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1. Introduction  
Oxfam is an international confederation of 19 organizations networked together in more than 90 countries, as part of a global movement for change, to build a future free from the injustice of poverty. To spread that change and make it last, we believe political solutions are needed to tackle the root causes of poverty and create societies where empowered individuals can thrive.  
 
This submission outlines how the UK’s tax practices, and its influence over the tax practices of the Crown Dependencies (CDs) and Overseas Territories (OTs) infringe women’s rights. The submission focusses particularly on the impacts on women in “upstream” developing countries from which corporate profits and under-taxed individual wealth may be channelled through tax haven jurisdictions to avoid paying tax.  
 
The submission will explore the potential impact of UK tax policies on women’s rights and life opportunities. Oxfam supports the recommendations made by the Tax Justice Network and Queens University as part of the review.
2. UK Government tax practices  
The UK government has played a significant role in the global fight against poverty, but also in the global failure to clamp down on tax havens. UNCTAD estimates that tax havens deprive developing countries of $100bn each year as a result of being untaxed in home countries.
 In 2013, wealthy individuals held almost $7.6 trillion offshore.
  The UK has a special responsibility to ensure proper tax reforms in its crown dependencies and overseas territories, which continue to cost developing countries very significant tax revenues.  
 
The UK has been accused by Tax Justice Network of being at the centre of the world’s biggest financial secrecy network spanning the City of London to its crown dependencies and overseas territories, in which it can exercise ultimate sovereignty.
 The UK ranked 23rd on the Financial Secrecy Index, but if taken together the UK with its OTs and CDs would have been ranked 1st.

 
The Panama Papers as well as the Paradise Papers revealed the extent to which the tax policies of some Overseas Territories and Crown Dependencies are central to tax avoidance and, in some cases, evasion. For decades, these offshore tax regimes have enabled various multinational companies and wealthy individuals to avoid paying their fair share of tax. 

  
The leaked documents have highlighted how many of the world biggest multinational companies have exploited a lack of transparency and led a ‘race to the bottom’ on tax rates and tax policies, to the detriment of other countries, particularly developing countries which tend to rely more on corporate tax revenues to fund essential services. Although many of the Crown Dependencies and Overseas Territories have aligned themselves with international tax transparency standards, a number are still significant tax havens. In many Overseas Territories and Crown Dependencies, tax policies have provided loopholes for low effective individual and cooperative tax rates. Combined with financial secrecy, these policies enable corruption and wider corruptive practices including tax avoidance for the world’s wealthy elites and MNCs.

 
As identified in our research, ‘Tax Battles’, a number of the UK Overseas Territories and Crown Dependencies are amongst the world's top 15 corporate tax havens.
 Similarly, it was estimated that the UK Crown Dependencies and Overseas Territories accounted for a quarter of the global financial services that were provided to non-residents.

  
In response to the Panama Papaers leaks on the widespread tax avoidance (and some tax evasion) activities of well-known British-linked corporations and wealthy elites, the UK government promised to crack down on tax evasion and avoidance, including through an HMRC investigation.  Previously, at the 2013 G8 summit, David Cameron urged international action to tackle tax avoidance schemes such as those promoted by low tax jurisdictions.
 Specifically, he called for such jurisdictions to introduce public registers of beneficial owners, so that everyone could see who really owned the many companies registered in some of the Overseas Territories and CDs.
 
  
This measure would help to tackle the secretive jurisdictions facilitating tax avoidance. After a successful campaign by Labour and Conservative MPs for an amendment which would see the Overseas Territories introduce public registers of beneficial ownership by the end of 2020 or require the UK Government to legislate for their introduction, the government agreed to incorporate this measure in section 51 of the Sanctions and Anti Money Laundering Act 2018.  This move was widely accepted as a huge step for the UK government in fighting against money laundering, tax dodging, corruption.
 However, it did not go as far as including ownership of Trusts, which can be used as a means of keeping the identity of beneficial owners opaque,
 and implementation of the bill has seen an extended timeline from 2020 to 2023 which creates potential for a watering down of the legislation. 
 
3. Impact of Tax Abuses on Women’s Rights 
 
Tax avoidance is a human rights issue, and a women's rights issue. We know that women globally are extremely disadvantaged compared to men and are more vulnerable to poverty due to the multiple oppression, injustices, exploitations and inequality that they experience.  
Revenues from taxation are one of the most powerful tools which societies have to reduce the inequality gap between rich and poor, women and men. The race to the bottom on corporate tax, and the under-regulated financial flows in multinational corporations, as well as the undeclared wealth of the world’s elites deprives developing countries of revenues which could be used to invest in vital public services.  These lost funds ultimately contribute to the weakening of fragile economies and infringe on the ability of developing countries to lift their populations out of poverty.        
 
These tax abuses violate numerous provisions of CEDAW, including Articles 1, 2(d) and (f ), 3, 4, and 5(a) and (b) (general prohibitions on gender inequality), Articles 7 (political and public life, policy formation), and Article 14, which requires signatories to uphold the rights of rural women ‘To enjoy adequate living conditions, particularly in relation to housing, sanitation, electricity and water supply, transport and communications.’xi In even greater detail, the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action spells out in numerous provisions how the CEDAW is to be implemented using gender mainstreaming, gender-based analysis, and gender budgeting in evaluating and reforming all laws, policies, and practices that perpetuate gender and intersectional inequalities –including tax, expenditure, and other fiscal laws. To fulfil these rights requires public investment, which is potentially restricted through tax avoidance.  

 
In essence, tax avoidance schemes perpetuate the cycle of poverty, and inequality. Around half of the world’s population is denied the right to an adequate standard of living. The actions of tax haven jurisdictions, including some Overseas Territories and Crown Dependencies, play a significant role in the human rights deficit in many developing countries, violating women’s economic, social and cultural rights as protected by CEDAW.

 
Women shoulder a heavier and unequal burden of unpaid care work, on average have lower incomes than men and experience higher rates of gender-based violence.  Public services such as education, health care, clean water, and family planning are all essential to support gender equality.  However, it is women and girls who are the hardest hit by lack of investment in these, which is exacerbated by inequitable tax policies. Tax havens often mean that developing countries are deprived of funding, and are restricted in mobilising resources into essential services which could support the realisation of women’s rights. 

 
Although many of the OT and CD jurisdictions enjoy a relative form of political independence, the UK continues to provide ultimate protection and has some overriding legal influence particularly in most of the OTs.   
One of the significant concerns which has been highlighted by the CEDAW Committee and tax justice organisations such as Tax Justice Network is that CEDAW is still not extended to women living within Guernsey.
 The Equalities and Human Rights Commission has also called for CEDAW to be incorporated into UK domestic law so that rights violations can be challenged, as well as for the UK to publish implementation plans for how it is fulfilling the Convention.
  
 
With regards to tax justice, the UK Government has made little effort to ensure that it fulfils its obligations to realise the rights of women under the Convention,
 and further its extraterritorial obligations to ensure that its actions do not undermine the realisation of women’s rights in developing countries. There is no clear gender based-analysis or data of the gendered effects of tax abuses within its CDs and OTS in the UK’s reports to the CEDAW Committee.  
  
The following section will explore some of key effects of tax abuses for women’s rights and gender inequality.   
 
Unpaid care work 
 
In 2015 after advocacy from women’s rights supporters and feminist economists, unpaid care work was recognised as a barrier to gender equality through the inclusion of target 5.4 of the Sustainable Development Goals. Member States are encouraged to implement this target through the provision of public services. The UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty had previously outlined how heavy and unequal responsibility for unpaid care work restricts the rights of women, particularly those living in poverty.
i  Article 10 of CEDAW itself protects women's equal right to education, including an obligation for states to reduce female student drop-out rates.
 
 
According to ActionAid ‘On average women spend 23 more years of their life doing unpaid care work compared to men’. If all unpaid care work was carried out by a single company, it would have an annual turnover of $10 trillion, 43 times that of Apple.
 The unequal burden of unpaid care work in most cases reduces the time that women can spend outside their homes such as education, leisure, and paid unemployment. In addition, the type of job that women often find that can fit around their busy schedule is often informal work in a poorly conditioned environment with low paid income.
 
 
Unfair tax policies of wealthy countries including the UK contribute to the deprivation of tax revenue in developing countries. UK linked tax havens continue to offer low or zero cooperate and personal tax rates to companies and individuals. When this results in lower domestic resources for developing countries, reducing the resources available to provide good quality public services and infrastructure, it is women living in poverty that essentially fill in the gap with their time, body and effort.  
 
Health Care  
 
Women’s rights to healthcare including reproductive health is enshrined in CEDAW, which is evident in Article 12. 
 
 ‘’States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women in the field of health care in order to ensure, on a basis of equality of men and women, access to health care services, including those related to family planning.’’

 
Good-quality, free healthcare is essential for women and girls to be able to make decisions about their own lives, to increase their prospects of escaping poverty and reduce their chances of dying from preventable illness. Every day, women die from complication during pregnancy and childbirth. However, these complications are often easily preventable if women had access to good quality life-saving health care, free at the point of use.
 The lack of tax transparency, profit shifting and illicit financial flows from developing countries means that funding for life-saving health care is reduced, reducing women’s access to it.
 Research has shown that increased tax revenue, particularly from taxes on income, profits and capital gains results in increased spending on healthcare.
 Developing countries lose out of vital tax revenues which could fund essential healthcare necessary for women and girls to live a good quality life. 

 
Violence against Women and Girls  
 
Globally, women are more likely to experience gender-based violence compared to men. It is estimated that one in three women will experience violence during their lifetime.
 According to UNICEF, 200 million women and girls across the globe have undergone female genital mutilation.
 In addition, 15 million adolescent girls aged between 15 to 19 have experienced forced sex worldwide.

 
The lack of mobilization of resources into public health services within developing countries perpetuates the cycle of gender-based violence. This is because the loss of tax revenue undermines the ability of developing countries to provide services that will respond to and prevent gender-based violence to women and girls, for example secure public toilets, better policing, and most importantly psychological and judicial services for victims of gender-based violence. 
 
4. Women’s rights movements and Tax Justice Movement  
Far from being a marginal issues, tax justice and financial secrecy is increasingly an issue that international women rights groups are concerned about, particularly the effects of discriminatory tax policies on the wellbeing and human rights of women. On the 7th December 2017, as a result of the first ever global convening on women’s tax justice the Bogota Declaration on Tax Justice for Women’s Rights was published. The declaration saw the global women’s tax justice movement uniting to call for a gendered analysis of global financial structures such as the secrecy jurisdictions that have enabled global tax abuses, and for tax avoidance and evasion to be recognised as a gendered and human rights issue, that needs to be addressed if women’s rights are to be fully realised.
 
With the Bogota Declaration and other tax justice initiatives, women-led organisations, International NGOS, academics, and advocates, are realising that gender equality and the implementation of the SGDs is unlikely without a more equitable progressive fiscal policies that will enable developing countries to raise adequate resources for public services. 
  
FEMNET is an African Women’s Development and Communication Network, and is an example of a women-led movement mobilising for tax justice across Africa. FEMNET has coordinated joint efforts to uncover the gender consequences of Illicit Financial Flows (IFFS) across the region. The pan-African based feminist network is driven by its core mission which is to create a fair and gender equal society where women and girls are freely able to enjoy their rights. The organisation which has over 700 members across 46 African countries have played a crucial role in building the women’s movement across Africa. It has successfully lobbied and campaigned for African Women’s rights to be recognised within economic justice.  
  
Another example of a women-led organisation that is advocating for tax justice is the Association for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID), a feminist movement seeking to achieve gender justice and human rights. For over 35 years, AWID has worked towards to highlighting the importance of economic justice for women across the globe as a means to tackle global poverty. In 2015, during the Global Week for Tax Justice, AWID successfully organised a webinar which saw panellists from the feminist, economics and human rights field investigate the intersection between socioeconomic inequality and gender inequality. Through this, they exposed some the global economic injustices and barriers to women’s livelihood.  
  
AWID and FEMNET are amongst the dozens of women-led organisations that are making tax a women’s rights issue. They lobby for progressive reform of tax policies to meet the needs of women globally. 
 
5. Recommendations and conclusions.  
The UK must recognise its influential position and its obligations under CEDAW to take a lead in the global fight against tax abuses, corruption, and the economic injustices of women. 
We recommend to the CEDAW Committee that the UK receives recommendations in line with the recommendations to Luxembourg and Switzerland such as:  
  
· The UK government must first and foremost undertake an impartial independent impact assessment into the effects of its tax policies on women globally. The analysis must examine how the UK Overseas Territories and Crown Dependencies have contributed to the prevention of development opportunities in developing countries, in particular women’s rights and gender equality. In addition, the assessment should include an in-depth investigation into the relationship between revenue from corporate taxes and spending on essential public services for women such as health care and education.   
· Secondly, the UK government must acknowledge that in order to clamp down on financial abuses within its Overseas Territories and Crown Dependencies greater effort must be made to ensure that all Crown Dependencies and Overseas Territories ratify and align with the principles of CEDAW, and that CEDAW is incorporated into domestic law. 
· Thirdly, the UK Government must ensure the implementation of public registration of beneficial ownership of companies under section 51 of the Sanctions and Anti-Money Laundering Act 2018 for Overseas Territories, and ensure the measure is also applied to Crown Dependencies, and improve it to include Trusts. 
· Fourthly, the UK government should work closely with women-led organisations and the tax justice movement to implement gender budgeting approaches to all these issues and to gender- and intersectional based analysis to identify and correct all tax policies that presently perpetuate gender inequality. 
For further information please contact Francesca Rhodes, Gender Policy Adviser, Oxfam GB – frhodes1@oxfam.org.uk 
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