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War on Want is a UK based anti-poverty and human rights organisation that has existed for 

over 60 years, and has a long-running relationship with the trade union movement in the UK 

and around the world. War on Want has campaigned for a number of years on the negative 

impact of tax avoidance and evasion by multinational companies on developing countries – 

as well as its negative impacts in the UK and other developed countries. As many people 

here will know, many trade unions in the UK and Europe, such as EPSU and its affiliates, 

have also campaigned for many years against the negative impacts of tax avoidance and 

evasion – particularly on public service provision in Europe. 

 

In 2012, we successfully bid for EU funding, together with partner trade unions, for a 

programme that aims to tackle tax injustice through education within European public 

sector trade unions. This project is funded for three years, enabling us to embed political 

awareness training on global justice issues within the established education programmes of 

partner trade unions. It is anticipated that there will be a lasting legacy, continuing long after 

the project is over. The partners in this project so far are the Public and Commercial 

Services Union (PCS) in the UK, ST in Sweden, the Civil and Public Services Union (CPSU) 

in Ireland and EPSU. 

 

The project uses the established training and education structures of EU public service trade 

unions to develop members’ awareness of international development issues – in this specific 

instance, tax justice. This means that we should be able to reach large numbers of individual 

trade unionists effectively during the course of the project, but it will also embed 

development issues within the education programmes of the trade unions, ensuring that 

European public service workers – and their youth sections – will continue to receive that 

education in the future. 

 



In order to make the project as accessible as possible, the development education 

programme has focused on the creation of interactive learning materials. These are designed 

to be used by trainers and trade union members as part of participatory sessions to gain an 

understanding of the development issues involved and what they can do in order to really 

make a difference.  

 

While the main focus of the project remains focused on the impact of tax injustice on the 

world’s poorer countries, the project also seeks to create links between the impacts of tax 

injustice in the Global South and in Europe. It is clear that many of the same abuses of the 

tax system by multinational companies, and the same failures of governments’ tax policies lie 

at the heart of the problems facing many developed and developing countries alike. For 

example in the UK, the current government is introducing severe public spending cuts as 

part of its ‘austerity’ programme. In this context the education and engagement materials 

seek to demonstrate the links between the impacts of tax avoidance on public service 

delivery in developing countries, and the potential impact that tackling tax avoidance could 

have on funding services in the UK that are being cut by the government. While this context 

varies widely between the different countries engaged in the project so far – the UK, Ireland 

and Sweden – the project can tailor materials and tools to ensure that it responds to the 

issues and context for trade union members in those countries. 

 

The project is intended to inspire participants to take action because it will engage trade 

unionists who are already politically involved with the tax justice agenda in the EU. Since the 

financial crisis of 2008, the issue of tax has become a central issue for policy makers and the 

general public across Europe. The focus has been on the ways that tax evasion and 

avoidance by large corporations and rich individuals has a negative impact on growth, public 

services and the welfare state in European countries. It has become a particularly important 

issue as the impact of government austerity measures and rising unemployment is felt by the 

poorest and most vulnerable in society. Many trade unionists are already active in support of 

public services and progressive tax systems in their own national contexts. PCS and War on 

Want have been engaged in mobilising their members in support of tax justice in the UK, 

where the ‘tax gap’ is currently estimated to stand at £120 billion a year. PCS members are 

particularly affected by this issue, with tens of thousands of jobs threatened as a result of 

cuts to the public sector workforce in the UK. CPSU has undertaken public education 



amongst its membership on the international dimension of the fiscal crisis facing Ireland in 

recent years, with particular reference to the experience of Latin American and East Asian 

countries in the face of their respective crises.  

 

Crucially, this action will focus on our responsibility as European citizens to challenge the 

injustices of globalisation. The project will make this possible by demonstrating the impact 

European citizens can have on their governments to challenge the unjust way that the tax 

system impacts on developing countries. The action will make clear the links between the 

EU and developing countries by making the target groups aware of the damaging impact of 

tax avoidance by European companies on the economies and anti-poverty programmes of 

developing countries.  

 

Whilst trade unionists have been mobilised to take action on the issue of tax justice and 

public services within their own national contexts, the international development angle has 

so far been less prominent in this agenda. The action will build on this prior interest and 

mobilising capacity. It will do so by educating members on the development dimension of 

the tax issue where tax is a key weapon in the fight against poverty. Taxes paid by 

companies and individuals enable governments to fund vital public services such as health 

care, education, clean water and electricity, and to finance anti-poverty programmes 

throughout the world. By demonstrating the similarities with the EU context, the action will 

make best use of trade unionists’ prior knowledge of this issue.  

 

The participatory education programme will centre on a ‘snakes and ladders’ game based on 

similar interactive games already piloted by PCS and War on Want. The game is an 

interactive tool for use in learning sessions, and trainers will be trained to engage 

participants in the game in an entertaining way. The game will use illustrative examples from 

the research to demonstrate the impact of tax policy on development and public services. 

This game has been piloted and proven to have a real impact on the awareness and 

engagement of trade unionists with development issues. The game will be adapted, updated 

and translated for each European country in which it is to be used. 

 

Educational resource materials will be produced in order to introduce the key structural 

issues of international development to trade union members, including explaining the central 



importance of affordable and accessible public services and the need for functioning tax 

systems to finance those services in the long term. The materials will initially be developed 

and piloted in the UK by War on Want and PCS, and will again be adapted, updated and 

translated for each European country in which they are used. 

 

In the first year of the project we have produced two printed resources with PCS, one 

leaflet and one booklet. The leaflet is titled “Only the Little people Pay Tax”, a reference to 

a famous quote from a US tax evasion trial of prominent business woman Leona Helmsley, 

but also in reference to the unjust distributional impacts of the current tax system. This 

leaflet introduces the issue of tax justice as it affects the UK and developing countries, as 

well as identifying political actions members can take to push for a more just tax system. 

 

The second resource we have produced is called “Everything you need to know about tax – 

probably” and is structured as an FAQ on tax issues. The booklet covers a range of 

questions such as what are tax dodging, tax avoidance and tax evasion, what are tax havens, 

and how much revenue is lost to these kinds of abusive practices. These resources have 

proved hugely popular; this year already we have distributed 10,000 of these materials to 

members of the public and trade union members. 

 

In order to supplement these resources with further research and content we completed a 

research and case study gathering trip in Zambia earlier this year. The research focused on a 

European company’s operations in Zambia, and the way in which it was able to shift 

significant profits out of Zambia, massively reducing its tax contribution – depriving the state 

of much needed funds for tackling poverty and providing universal public services. At this 

stage we can’t share the findings of this research as we are in the process of completing the 

research and producing a joint report to be published with the project partners in early 

2014. 

 

In addition to this research, we also worked with our partner organisation in Zambia to 

produce case studies and photos on the human impacts of tax injustice to help make what 

are often abstract issues more relevant to our members. Through our partner, the Alliance 

of Zambian Informal Economy Associations, we worked in one of the large markets in 



Zambia where people face huge problems of a lack of provision of public services, despite 

very high and regressive tax burdens on people living in severe and extreme poverty. 

 

Both the research and case study content of this trip will be used in the development of 

further materials and content over the next two years of the project. It will also inform a 

short animated video which we will produce in partnership with EPSU to be launched in 

Spring 2014, in advance of the EPSU Congress. The video will explain the European and 

developing country impacts of tax injustice and highlight solutions to these issues. This video 

will be made available online for widespread electronic distribution and will also be available 

as a key educational resource for use within the project. 

 

In order to ensure that trade unionists can take action in support of tax justice, action cards 

will be produced throughout the three years of the action. These action cards will be used 

by trade unionists to contact policy makers in their countries and at the European level in 

order to show their support for progressive tax policies that benefit developing countries. 

 

The policy demands for the action cards will be driven by the country context at the time 

that they are developed, but here are some of the key asks that could be included in them, 

in line with the research, policy and analysis of the campaign.  

 

 Stopping the cuts to tax administrations – in the UK there are very severe cuts to 

revenue staffing levels, and many other countries in Europe are introducing similar 

measures. It is vital to have well-staffed and well-resourced tax administrations to be 

able to effectively counter tax avoidance and tax evasion. 

 

 Public registers of beneficial ownership of companies and of trusts. This is vital to 

prevent companies and trusts being used to hide wealth from tax administrations. It 

is also crucial that they are made fully public, to ensure that they can be checked by 

external organisations and to ensure the data is reliable. In the UK we are pushing 

for the government to also extend this to the British Overseas Territories – such as 

the Cayman Islands and Bermuda. 

 



 Measures to tackle tax havens, both to reform tax havens and to counter the use of 

tax havens. In the UK we are demanding the government to reform the UK and the 

British Overseas Territories to end their financial secrecy and introduce effective 

taxes so they are no longer tax havens. We are also demanding the introduction of 

effective anti-tax haven rules, to discourage companies from using tax havens to shift 

their profits offshore. 

 

 Combined Country by Country reporting. This should be detailed, including profits 

and losses in each country, number of employees, financing costs, intra group 

transactions and financing costs, sales and operating costs – on a country by country 

basis. This would better allow tax authorities and external organisations to identify if 

multinational companies are artificially shifting profits to low tax jurisdictions. 

 

The main method through which members will be engaged in these resources will be 

through a range of training and engagement events. The exact structure and breakdown of 

the events varies in the different years of the project, but will include national learning 

events for trade union members, dedicated ‘train the trainer’ sessions with union learning 

and training staff, youth focused events, as well as the delivery of the project content to 

trade union members within existing union education structures.  

 

Next Steps – rolling out to EPSU affiliates, ready to deliver the project in 2015 

In 2014 we will finish the research and education material production started in year one of 

the project and begin the roll out of the project to ST in Sweden and CPSU in Ireland. For 

the final year of the project in 2015 we are seeking three or more EPSU affiliate trade 

unions to join the project and deliver the activities in their country and to embed the 

learning from the project in their education programmes. We are looking to hear from any 

trade unions that may be interested in doing this, so we can explore the potential for 

working together in more detail, and ensure we are well prepared for the delivery of the 

final year of the project in 2015. 

 

For trade unions interested in joining the project, we can provide the materials, resources, 

case studies, research and interactive game developed with the project, as well as train the 

trainer events for key members from each union and support for national training events. 



We will also be able to support the translation and tailoring of resources to different 

national contexts. EPSU will also provide an online hub of resources and materials 

developed through the last two years which all affiliates will be able to draw on. What we 

need are trade unions that are committed to the issues of tax justice, ideally have ongoing 

internal education programmes to which this can be included, and have the capacity and 

energy to roll out the project in 2015. 

 

We have copies of the materials we have produced so far as well as the game with us, which 

we can share with you – and we hope that you are excited and keen to be involved in this 

project to educate and activate trade union members to achieve tax justice in Europe and 

around the world. 

 

Thank you. 

 


