma national income
inequality measure pre- and posttax83 by x%, disaggregated by gender,
social group and region
Improve taxes on wage income vs.
capital gains income by x%
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NOTE
A common methodology is
needed.

Commitment to Equity
Index
OECD
WB World Development
Indicators
OECD

Ensure that the lowest tax threshold
is above the relative poverty line

TARGET 4:

OECD

Improve redistributive capacities to progressively reduce
disparities in the enjoyment of human rights by all
socio-economic groups, between women and men, in all
regions.

BASKET OF ILLUSTRATIVE
INDICATORS
Improve Palma national income
inequality measure pre- and postsocial transfers by x%, disaggregated
by gender, social group and region
Improve by x% public expenditure
on sustainable development goals,
improving on existing minimum
spending benchmark commitments
for each goal, disaggregated by
gender, social group and region

SAMPLE OF DATA
SOURCES

NOTE

Commitment to Equity
Index
OECD
WB World Development
Indicators
WB World Development
Indicators

For example, many
governments have already
committed to spending.
6% GNP and 20% of public
expenditure on education.

WB Open Budgets
Portal

Few countries tracked as yet.

Improve to 100% the share of tax and
budget laws and policies subject to
periodic, participatory gender equality
analyses, and public expenditure
tracking, especially as they impact
poor women
Improve to 100% the share of tax and
budget laws and policies subject to
periodic, participatory human rights
analyses and public expenditure
tracking
Improve performance and
accountability of public financial
management scores by x%

Decrease by x% the reported rates
of corruption in basic public services
and social policies, disaggregated by
gender, social group and region

Public Expenditure and
Financial Accountability
assessment portal
Transparency
International Global
Corruption Barometer
and Corruption
Perceptions Index
The World Justice
Project (absence of
corruption)
WB Worldwide
Governance Indicators
(control of corruption)

Enhance public satisfaction with
service delivery by x%

World Bank Service
Delivery Indicators

Only four countries so far.
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Fostering accountable fiscal governance for sustainable development
TARGET 5:

Ensure the rights to information and participation of all
people, without exclusion or discrimination, in the design,
implementation, financing and monitoring of public
policies.

BASKET OF ILLUSTRATIVE INDICATORS

SAMPLE OF DATA
SOURCES

Improve to 100% the share of government tax laws
(including tax exemptions), budget policies, public
procurement, social service delivery information and
corporate lobbying activities made publicly available
in a common, open, machine-readable, detailed,
timely and accessible standard

Open Budget Index

Improve budget openness by x%

Open Budget Index

NOTE

Improve to 100% the share of large companies
publishing independently-verified, integrated
reporting of impact on human rights and sustainable
development, including profits, tax and royalty
payments on a country-by-country and projectby-project basis, full transparency in public
procurement, corporate political donations and
lobbying activities
Boost the provision of sufficient political and financial
support to ensure effective participation of the
population in all phases of fiscal policy cycle, at all
levels from local to global
Enhance civil society space and enabling
environment

Enabling Environment
Index

Increase the share of proposals from civil society
and developing country governments implemented
in national and inter-governmental processes and
bodies determining tax reforms
By 2020, establish a national public commission
in every country that will assess and report on the
effects of national inequalities.

TARGET 6:
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Guarantee public and judicial oversight over the
generation and use of public resources.

BASKET OF ILLUSTRATIVE INDICATORS

SAMPLE OF DATA
SOURCES

Improve to 100% the share of government tax
laws, budget policies, public procurement and
social service delivery subject to public and judicial
oversight and review

Open Budget Survey

POLICY BRIEFING | MAY, 2014

NOTE

Equal effective access to independent and responsive
justice systems by all, in particular people living in
poverty

Existence of an independent audit agency or other
oversight body which carries out regular audits that
are published in full

European
Commission for the
Efficiency of Justice
(Europe only)
The World Justice
Project Rule of Law
Index
Open Budget Survey

Enhance the effectiveness of administrative or judicial
means of complaint and remedy if human rights
standards are violated, disaggregated by gender,
social group and region
Improve by x% the level of implementation and
enforcement of judicial decisions, in particular for tax
fraud and tax evasion

Enhance the perception of fairness and equity of
fiscal policy and tax morale, disaggregated by gender,
social group and region
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