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Economic Justice Matters;  
The Iniquity of Unfair Trade  
and Global Tax-dodging 
 
Sue Richardson, Church Relationships Officer, Christian Aid 

 
 

Background 

For more than 60 years Christian Aid, a development agency and charity supported by the 

British Churches, has worked to alleviate poverty and its injustices in some of the poorest 

nations of the world and with some of the poorest communities. Over six decades our way of 

‘doing development’ through partnership with groups and organisations from the Majority 

World has been refined by experience and by the challenges that those partners have 

brought to our attention, so we have learned that to be effective the development process 

needs to draw upon the solutions that emerge when the poor become the drivers of that 

process and that it must engage the energies and mobilise the resources that even the very 

poorest can bring to bear on their own problems. 

The Christian faith believes that charity is a virtue and encourages generosity to those less 

fortunate, but the experience of the persistence of poverty, over time and despite the efforts 

of generous donors, illustrates that poverty is multi-dimensional and complex, and is 

reinforced, and often even created, by systems and structures that underlie the relationships 

between North and South, between rich and poor in our world. Yet these systems and 

structures are often not critiqued, having emerged over historical time and being regarded as 

normative by those who shape them and benefit from them. 

There is a popular aphorism about the importance of development that goes: if you give a 

man a fish you feed him for a day, but if you teach him to fish he can feed himself for life.  

This is regularly used to explain the desirability of moving on from emergency aid and giving 

to people only what they need to survive, to delivering development projects and 

programmes. However, in itself it begs some questions. The ability to fish is useless if there 

is no access to seashore or river bank because that is owned and controlled by another.  

Without investment or some capital support, fishing remains at the level of subsistence whilst 

real change in the prospects of the man and his dependent family requires active 

participation in economic systems of trade, marketing, savings and loans, training and 

education, skills development and the exercise of power within all those exchanges. 

There are so many points at which the development process can be hindered or brought to a 

complete stop because of an unequal operation of power in any one of those areas and it 

can also be affected by the operation of systems beyond the personal and communal levels 

where the individual feels able to have influence. Christian Aid, through its funding, can 

mobilise capital through microcredit schemes, can provide training and enable access to 

information for technical improvements, and it can assist in the formation of co-operatives for 

marketing and production. However, there are still areas of international policy which are 

beyond immediate influence. 
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Debts and Charity 

In the 1990s one economic focus was on the indebtedness of Majority World nations to the 

multilateral financial agencies which were predominately under the influence of the 

developed world – the USA, the EU, Australia, Canada and Japan.  In 1995, I hosted a visitor 

to the East Midlands from Zimbabwe. Lyn Mukunoweshuro was a young woman of 28 who 

had benefitted from the liberal education policies of the newly-independent Zimbabwe and 

had found a role using her business skills with a co-ordinating organisation enabling small 

rural producers to come together to enhance their productivity and their access to market.  

Her organisation received funding from Christian Aid and whilst she was grateful, she told 

Christian Aid supporters across Leicestershire, for the £20,000 that was made available 

every year, she questioned its impact on the larger scale while her country was required to 

pay many millions of pounds more to international agencies in debt repayments on earlier 

and contested borrowings.   

Her advocacy enabled Christian Aid donors to understand that to be effective in addressing 

poverty demanded more from them than simply donating money; it also required that they 

raise their voices to their own representatives in the UK Government about injustices in 

policy at national and international level. 

At that time Christian Aid was engaged in a public campaign on International Financial 

Institutions and their programmes of Structural Adjustment in debtor nations that had the 

effect of  reducing  the economic sovereignty of their governments by enforcing policies of 

privatisation of national enterprises, increasing the export of commodities (even if the global 

result was a fall in international market prices) and the reduction of funding for public 

services combined with the extension of charges for the beneficiaries of education and 

healthcare. [1] 

The Jubilee 2000 campaign alerted the general public of a wide international community to 

the absurdities of making the very poor pay for the financial polices of their often 

unrepresentative governments and the fluctuations of the international financial markets. As 

a result, large scale debt relief was proposed and, in some cases, actually delivered. The 

amount of debt cancelled would have taken an organisation like Christian Aid more than 

1,000 years to raise through traditional fundraising.  

In the run-up to the Millennium I had another African visitor, Christopher Mwakasege, from a 

debt-lobbying group in Tanzania called Tasoet, which was also supported by Christian Aid.  

In the presentations he gave, Christopher was anxious to encourage support for debt 

cancellation for his nation, but also informed his audiences that debt relief would mean little 

to Tanzania if the country could not earn its way in the world by a more equal participation in 

international trade. 

 

Just Trading 

As the first decade of the 21st Century unfolded, Christian Aid extended its campaigning on 

that very issue. From the early 1990s the organisation had made a significant contribution to 

the awareness amongst consumers of the need for ‘Fair Trade’, and to the growth of a 

market for products certified as being the result of fair trading relationships in British 
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supermarkets. Although commanding a rapidly growing segment of the market, it was 

obvious that fairtrade alone could not address the inequalities of global trading relationships 

that had developed, as prices for raw materials and unprocessed commodities plummeted 

over two decades, alongside the systematic exclusion from the markets of the rich world of 

processed goods from Majority World nations by a series of tariff charges, customs levies 

and quotas. 

A series of campaigning actions encouraged Christian Aid supporters and the general public 

to bring pressure to bear on the controlling members of the World Trade Organisation – 

again the USA and the EU - to recognise the difficulties experienced by emerging economies 

as they tried to compete in a global market place where powerful multinational interests 

enforced rules that were designed to create global free trade, but which seemed, in their 

operation, to penalise the less powerful and bolster the existing advantage of the major 

global economies. [2] 

The attempt to reform the World Trade Organisation has stalled for the moment. The aim of 

renegotiating multilateral agreement amongst trading nations has failed despite annual 

meetings of the World Trade Organisation and countries have fallen back on bilateral 

agreements which are not always based on the needs of poor countries and their economies.  

But even as the trading discussions continue, another element in the financial interactions of 

nations has come to the fore. 

 

A Question of Tax 

The resources that have funded development for richer nations and which continue to make 

the provision of services for well-being available for their populations have come in the main 

from tax revenues paid by the population and by their wealth-generating enterprises.  

However, tax payment is not always popular and as economies have globalised it has 

become possible to use the complexities of many financial arrangements and loopholes in 

tax legislation to move profits beyond the reach of tax and, by dint of creative accountancy, 

to limit the amount of profit declared in higher tax zones in favour of presenting it in places 

with lower tax regimes. 

These two practices, opaqueness in financial transactions and the existence of places where 

tax is low or non-existent (tax havens), have reduced the revenue available to all 

governments for public spending, but have the most serious and damaging effects on poorer 

nations facing the challenges of delivering investment in infrastructure and services needed 

by their populations. For Christian Aid it is another area of legitimate concern and action in 

terms of the effective use of the donations received for development from ordinary people 

and communities in the UK.   

Tax, not aid, is the most sustainable source of finance for development, as not only does it 

allow governments to generate revenue from their own economic activity, but it promotes the 

accountability of those governments to their own people, enhancing democracy. To highlight 

these processes is to indicate how public policy assists or hinders development and for 

Christian Aid, as an agency of the churches, it is a public expression of the theology that 

inspires the organisation and motivates its supporters. 
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Relationships, both Human and Divine 

This theology is understood as essentially about relationship. The Old Testament evidences 

the establishment and development of God’s relationship with his creation and particularly 

with the human beings in that creation. Jesus speaks of a relationship of unity with the Father 

and invites all those who follow him to model their relationships on that unity, both with 

Himself and with the neighbour whom God has created and whom they are commanded to 

love. 

Our world witnesses to the breakdown of relationship and the consequences of it. Broken 

relationships result in inequality, injustice, poverty and violence and our experience of those 

things impairs our relationship with God, who is described as essentially just. Working for 

development is a way of repairing broken relationships on a large scale and must include the 

removal of inequality and injustice which are features of our current ways of relating as rich 

and poor on our planet. Paying tax is a sign of our understanding of the relationships on 

which our society is based. It demonstrates the mutuality of contributing to and serving the 

well-being of all by all in whatever ways that we are able and the awareness that in our 

complex world we delegate the provision of much general care to the State. Therefore, the 

State has a right to regulate those contributions through tax. 

The Churches are also challenged to be a prophetic voice when times are difficult and issues 

are contested. There is a general feeling that taxes are to be avoided and that wealth is 

linked to worth and its pursuit is without moral effect. There is also a pervading sense of fear 

that there simply is not enough to go around, what Walter Brueggemann calls the ‘myth of 

scarcity’, [3] so that anything that is acquired must be held tight and augmented against the 

possibility of future want. But we believe in a God who promises life to all and life in 

abundance, if we can lose our fear and trust in His willingness to provide for all.   

The Hebrews fleeing slavery in Egypt were fed in the wilderness with manna, but found that 

hoarding excess was a waste of energy as the extra simply went bad. The man whose 

harvest increase demanded the building of new barns had no-one to celebrate with but his 

unwelcome guest, Death. The disciples were challenged by Jesus to undertake the feeding 

of 5,000 by thinking outside the market economy and falling back on what was given to 

share. The economy of God understands the concept of ‘enough’; the Eucharist reminds us 

that when we offer bread and it is blessed, broken and shared, all who come to the table will 

receive. 

 

Tax and the Poor 

Christian Aid believes that due payment of tax is important for poor nations and poor 

communities, but unless there is financial transparency within multinational enterprises and 

an end to tax havens, the poorer nations of the world will continue to lose as much as $160 

billion annually in legitimately-owed revenue [4]. $160 billion is approximately one and a half 

times the annual sum of global aid from rich countries to poor, and it is several times larger 

than the $40-60billion that the World Bank estimates is needed annually to meet the UN’s 

Millennium Development Goals, which are intended to halve poverty by 2015. If that $160 

billion was allocated according to present spending patterns in poor countries, and with the 
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same degree of effectiveness, the additional revenues would save the lives of 1,000 children 

a day under the age of five. [5] 

When your tax is deducted at source, as it is for me and many of us in regular employment, it 

is quite difficult to understand how it is possible to dodge the responsibility to pay tax on 

seriously large profits. If you are a very wealthy individual or a large corporation with interests 

in a number of countries you can use a number of strategies to hide away money or reduce 

liability to tax. 

 

Tax Havens 

`There’s a building in the Cayman Islands that houses supposedly 12,000 US corporations. 

That’s either the biggest building in the world or the biggest tax scam in the world’, Barack 

Obama, US President has been quoted as saying. 

The Cayman Islands are one of more than 60 ‘tax havens’ around the world, many of them 

Britain’s Crown Dependencies like the Channel Islands, Hong Kong and the Bahamas.  

Others are European nations with favourable tax regimes like Switzerland, Luxembourg, 

Ireland and the Netherlands. Companies are registered there and monies are transferred 

through accounts there as part of larger trading practice. 

It has been estimated that more than half of world trade – at least on paper – passes through 

tax havens [6], over half of all banking assets and a third of multinational company 

investments are routed via tax havens [7], and in 2010 the IMF estimated that the money on 

the balance sheets of small island tax havens alone amounted to $18 trillion – about a third 

of the world’s financial wealth [8]. 

Tax havens, therefore, lie at the heart of the global economy. They facilitate two forms of 

company tax dodging known as ‘abusive transfer pricing’ and ‘false invoicing’. This is where 

trade occurs, either between related subsidiaries of the same multinational or unrelated 

companies. Where these follow the market price, this is completely legitimate. However, 

increasingly, products are not sold at the market value but at values manipulated to avoid 

having to declare a taxable profit in countries where tax rates are high. 

Goods and commodities are exported at knockdown prices from the country where they are 

produced to depress profits artificially and dodge tax. The buyer then sells them on at the 

true market value. Alternatively, goods from the industrialised world are sold to developing 

countries at inflated prices to enable the ‘buyer’ to shift large amounts of capital abroad while 

reducing the company profit margin and minimising its tax liability. 

This is one of the most pervasive forms of international tax evasion.  Its complications can be 

illustrated with a commonplace example – a humble banana in our fruit bowl. 

In reality a multinational company sells and ships the banana directly to a supermarket which 

then sells the banana directly to us. On paper, the route is more roundabout – via one or 

multiple tax havens:- 

A company in a banana-producing country sells a banana to a subsidiary company in a tax 

haven at a very low price – the same price that it cost to grow the banana in the first place. 
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As a result, it looks like there’s little or no tax to pay in the country where the banana was 

produced. The subsidiary in the tax haven then sells on the banana to a subsidiary in another 

country at a very high price - by claiming (on paper) that high-cost financial services have 

been incurred in the tax haven. The profits made on the sale of the banana by the subsidiary 

company in the tax haven are very high, but the company pays little or no tax on this profit 

because of the low tax rates in the tax haven. No questions are asked about these high 

profits, thanks to the secrecy in the tax haven.   

It is not the fact that tax havens have low or non-existent tax rates that is the problem. It is 

the secrecy that is also an integral part of the service they offer which allows companies and 

individuals to hide what they are up to.  

Tax losses to poor nations are also compounded by the weakness of revenue systems in the 

countries of the South, who lack the information and the power to reveal tax evasion and 

enforce payment. Wealth is also transferred through unbalanced trading agreements or 

contracts between a powerful transnational corporation and a government lacking the 

capacity to make full use of its resources itself. These are often encouraged by the 

international financial institutions responsible for economic development, the World Bank and 

the International Monetary Fund. Popular campaigns and lobbying, however, by Christian Aid 

partners amongst others, in countries like Bolivia and Zambia have persuaded Governments 

to reverse these agreements and face up to the resulting antagonisms in order to retain a 

fairer share of the value of their own resources, whether it is gas in Bolivia, or copper in 

Zambia. 

There is the perennial question about the effect of corruption on the responsible investment 

of revenue by poorer nations in development. Christian Aid does not deny that corruption is a 

problem, but is convinced that a functioning tax system and reliable revenue removes many 

of the incentives for corruption and grows the capacity of civil society in any country to hold 

its own representatives to account, which is the sign of a mature democracy. There is also 

the counter-charge to be considered, that the adoption of less-than-transparent practices by 

companies and individuals in the ‘developed world’ is also a type of corruption and should be 

addressed with equal resolution. 

Christian Aid wants both the British and Irish governments to look at the role played by their 

own jurisdictions, and their own institutions, in facilitating tax evasion in the developing world. 

We want transnational corporations to have to publish accounts on a country-by-country 

basis. These must show where profits are made, and taxes paid, so that abuse can be 

quickly spotted. We want banks to be required to disclose the ownership of all foreign entities 

to which they supply services, so the information can be exchanged with the countries in 

question. We also want both governments to support the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development, and the EU, in their efforts to regulate tax havens. All havens 

must be required to automatically provide information about those using their services, and 

sanctions should be imposed on those that do not comply.  

These sound like ambitious goals, and they are, but they are attracting interest in the media 

and within UK and EU policymaking. Like the campaigns on debt and trade, the questions of 

tax are drawing in donors and charity supporters who are growing in confidence that they can 

question the usual ways of doing economics and can change some of them. 



 

Encounters Mission Journal Issue 40 April 2012 7 of 8 
 

 www.redcliffe.org/encounters  
 

The Bishop of Derby, Dr Alistair Redfern, is on Christian Aid’s Board and also has a seat in 

the House of Lords, from where he raises questions about tax and its implications for justice.  

In a recent article in the Church Times he reminded readers of the Church’s history of action 

on debt in the Jubilee 2000 campaign and urged them to address the iniquity of tax dodging:- 

“In November leaders of the G20 countries will meet in Cannes to discuss the global 

economy. This is a unique chance for the Churches to lend their voices to the campaign for 

more openness from companies and tax havens, so that developing countries have the 

information they need to challenge tax-dodgers.  

Like the Jubilee debt campaign, the Churches can play a part in challenging the structures 

that keep people poor. The Church of Scotland, and the Baptist and the Methodist Churches 

have all lent their voice to the campaign. Now the Church of England has an opportunity to 

do the same.  

We pray daily for God’s Kingdom to come on earth, as it is in Heaven. Here is a very 

practical way of enabling that peace and justice to advance into millions of lives, and into the 

structures through which our common life needs to work.” [9] 

Christian Aid is grateful for his encouragement and hopes that many who have previously 

wondered what international economics have to do with development will understand and be 

moved to raise their voices alongside his, in this movement for justice. 
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Notes 

[1] Who Runs the World?, Christian Aid’s campaign on the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank 1995 

[2] Trade for Change, Christian Aid’s campaign on the international trade rules created and monitored by the 

World Trade Organisation 

[3] The Liturgy of Abundance, the Myth of Scarcity in Brueggemann, W. (2000), Deep Memory, Exuberant Hope, 

Fortress Press: Minneapolis 

[4] The figure of $160billion comes from the work of a number of academics who have examined the abuse of 

global trade. Amongst them, Raymond Baker, a senior fellow at the US Centre for International Policy, and guest 
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scholar at Washington DC’s Brookings Institution, says that 7 per cent of global trade involves trade-related false 

accounting to evade tax. Professor Simon Pak of Pennsylvania State University has found figures as high as 10 

per cent for some countries 

[5] This number came from extrapolation of Raymond Baker’s more conservative figure, and calculated the tax 

lost if 7 per cent of developing countries’ trade involved false accounting. Christian Aid then looked at historic and 

current revenue patterns in poor countries, and estimated the implied impact on infant mortality rates if this 

US$160billion had been used by governments with the same effectiveness as at present. There would, of course, 

have been benefits in a number of different areas to which tax revenues contribute, but we have only quantified 

the effect in the area of child mortality 

[6] Figure quoted in Nicholas Shaxson’s, `Treasure Islands: Tax Havens and the men who stole the world’, Bodley 

Head, 2011, based on a statistic quoted by the Paris Group of Experts in 1999 and based on research undertaken 

by J. Christensen and M. Hampton.  Evidence indicates the share has grown since 1999 

[7] See Ronen Palan, Richard Murphy and Christian Chavagneux, `Tax Havens: How Globalisation Really 

Works’, Cornell University 2010 

[8] IMF Working Paper, WP/10/38, Feb 2010 

[9] Global Looters Who Act in Secret, Rt Rev Dr Alastair Redfern in the Church Times 28 Oct. 2011 
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