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One of the more contested issues at the 3rd International Conference on Financing for 
Development currently underway in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia is how to improve/ensure 
global cooperation in tax matters. During preparatory negotiations in New York, a 
proposal surfaced that would upgrade a UN expert committee on the issue into a full-
fledged political, and more importantly universal, commission. The commission could 
deal with issues like fighting tax evasion and avoidance, could set standards for double 
taxation agreements and for how to deal with transnational corporations. This proposal, 
however was rejected with force by most OECD governments. 
 
Blocking debates as the new modus operandi? 
This strategy of rejection and evasion is a modus operandi practised in two other UN 
processes in the last year. A working group of the UN General Assembly was set up to 
discuss creating a global debt resolution mechanism, and the Human Rights Council set 
up a working group to explore a possible binding treaty on the human rights obligations 
of transnational corporations. In both cases, many governments from the global North 
first tried blocking the establishment of these working groups and are now generally 
boycotting the ongoing deliberations. 
 
The arguments vary as to why these governments are shying away from even discussing 
new modes of cooperation and new regulatory approaches. In the case of tax, the 
reasoning becomes very clear --this is all about power and control. 
 
Who controls the rules of the game? 
It would be wrong to say that there is no international cooperation on tax issues. Much 
effort is expended on what is called base erosion and profit shifting, with processes 
underway under the G20 and among OECD members and friends. The rules and 
procedures are being developed for creating more transparency and more practical 
collaboration among tax administrations. These are likely to become de-facto global 
standards in years to come. The global North is also not allergic to cooperating on tax 
issues with smaller countries in the global South. Rather, it is willing and ready to spend 
more money to build capacities in developing countries for them to mobilize domestic 
resources (i.e. collect more taxes) and tackle tax evasion and avoidance. 
 
Why then, “Northern” governments ask, should we create new mechanisms to discuss 
efforts that are well underway in the OECD and G20 frameworks. Why spend resources 
on process, when we can do so many things in practical terms? Wouldn’t that just be a 
waste of precious time and resources? These governments also question the ability of 
many countries to actually enter into discussions that obviously are very technical and 
extremely complicated. 
 
Governments of the global South, including G20 members like India, on the other hand 
want to create a space at the UN to deliberate on international tax issues. And they call for 
this space to be universal, so that every government can participate in their own right, not 
as guests. The argument here is that tax is essential for meeting domestic commitments 



 
in all countries and needs to be discussed by the community of all states, not just within 
the umbrella of an exclusive club.  
 
Misconceived interests 
If (de-facto) standards for international tax issues are developed and implemented by the 
rich and powerful, they are very likely to reflect and address their interests. Along the 
rationale “what’s good for my companies is good for my country”, governments will 
protect their respective business models. OECD member governments want to avoid that 
“their” companies and corporations will be taxed too heavily when active in the countries 
of the global South. The latter, on the other hand, seek a larger share of the profits 
generated within their borders. For both parties, the rule-making forum becomes critical 
– hence, a conflict of interests that appears to be a zero-sum game. 
 
This approach, however, is extremely short-sighted. It sees economic issues, misguidedly, 
from a nationalistic angle. Transnational corporations don’t act in any country’s interest. 
They act in the interest of their shareholders. They openly say they were bound by that 
interest to avoid taxes and, thus, maximize profits, no matter where they operate. And 
they do so very successfully, as many cases and libraries full of research show. The 
question for governments, then, need not be “how can I guarantee that a company is not 
taxed abroad?” but “how can I and the other host government generate tax revenue from 
companies?” All governments should have a seat at the table when talking about global 
tax standards – not just the rich or large or powerful. It is time for smaller and poorer 
countries to have a voice and to use it. 
 
A way out? 
Of course, there is much to be discussed about how a universal body should function 
practically and where technical expertise should come from. Proposals from all 
governments are insufficient at the moment. While the global South wants to turn the 
existing expert committee into a political body, the global North proposes as a 
compromise to simply expand the existing expert committee and give it more resources. 
From an CSO perspective, this is not an either / or. Would not the best solution be to retain 
and expand technical expertise while at the same time creating a space for political 
deliberations with universal membership? Nor would the role of the OECD be called into 
question in this approach. Its knowledge and expertise could be of benefit in global 
discussions. Similar to how the G20 has commissioned the OECD to work on BEPS, a new 
UN body could ask OECD to share knowledge and make proposals on various issues. 
 
One issue that could be addressed by the UN more effectively than by the OECD is how to 
deal with transnational corporations in tax matters. The OECD currently seems stuck in a 
model that treats subsidiaries in different countries like separate entities and their 
interactions like normal trade. An Independent Commission for the Reform of Global 
Corporate Taxation (with prestigious members like José Antontio Ocampo, Magdalena 
Sepúlveda Carmona and Joseph Stiglitz) sees this as the greatest obstacle to fair 
international taxation of corporations. A fresh institutional setting may be able to take a 
step out of this stalemate.  


