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Abstract 

Background The COVID‑19 pandemic and the climate emergency threaten progress in reaching many of the Sus‑
tainable Development Goal (SDG) targets by 2030. The under‑5 mortality and maternal mortality rates are well below 
the targets, and if we progress at the current pace, there is a high risk of not meeting the 2030 goals. Furthermore, the 
initial progress in the decline in child and maternal mortality since 1990 is likely to be eroded. Much of this progress 
has resulted from increased sanitation, drinking water, education, and health service coverage. The adequate provi‑
sion of public services is possible if there is sufficient government funding. When governments have more income, 
they spend more on public services, which increases access to fundamental economic and social rights and, thus, 
contributes to the SDGs. One of the key drivers of government financing, taxation, constitutes 70% of government 
revenue in low‑ and lower‑middle‑income countries. Corporate income tax constitutes 18.8% of tax revenue in Afri‑
can countries compared to 10% of tax revenue in OECD countries. Therefore, it plays a critical role in SDG progress.

This paper aims to quantify the contribution of one large taxpayer, that publishes their tax payments, (Vodafone 
Group Plc) on progress towards SDGs in six African countries. We use econometric modelling to estimate the impact 
of an increase in government revenue equivalent to Vodafone’s average tax paid between 2007–2017.

Results We find that government revenue equivalent to Vodafone’s taxes made a significant contribution to progress 
in attaining selected SDGs. We found that the revenue equivalent to Vodafone’s taxes allowed 966,188 people to 
access clean water and 1,371,972 people to access basic sanitation each year. Over the time period studied, 858,054 
children spent an extra year in school and 54,275 children under five years and 3,655 mothers survived. In just one of 
these countries, Tanzania, the revenue equivalent to Vodafone’s tax contribution allowed 174,121 people to access 
clean water and 223,586 to access sanitation each year. Over the time studied 187,023 children spent an additional 
year at school, 6,569 additional children under five and 625 additional mothers survived.

Conclusions These findings demonstrate that the reported contributions from a single multinational corporation 
drive SDG progress. Furthermore, it highlights the importance of transparent taxes and explores the responsibilities of 
global institutions, governments, investors, and multinational corporations.
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Background
The right to health
The determinants of health (education, drinking water, 
and sanitation) are minimum core economic and 
social rights, which the United Nations Committee 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights have high-
lighted as the threshold below which no one should 
fall [1] (see appendix, Table  6). The African Char-
ter on Human Rights (Article 16) also highlights the 
right of every individual to the best attainable state of 
health [2]. While different countries have varying abili-
ties to provide for their citizens, these fundamental 
human rights are essential for human survival. They 
should be immediately accessible to everyone in every 
nation [3]. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
are built on the  foundations of  human rights agree-
ments,  therefore  we use the terms SDG progress and 
access to human rights interchangeably (see the appen-
dix, Table  7, for definitions  of the SDGs used in this 
analysis) [4]. Researchers have shown that much of the 
decline in child and maternal mortality since 1990 is 
due to increased coverage of water, sanitation and edu-
cation (SDG 3,4 and 6), often  provided as public ser-
vices [5, 6].

SDG 3 aims to reduce the under-five mortality rate 
(U5M) to less than 25 per 1000 live births and the 
maternal mortality ratio (MMR) to less than 70 per 
100,000 live births in all countries by 2030. However, 
in 2018, the U5M rate was, on average, 68 per 1000 
live births across sub-Saharan African (SSA) coun-
tries (compared to 4.7 per 1000 live births in Europe) 
[7]. Equally staggering is the maternal mortality ratio, 
547 per 100,000 live births in SSA (compared to 8 per 
100,000 live births in Europe) [8]. Despite increases 
in survival rates in some regions, many countries are 
unlikely to meet the SDG targets for maternal or child 
mortality by the target year of 2030, and many of the 
targets are further threatened by  the COVID-19 pan-
demic and the climate emergency [9].

There are many reasons a government may not pro-
vide critical services, and a lack of tax revenue is 
prominent among them [10]. Therefore, increased gov-
ernment revenue resulting from progressive taxation 
is the most sustainable strategy to ensure governments 
fulfil their human rights obligations and provide ser-
vices essential for health [11].

Fair taxes have been described as paying the right 
amount of tax (but no more) at the right time and 
place according to the letter and spirit of the law and 

providing sufficient public information for external cri-
tique [12]. Taxes are necessary to allow governments to 
have the fiscal capacity to provide public services and 
should, at the minimum, be ‘fair’. Domestic and multi-
national businesses are the primary drivers of economic 
growth and job creation, and their tax contributions 
are vital to domestic resource mobilisation and public 
spending [13]. Given the private sector’s pivotal role in 
most economies, profit must be taxed fairly. This also 
enables a country to provide a conducive environment 
to attract foreign direct investment. For companies 
that operate across borders, often called multinational 
corporations (MNCs), it is critical that they pay taxes 
where real economic activity takes place [14]. On the 
other hand, tax abuse (defined as tax avoidance or tax 
evasion, see Table  1) [15] is not uncommonly used to 
avoid a fair share of the tax burden and increase profits 
[16]. Despite growing criticism in the media and atten-
tion by advocacy groups, some entrepreneurs consider 
tax avoidance and tax planning integral to modern 
business practice, contradicting many corporations’ 
avowed social responsibility aspirations [17, 18].

The seventeen SDGs are the centrepiece of the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, grounded in 
international human rights and are a plan to build an 
equitable and sustainable world [21, 22]. The over-
arching agenda for financing the SDGs emphasises the 
importance of domestic resource mobilisation, and one 
of the targets of SDG 16 is to reduce tax abuse, while 
SDG 17 aims to support domestic resource mobilisa-
tion [23].

We demonstrate how corporate tax payments acceler-
ate progress towards the SDGs by studying the contri-
butions of one MNC, a telecommunications company. 
We selected Vodafone Group PLC, hereafter referred 
to as Vodafone, because they publish their taxes on a 
country-by-country basis, and they state that they do 

Table 1 Tax term definitions

Tax avoidance Generally used to describe the arrangement of 
a taxpayer’s affairs intended to reduce their tax 
liability. Although the arrangement could be 
strictly legal, it usually contradicts the intent the 
law purports to follow [19]

Tax evasion Generally means illegal arrangements where 
liability to tax is hidden or ignored, i.e. the tax‑
payer pays less tax than they are legally obligated 
to pay by hiding income or information from the 
tax authorities [19]

Tax Abuse Tax avoidance and tax evasion [20]
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not artificially transfer profits from one jurisdiction to 
another to minimise tax payments, and the accounts 
are independently audited.

Financing the sustainable development goals
Reeves et  al. found that increased tax revenue was 
associated with increased government health spend-
ing, while Baldacci showed that increasing govern-
ment spending on health and education increased child 
survival [24, 25]. Moreover, governments with robust 
revenue streams are more likely to allocate resources 
to critical services [26], and increased revenue across 
all sectors is vital to ensuring human rights obliga-
tions and SDG progress.

Governments principally use tax revenue to fund pub-
lic services. There are two steps from taxes to the SDGs. 
The first step is to raise revenue, and the second is to 
allocate it (with some governments earmarking revenue 
for specific SDGs). If income is redistributed to support 
the SDGs, tax revenue can be said to have supported 
progress [27]. To enhance the role of tax in financing 
the  SDGs, experts have developed frameworks to sup-
port governments in aligning their tax policies and 
assessing corporations’ broader contribution to the 
SDGs [28].

Taxes make up, on average, 33.8% of GDP in OECD 
countries compared to 16.6% in African countries 
and account for around 85% of total government rev-
enue in high-income and 71% of government revenue 
in low- and lower-middle (hereafter lower-) income 
countries [29]. However, the average share of cor-
porate income tax revenues in total tax revenues in 
Africa was 18.8%, compared to 10% in OECD coun-
tries; therefore, it plays a significant role in raising 
vital revenue for human rights and development in 
lower-income countries [30].

Tax revenue gaps threaten the effective contribu-
tion of tax revenue to the government budget. These 
gaps can arise both domestically and internationally 
[10]. Reducing the domestic tax gap includes review-
ing tax policies and strengthening the efficiency of tax 
administrations to detect and deter revenue leakages. 
For example, many lower-income countries introduced 
value-added tax (VAT) over the last few decades, and 
this was very effective in raising revenues (although 
opinions vary about its merit in the tax policy mix) 
[31]. Other tax policies include reducing tax expendi-
tures (tax incentives and exemptions), increasing taxes 
on wealthy individuals, and integrating the informal 
sector into the formal economy. The success of these 
initiatives is dependent on the efficiency of tax admin-
istrations. However, experts do not anticipate that 

domestic tax policy choices will significantly reduce 
the domestic tax gap in the short term [29]. Whilst it is 
vital to address these areas, the focus of this paper is on 
corporation tax.

The role of corporate taxes in SDG progress
Corporate tax is critical in countries with minimal 
opportunities to reduce the domestic tax gap, where 
developmental needs are vast and immediate. For coun-
tries requiring revenue to reach the SDGs, narrowing 
the international tax gap may represent the most viable 
source of additional funding in the  short to medium 
term [32]. In addition, surveys show that most busi-
nesses are familiar with the SDGs and plan to incorpo-
rate them into their business practices [33]. Therefore, 
ensuring a fair tax strategy would be in line with this.

Any additional corporate tax could play a critical role 
in lower-income countries as the relationship between 
government revenue per capita and progress toward the 
SDGs is highly non-linear, and small increases can have 
large effects, when government revenue per capita is 
small [34, 35]. In addition, an empirical study by Gaspar 
et  al. identified a tax to Gross domestic product (GDP) 
tipping point. A tipping point is when small changes give 
rise to significant outcomes, and they estimate that when 
the tax to GDP ratio is 12.75%, the real GDP increases 
sharply and sustainably over the next decade [36]. Thus, 
corporate tax could play a crucial role in increasing  the 
tax to GDP ratio in lower-income-countries and, conse-
quently, real economic growth. Unfortunately, interna-
tional corporate tax avoidance and tax evasion deprive 
governments of vital revenue required to achieve the 
SDGs [16].

Robust revenue streams are necessary to ensure effi-
cient governments and institutions and facilitating good 
governance. Indeed, it has been empirically shown that 
an increase in revenue drives an improvement in govern-
ance over time in all countries [37]. An empirical study 
of 23 sub-Saharan African countries demonstrated that 
increasing fiscal capacity through increasing the tax-to-
GDP ratio leads to improved governance and reduced 
corruption. The pathway between increased revenue 
and improved governance acts by strengthening the fis-
cal contract between the state and citizens, as opposed 
to the ability to provide better remuneration for civil 
servants [38]. Therefore, small increases in corporate tax 
revenue could play a pivotal role in tipping the balance 
towards SDG progress in some countries. Increased gov-
ernment revenue from corporate taxes is a sustainable 
strategy to ensure that governments fulfil their human 
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rights obligations and provide services essential for 
health [11].

The role of corporate social responsibility
The idea that business enterprises are responsible to 
society beyond profit is not new,  but it has received 
more attention over the last few decades as excessive 
profits have raised concerns that companies priori-
tise shareholders over other societal stakeholders [39]. 
There is an ongoing debate about what corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) is, what it achieves, and what it 
could achieve. Generally, it covers a company’s respon-
sibilities to society and the environment where they 
operate. It incorporates these needs into its decision-
making, as the sole principle of maximising shareholder 
wealth may not benefit all stakeholders [40]. The broad 
reasons for CSR engagement include moral responsi-
bility, sustainability, regulations, and reputation. One 
study examined three MNCs which experienced scan-
dals with reputational impact. The researchers found 
that pre-emptively incorporating CSR considerations 
into their supply chains would have resulted in a com-
petitive advantage in the long run [41].

However, CSR activities are often ad-hoc with little 
social impact and are in response to society’s expec-
tations that companies are good global citizens [40]. 
Some argue that CSR has historically and categori-
cally failed to create positive social change because 
communities are not determining the priorities and, 
in some cases, CSR is undertaken to mask the harm-
ful effects of MNCs with highly  visible impacts 
through small projects at the micro-level. In addi-
tion, it improves reputation and, thus, the relationship 
with broader society; doing so may create a financial 
return, but this is debatable. As economic inequality 
is rising, Visser recommends that businesses move to 
radical CSR. Radical CSR calls for changes to the sys-
tems that underpin capitalism as we know it and tak-
ing steps to ensure that the world conducts business 
to benefit global society, rather than a select few, thus 
avoiding grievous social, economic, and environmen-
tal harm [42].

While some argue that businesses should develop CSR 
standards on Taxation [43], others say that fair tax is 
integral for any law-abiding MNC and outside the CSR 
framework because CSR is discretionary.

Vodafone and tax controversies
Vodafone is a publicly listed telecommunications com-
pany on the UK and the US stock exchange. It was estab-
lished in 1991 and is one of the UK’s largest and most 

successful companies, it  employs 94,000 people and has 
subsidiaries in 47 countries. Vodafone Global Enterprise 
provides telecommunications services to clients in 168 
countries [44].

In 2010, Private Eye, a British satirical current affairs 
magazine, reported that Vodafone’s acquisition of a 
German company was routed through a Luxembourg 
subsidiary to avoid paying tax in the UK. This con-
troversy led to widespread protests and shop closures 
across the UK. A subsequent deal with Her Majesty’s 
Revenue and Customs (HMRC) agreed that Vodafone 
would pay £1.25 billion, the case was settled because 
HMRC may have lost in court. However, some esti-
mate the company avoided paying £6 billion of tax  in 
the UK [45]. Vodafone’s tax report from 2012 addresses 
this issue, stating  that it was a complex interpretation 
of a UK law, and the European Court of Justice, the UK 
High Court and the UK Court of Appeal reviewed the 
case before settling.

Some have criticised Vodafone for paying less than 
their fair share of corporation tax in the UK [46]. 
The  2012  report addresses this, it is states  that   "In a 
number of Vodafone’s markets, including the UK,  the 
cost of acquiring radio spectrum from the govern-
ment, high operating costs, substantial levels of capital 
expenditure and sustained competitive and regulatory 
pressures have a significantly negative effect on the 
profits of our local businesses" [47].

In 2007, Vodafone acquired a company in India, and 
there was a dispute with the Indian government over cap-
ital gains tax. A committee subsequently ruled in favour 
of Vodafone that capital gains tax should be paid by the 
seller and not the buyer [45].

Aim
We aim to estimate the increase in the number of peo-
ple who would access their rights due to the  tax con-
tributions of Vodafone in six African  countries (the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Ghana, Kenya, 
Lesotho, Mozambique, and Tanzania). We focused on 
Africa because it is the continent with the highest child 
and maternal mortality and the smallest proportion of 
people accessing their fundamental rights.

This paper aims to quantify the private sector’s con-
tribution toward the SDGs and move  fair tax further 
up MNCs’ and institutional investors’ agendas. We 
selected Vodafone as a case study because public tax 
reports are available country-by-country. We then 
highlight key areas globally and nationally that need to 
be addressed to ensure corporate tax abuse does not 
harm human rights.



Page 5 of 15Hannah et al. Globalization and Health           (2023) 19:17  

While previous studies have highlighted the harms tax 
abuse can cause to human rights, to our knowledge, this 
is the first study to quantify the private sector’s contri-
bution to the SDGs [48, 49]. Thus, we highlight the vast 
potential should all business enterprises reflect on their 
tax policies. In an age where CSR and a stakeholder prac-
tice model are increasingly important, similar modelling 
offers opportunities for both small companies and MNCs 
to quantify and demonstrate their commitments to the 
SDGs and human rights.

Methodology
The model used to quantify Vodafone’s contribution 
to public finances
We employed economic modelling from the Govern-
ment Revenue and Development Estimations (GRADE) 
tool (v3.3.0, 2022/09/08) to estimate the increase in the 
number of citizens accessing  their rights when there is 
an increase in government revenue equivalent to Voda-
fone’s reported tax contributions [50, 51]. The GRADE 
uses data from countries worldwide to model the impact 
of government revenue and governance on the coverage 
of the SDGs, access to water, education, and sanitation, 
and maternal and child mortality. The GRADE is avail-
able as an online visualisation [51],  and demonstrates 
that even a small increase in government revenue has a 
massive impact in lower-income countries. The model 
is precise, as shown by comparing the modelled and the 
actual coverage of the determinants of health, which 
are generally within one percentage point, and avail-
able in Mendeley Datasets [52]. As well as being pre-
cise, the GRADE modelling is realistic as it assumes that 
any additional government revenue will be spent in the 
same way as it has been in the past and therefore avoids 
the incorrect assumption that governments will allocate 
all additional income to one specific sector. For exam-
ple, if a government typically allocates 10% to health 
spending and receives additional revenue, then 10% of 
the additional revenue would be allocated to health. 
Furthermore, the benefits of an increase in government 
revenue takes at least five years to become apparent, 
and the model incorporates this lag effect. Downstream 
outcomes such as survival are influenced by government 
spending on all sectors, for example, infrastructure 
and agriculture, and GRADE modelling incorporates 
these broader impacts. Hence, the model provides a 
robust estimation of the effects of government revenue 
on the SDGs and the impact of an increase in revenue 
on governance. The GRADE uses government revenue 
(excluding grants and including social contributions) 
from the UNU WIDER Government revenue database 

and the GDP in 2015 constant US dollars taken from the 
World Development Indicators [53, 54]. The modelling 
includes six dimensions of  quality of  governance from 
the World Governance Indicators (see Table  8 in the 
appendix for the definitions) [55].

Vodafone’s reported contributions to public finances 
in six countries – Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC), Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Mozambique, and Tan-
zania – were analysed. Vodafone has published its con-
tributions to governments in their ’Taxation and our 
total economic contribution to public finances’ reports 
from 2012–2018 [47, 56–60]. Contributions include 
direct revenue, other direct non-taxation, and indirect 
revenue contributions [61]. The total tax contribution 
for each country and year was converted into United 
States Dollars (USD) using the nominal exchange rate 
listed in each report. The total tax contribution was 
converted into 2015 USD, the base year used in the 
GRADE. Tax contributions fluctuate each year; there-
fore, we used the average for the seven years. The lat-
est year with data for maternal mortality is 2017, thus, 
the period analysed was 2007 – 2017. We assumed that 
Vodafone contributed the average calculated for 2012–
2018 between 2007–2017, and the maximum benefit 
was accrued after five years. (An alternative approach 
would be to use the average contribution as a percent 
of government revenue).

For illustration purposes, Table  2 shows Vodafone’s 
total contributions to governments in 2018 from their 
annual report [61]. The total contributions are the sum 
of columns c, d and e (direct revenue contribution tax, 
direct revenue contribution non-tax and indirect rev-
enue contributions, see Table 2 for definitions). Column 
j shows this as a percentage of government revenue. 
Table  3 shows the total contribution to public finances 
per country between 2012–2018, and column h shows 
the average.

Results
We found that the government revenue equivalent 
to Vodafone’s average  contribution ensured 966,188 
people access clean water and 1,371,972 accessed san-
itation each year. Over the time studied  these contribu-
tions enabled 858,054 children to spend an additional 
year in school. As a result of increased access to their 
determinants of health, 54,275 additional  children 
under five and 3,655 additional  mothers survived, see 
Table  4. We report the increase in access to rights  or 
SDG progress in six SSA countries because of increased 
government revenue equivalent to Vodafone’s tax con-
tributions in Table 5.
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Discussion
We demonstrate that government revenue equivalent to 
the tax contribution of just one MNC is associated with 
significant increases in access to the determinants of 
health (i.e., drinking water, sanitation, and education), 
which are fundamental rights, in six countries. Thus, 
we demonstrate how Vodafone has contributed towards 

SDG progress in six host countries. The benefits include 
almost a million people accessing clean water and over 
a million accessing basic sanitation, each year. Over 
the study period more than 800,000 children spent an 
additional year in school, over 54,000 children survived 
and almost 4,000 mothers survived. These figures dem-
onstrate MNCs’ substantial impact for several reasons: 
Firstly, government revenue in lower-income countries 
is small, and any additional income will be relatively 
large. As shown in Table 2, the tax contributions from 
Vodafone alone accounted for 1–3.6% of government 
revenue in 2018 in these six countries, whereas in the 
UK, Vodafone’s contribution accounted for 0.16% [57, 
62]. Secondly, interventions that substantially reduce 
mortality in lower-income countries include public 
health measures such as clean water, sanitation, educa-
tion and primary health care, which are less costly than 
interventions required to reduce mortality  in high-
income countries [63].

Thus, corporate tax contributions contribute to SDG 
progress in lower-income countries. Corporations, 
governments, consumers, investors, and international 

Table 3 Total contribution to public finances per country each year between 2012‑ 2017

Country 2012 in 
2015 $m (a)

2013 in 
2015 $m (b)

2014 in 
2015 $m (c)

2015 in 
2015 $m (d)

2016 in 
2015 $m (e)

2017 in 
2015 $m (f)

2018 in 
2015 $m (g)

Average yearly 
contribution in 2015 
$m (h)

DRC 103.8 103.98 120.4 135.25 161.4 137.85 135.18 128.27

Ghana 90.39 76.36 83.48 75.67 79.20 91.9 92.00 84.14

Kenya 366.63 172.22 231.16 264.06 276.47 356.91 472.02 305.64

Lesotho 16.74 13 11.24 9.66 13.45 18.17 22.17 14.91

Mozambique 6.7 8.12 12.85 28.98 34.37 50.22 52.08 27.62

Tanzania 80.4 146.22 197.45 191.61 156.91 167.77 173.96 159.19

Table 4 Summary of the SDG progress and access to 
fundamental rights associated with increased government 
revenue equivalent to Vodafone’s contribution to public finances

Variable Numbers with 
increased 
access

Access to basic drinking water (each year) 966, 188
Access to basic sanitation (each year) 1, 371, 972
Additional years in school (cumulative over the time 
studied)

858, 054

Child deaths averted (cumulative over the time 
studied)

54, 275

Maternal deaths averted (cumulative over the time 
studied)

3, 655

Table 5 SDG progress and  access to fundamental rights associated with increased government revenue equivalent to Vodafone’s 
contribution to public finances in six countries

a Data is only available up to 2015
b Data is only available up to 2009

The average increase in 
government revenue 
equivalent to Vodafone’s 
contribution $ million

Individuals with 
increased access 
to basic drinking 
water each year

Individuals with 
increased access to 
basic sanitation each 
year

Children who 
attend school for an 
additional year (over 
the time studied)

Child deaths 
averted (over 
the time 
studied)

Maternal 
deaths 
averted (over 
the time 
studied)

DRC 128.27 335, 749 195, 752 558, 964a 36, 910 1, 677
Ghana 84.14 115, 442 143, 994 38, 763 1, 645 200
Kenya 305.64 295, 257 749, 492 26, 527b 7, 163 942
Lesotho 14.91 4, 590 4, 293 1, 696 150 16
Mozambique 27.62 41, 029 54, 855 45, 081 1, 838 195
Tanzania 159.19 174, 121 223, 586 187, 023 6, 569 625
Totals Na 966, 188 1, 371, 972 858, 054 54, 275 3, 655
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organisations play a role in SDG progress by promoting 
fair corporation tax. We discuss these below [62].

Limitations
We do not have access to the previous tax year reports 
for 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, and 2011. Therefore, we 
have assumed the contribution for these years was the 
same as the average. Equally, the reported revenues 
were not analysed for misalignment. Misalignments 
are inconsistencies between reported profit and actual 
economic activity [64]. We did not have data on mater-
nal mortality past 2017, so we could not analyse a later 
study period. We did not have education data past 2009 
in Kenya, meaning the full benefit of education will be 
underestimated. In addition, we did not have data on 
education for the DRC past 2015.

Multinational corporations and the sustainable 
development goals
While governments are crucial to steering SDG 
progress, businesses are vital contributors to pub-
lic finances  and can positively or negatively impact 
progress with their policies and practices. Indeed, 
Barnett argues that all law-abiding MNC activi-
ties have a social component because they improve 
the economic conditions of society [65]. Many com-
panies engage with the SDGs, but Oxfam suggests 
that before business enterprises try to do good, 
they should first not harm by reviewing their sup-
ply chains, employment policies, and tax planning 
arrangements [66]. A review of corporate governance 
and tax avoidance literature finds that most firms pay 
above the average statutory rate and resist opportu-
nities to reduce their tax burden. In contrast, a few 
aggressively avoid tax [67].

Corporate tax abuse erodes access to rights including 
the right to life. Business enterprises must not under-
mine a state’s ability to meet their human rights obliga-
tions, especially as it may be easier to avoid and evade 
tax where host country governance is poor, which is 
precisely where the tax revenue is most needed and 
indeed would improve governance. Tax abuse not only 
erodes economic and social rights as a result of fore-
gone revenue, but also the right to an effective govern-
ment [37]. Moreover, activities to support rights locally, 
for example, a clinic or school, while laudable, do not 
offset a failure to promote rights and good governance 
nationally by paying taxes.

Given the legal and ethical controversies surrounding 
tax abuse, the International Bar Association’s Human 
Rights Institute (IBAHRI) has made critical recommen-
dations [16]. It recommends that business enterprises 

adopt and commit to human rights throughout all oper-
ations, including due diligence measures and impact 
assessments on tax planning practices, financial flows 
and tax revenues generated in different jurisdictions. It 
advises against negotiating special tax holidays, incen-
tives and rates that prevent governments from fulfilling 
their human rights obligations and promote transpar-
ency through public reporting country-by-country.

Certain aspects of corporate governance reduce tax 
abuse, such as robust governance structures, an inde-
pendent audit committee, and separation between 
ownership and management, as in publicly traded com-
panies. Drivers of abuse include an incentive structure 
based on after-tax profits that induce risk-taking by 
those who benefit. Indeed, individuals in crucial posi-
tions may drive tax abuses in whichever firm they work 
for [67]. Media coverage of tax abuse and the subse-
quent introduction of stronger taxation laws, includ-
ing the OECD’s two-pillar approach [68], has increased 
scrutiny of MNCs’ tax practices, see the Global Govern-
ance section.

Tax and corporate social responsibility
Society needs successful businesses, domestic and 
MNCs. Enterprise requires a healthy and educated popu-
lation, which requires critical services that rely on robust 
infrastructure and institutions which need  tax  revenues 
[40]. However, there is a perception and evidence that 
some corporations avoid taxes, which has led some to 
propose that taxes should be an essential component of 
CSR strategies [43, 69]. In contrast, others, notably Mil-
ton Freedman, argue that corporations are only respon-
sible for their employees (shareholders or proprietors). 
They must conduct business with this in mind while con-
forming to society’s laws, including ethical customs. In 
his thinking, if an executive chooses to spend shareholder 
money on social goods, they are spending money that is 
not their own and on sectors where they have no exper-
tise. He states that the imposition of taxes and determin-
ing the spending of this revenue is the function of the 
government, not business [70].

Tax avoidance increases profits for shareholders 
in the short term and increases executive bonuses (if 
based on after-tax profits). However, the long-term 
impact may be harmful, with the risks including rep-
utational damage and litigation. Empirical studies 
show that businesses that may engage with CSR hedge 
against negative public opinion if tax abuses become 
public [71]. There is an association between compa-
nies that rank highly on CSR indexes and corporate tax 
abuse among companies listed on the Chinese stock 
exchange. This finding supports the view that CSR may 
be a substitute for tax payments [72]. These findings 
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are aligned with the school of thought that it is pos-
sible to compensate for tax abuse with CSR or that 
tax abuse is justified to pay CSR expenses [73]. There 
is also  a question of sovereignty and national devel-
opment policy and planning. Without consultation 
with the state, companies may decide on CSR strate-
gies that are not national development priorities and 
are may have unintended consequences. Nonetheless, 
the relationship between CSR and corporate tax avoid-
ance varies; for example, a study in Australia finds 
that companies which engage in CSR are less likely to 
engage in tax abuse [74].

We agree that it is a government’s, not a business’s, 
responsibility to redistribute tax revenue and use them 
to respect, protect and fulfil human rights and SDG pro-
gress and fair tax does this [75]. The private sector’s role 
is to support governments in meeting their obligations by 
paying their fair share of tax and this should be outside 
the CSR framework. Therefore, we agree with Oxfam that 
businesses should first not harm by ensuring tax transpar-
ency and fair tax payments before doing good with CSR 
activities.

Businesses have started to publish regular CSR 
reports; for example, of the 500 largest MNCs listed 
on the USS stock exchange, only 11% were posted in 
2011 compared to 85% in 2017 [76]. However, in an era 
where the international community is calling for MNCs 
to combat rising global inequality, brands have trouble 
using CSR to stand out from the crowd. Therefore, cut-
ting-edge methods are required to increase brand value 
[77].

Fair and transparent tax practices can demonstrate 
how an MNC tackles global inequality. A financial incen-
tive exists because companies’ stock market prices fall 
when tax abuse is made public [78]. In addition, boycotts 
have included Starbucks in the UK and Burger King in 
the US, related to tax abuse scandals [79]. Scrutiny by the 
public and protests have moved tax issues up the agenda 
to the boardroom [80]. In addition, 68% of participants of 
a Dutch pension fund preferred their pension fund man-
agers to invest responsibly, even if this resulted in lower 
returns [81].

Investor’s responsibilities
Investors increasingly incorporate CSR into portfo-
lio decisions as responsible and sustainable investing 
increases in popularity. For example, the United Nations 
Secretary-General convened an extensive global net-
work of institutional investors to develop the Principles 
for Responsible Investment (PRI). The PRI signatories 
publicly commit to incorporating CSR issues into invest-
ment analysis and decision-making, pursue standardised 

reporting, and encourage all investors to adopt the princi-
ples [82]. Signatories to the PRI had $80 trillion of assets 
under management in 2019. The three most prominent 
institutional investors (Blackrock, State Street Global 
Advisors, and the Vanguard Group) are signatories.

Long-term institutional investors are more risk-averse 
and may guide their investees towards tax compliance 
[67]. Investors’ fiduciary duties require that they invest 
prudently and, in their client’s, best interest. Integrating 
fair tax into investment strategies depends on whether 
the investor believes these will materially affect the port-
folio’s performance. We believe  investors can massively 
support SDG progress by encouraging all MNCs to adopt 
fair and transparent tax practices. As potentially large 
shareholders that engage regularly with companies they 
have comparative advantage to perpetuate real world 
change [83].

Host country responsibilities
According to international human rights law, countries 
must respect, protect, and fulfil human rights within 
their territory and jurisdiction and are obligated to use 
all available tools and resources for this purpose. This 
duty includes safeguarding their citizens and busi-
ness enterprises against infringements by other actors. 
Tools include legislation, policies, regulations and 
adjudication, which should be anchored in the con-
stitution [26]. Equally, governments must request the 
right amount of tax, but no more, to further develop 
the vital infrastructure that businesses and citizens 
need to thrive.

In 2020, a High-Level Panel on Financial Transpar-
ency, Accountability, and Integrity (FACTI) was con-
vened to strengthen integrity within the global financial 
system. The FACTI panel report was published in 2021 
[84]. Tax abuse is a worldwide challenge, but actions 
at the national and African levels complement global 
efforts. Measures which countries have taken or could 
take to address tax abuses include enacting legisla-
tion to mandate automatic exchange of information 
between tax authorities, beneficial ownership of com-
panies and country-by-country reporting. We explore 
these concepts further in the global governance section. 
However, while 31 of the 54 African Union members 
have legislated for automatic exchange of information, 
only 14 have a beneficial ownership law and nine a law 
for country-by-country reporting [85].

Governments may need to invest in the revenue 
authorities and review tax incentives and treaties 
to counter tax abuse and maximise public finances. 
Every country that receives overseas development aid 
should invest in its revenue authorities to decrease its 
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dependence on aid [86]. Governments try to balance the 
need to provide an attractive environment for corpora-
tions with ensuring that all large taxpayers contribute to 
the public purse. This is complicated by competition for 
the same foreign investment and the resulting pressure to 
use tax incentives or waivers to attract investment. How-
ever, incentives reduce the amount of corporate tax rev-
enue and drive a race to the bottom.

Home countries of MNCs
Countries that facilitate tax abuse violate their inter-
national human rights obligations. General comment 
number 24 (regarding extraterritorial obligations in 
the context of business activities) declares that they 
are required to take steps to prevent human rights 
violations abroad by corporations [87]. Some coun-
tries bear more responsibility for tax abuses than oth-
ers [15]. The IBAHRI highlights the damaging impact 
of tax abuse, and those obligations include ’doing no 
harm’ to economic, social, and cultural rights abroad. 
They highlight the key areas conducive to tax abuses. 
These include transfer pricing and other cross-border 
intra-group transactions, the negotiation of tax holi-
days and incentives; the taxation of natural resources; 
and offshore investment accounts. Secrecy jurisdic-
tions or tax havens and enablers (accountants and 
lawyers) cost governments $500–600 billion annually 
because of their role in facilitating tax abuses [88, 89]. 
Home countries should consider the obligation to ’do 
no harm’ to rights to include an obligation for states to 
assess and address corporate tax policies’ domestic and 
international impacts. If a business enterprise receives 
state support, for example, an export credit guarantee, 
there is an additional onus on the home country to 
ensure that the supported business does not engage in 
tax abuse. Additionally, the promotion of transparency 
as well as technical assistance for lower-income coun-
tries to increase their domestic revenue capacity will 
become essential to future development agendas [16].

Global governance
Collectively, states are the trustees of the international 
human rights regime and collective action through 
multilateral institutions could play a critical role in 
the field of tax. While the gap in global governance 
regarding taxation is significant [90], there are recom-
mendations and initiatives to address these. Tax jus-
tice advocates recommend  that all countries should 
adopt three measures known by  the ’ABC acronym’: 
automatic exchange of information, beneficial owner-
ship registration and country-by-country reporting. 

Automatic exchange of information means countries 
automatically share relevant financial information on 
corporations and individuals; this makes it easier for 
other jurisdictions to trace illicit finance. Beneficial 
ownership is the practice of registering the person 
or people who own a company. Country-by-country 
reporting refers to the practice of publishing profits 
made and tax paid in each country where the corpora-
tion operates. A UN tax convention would be key to 
oversee these reforms and all countries should actively 
support this [91]. Progress was made under the 
G20/OECD project now known as the BEPS frame-
work, but  advocacy groups argue that lower-income 
countries were  negatively impacted by the deal and 
excluded from decision-making. A game changing pro-
posal for a UN tax framework by the Africa Group was 
approved at the UN by  consensus at the 77th ses-
sion [92]. Human rights experts and committees have 
been  highlighting the negative effects of cross border 
tax abuse on the realisation of human rights for more 
than a decade [91]. For example, the United Commit-
tee on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) has requested 
that Ireland and the Netherlands review their cor-
porate  tax policies to ensure they do not harm child 
rights abroad [86].

Conclusion
We demonstrate that one MNC, through contribut-
ing to public finances, has a positive impact on access 
to fundamental rights, progress to the SDGs, and ulti-
mately survival in six African countries. This case study 
adds weight to the argument for fair tax. Other MNCs 
could use the GRADE to demonstrate their contribu-
tion to SDG progress through taxes paid. Fair taxation 
is vital for any MNC and business enterprise to support 
home and host countries to meet their human rights 
obligations. We believe that fair tax should be prioritised 
before any CSR activity. Equally, investors can play a piv-
otal role in supporting MNCs to adopt fair and transpar-
ent tax policies; it is not just a governance issue but a 
human rights issue.

This study adds to growing evidence that tax is a 
human rights issue and critical for the SDGs. This is the 
first study to quantify one MNC’s  contribution to SDG 
progress. We have summarised key global and national 
policies and responsibilities  that must be addressed to 
drive fair tax policies. We plan to study other MNCs that 
publish their contribution to public finances to highlight 
their role in SDG progress and respect for human rights. 
We will use this evidence to advocate for global action on 
tax abuse.
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Appendix
Tables 6, 7 and 8.

Table 6 Minimum core obligations ( Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2008)

Ensure the right of access to employment, especially for disadvantaged and marginalised individuals and groups, enabling them to live a life of dignity

Ensure access to the minimum essential food that is nutritionally adequate and safe, to ensure freedom from hunger to everyone

Ensure access to basic shelter, housing, and sanitation, and an adequate supply of safe drinking water

Provide essential drugs as defined under the World Health Organization’s Action Programme on Essential Drugs

Ensure free and compulsory primary education for all

Ensure access to a social security scheme that provides a minimum essential level of benefits that cover at least essential health care, basic shelter and 
housing, water and sanitation, food, and the most basic forms of education

Table 7 The Sustainable development goals and indicators used in this study (96)

a See appendix for further information
b We differentiate between basic and safe drinking water and sanitation

SDG 3—Good health and well‑being
Ensure healthy lives and promote well‑being for all at all ages
Targets:
• By 2030, reduce the global maternal mortality ratio to less than 70 per 100,000 live births
• By 2030, end preventable deaths of new‑borns and children under five years of age, with all countries aiming to reduce neonatal mortality to at least 
as low as 12 per 1,000 live births and under‑5 mortality to at least as low as 25 per 1,000 live births
Indicators used in this study: Child and maternal mortality rates

SDG 4 – Quality education
Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all
Targets:
• By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys complete free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education leading to relevant and effective learning 
outcomes
Indicators used in this study: Additional school yearsa

SDG 6 – Clean water and sanitation
Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all
Targets:
• By 2030, achieve universal and equitable access to safe and affordable drinking water for all
• By 2030, achieve access to adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all and end open defecation, paying special attention to the needs of 
women and girls and those in vulnerable situations
Indicators used in this study: Access to drinking water and sanitationa, b

Table 8 Definitions of quality of governance from the world governance indicators [56]

Governance Dimensions What it captures

Control of corruption Perceptions of the extent to which public power is exercised for private gain, including both petty and grand forms of cor‑
ruption, as well as ’capture’ of the state by elites and private interests

Government effectiveness Perceptions of the quality of public services, the quality of the civil service and the degree of its independence from politi‑
cal pressures, the quality of policy formulation and implementation, and the credibility of the government’s commitment 
to such policies

Political stability Perceptions of the likelihood that the government will be destabilised or overthrown by unconstitutional or violent means, 
including politically motivated violence and terrorism

Regulatory quality Perceptions of the ability of the government to formulate and implement sound policies and regulations that permit and 
promote private sector development

Rule of law Perceptions of the extent to which agents have confidence in and abide by the rules of society, and in particular the quality 
of contract enforcement, property rights, the police, and the courts, as well as the likelihood of crime and violence

Voice and accountability Perceptions of the extent to which a country’s citizens can participate in selecting their government, as well as freedom of 
expression, freedom of association, and a free media
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Definitions
Basic drinking water services – the percentage of the 
population drinking water from an improved source, 
provided collection time is not more than 30  min for a 
round trip. This indicator encompasses both people using 
basic water services as well as those using safely managed 
water services.  Improved water sources include piped 
water, boreholes or tube wells, protected dug wells, pro-
tected springs, and packaged or delivered water.

Basic sanitation services—the percentage of the popu-
lation using at least, that is, improved sanitation facilities 
that are not shared with other households. This indicator 
encompasses both people using basic sanitation services 
as well as those using safely managed sanitation services. 
Improved sanitation facilities include flush/pour flush 
to piped sewer systems, septic tanks or pit latrines, ven-
tilated improved pit latrines, compositing toilets or pit 
latrines with slabs.

School life expectancy (primary and secondary), both 
sexes (years)—the number of years a person of school 
entrance age can expect to spend within the specified 
education level. For a child of a certain age, the school 
life expectancy is calculated as the sum of the age-spe-
cific enrolment rates for the levels of education specified. 
The part of the enrolment that is not distributed by age is 
divided by the school-age population for the level of edu-
cation they are enrolled in and multiplied by the duration 
of that level of education. The result is then added to the 
sum of the age-specific enrolment rates. A relatively high 
SLE indicates a greater probability of children spend-
ing more years in education and higher overall reten-
tion within the education system. The expected number 
of years does not necessarily coincide with the expected 
number of education grades completed because of repe-
tition. Since school life expectancy is an average based on 
participation in different levels of education, the expected 
number of years of schooling may be pulled down by the 
magnitude of children who never go to school. Those 
children in school may benefit from many more years of 
education than the average. Here education is shown as 
the percentage of the maximum SLE (primary and sec-
ondary), both sexes (years), globally, which is 17 years. 
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