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Thank you Co-Chair(s) for the opportunity to share a civil society perspective on the 

transparency debate and in particular, country by country reporting. 

 

Against the back drop of the US legislative agenda and the EC consultation on the 

issue, the work of the taskforce has made a timely contribution to the debate and I 

would note thanks to Roberto Schatan at the CTPA and Michael Deveraux at the 

Oxford Centre for Business Taxation who have facilitated the group through what has 

not always been an easy process. The sub-group’s work in this area has been helpful 

in drilling down to the details of what we are trying to achieve, what kinds of 

transparency exist already, and what steps could be taken to further this debate.  

 

The process has been challenging for us as civil society representatives because of 

the level of scrutiny of our proposal, but this is an important process which we 

welcome. 

 

It is telling that in debating the transparency proposals, we have also had to discuss 

substantive issues such as corporate responsibility in tax matters, transfer pricing, 

and tax concessions. This demonstrates how powerful transparency can be in driving 

important debates on tax and development that need to take place and shows clearly 

that transparency is not a silver bullet, but rather an important part of the jigsaw in 

addressing the challenges faced by some developing countries in raising revenue. 

 

Is it all that we wanted from the process? No. In particular, we feel that while the 

substantive points made in the paper are valuable, the tone of the paper is not 

always impartial – and this reflects the composition of the drafting group. But building 

agreement on the steps that can be taken an important step – it is on this basis that 

we have sought to engage constructively with the process. 

 



I would like to make three comments on the content before making some 

suggestions with regard to how this work informs the work programme of the 

taskforce: 

 

Firstly, we discussed the role of transparency in holding governments account for the 

way they collect tax (both in terms of policy and administration). There are clear 

examples where transparency has been of benefit within the Extractive Industries 

Transparency Initiative and this is discussed in detail in the paper. But do we need to 

go beyond EITI? I would say yes. The extractive industries have led the way when it 

comes to transparency – partly due the nature of their business and high risks for 

developing countries so it is no surprise that examples the benefits of transparency 

come from that sector. But this does not mean that abuse cannot or does not occur in 

other industry sectors. There may be a case for identifying some high risk sectors 

and piloting the impact of disclosure on this basis – but such sectors will vary from 

country to country. 

 

Secondly, we discussed the role of public transparency in supporting tax compliance 

and holding companies to account for the amount of tax due in a particular 

jurisdiction. Here there was a long discussion regarding the benefits of citizens and 

governments having increased information and whether this would support tax 

compliance. In particular there was a view that increased public disclosure would 

increase the risk of misinterpretation. While this is a valid point, we were not able to 

find conclusive evidence to support this. Indeed there may be a greater risk of 

misinterpretation when less information is available and an argument that one should 

withhold information due to the risk that is might be misinterpreted is likely to be 

increasingly challenged in the world in which we live.  

 

We recognise that businesses need certainty – and this is not about the court of 

public opinion replacing the role of the legal system or the tax administration. We 

would like to see transparency measures support the fair application of the law, or, if 

necessary, a transparent evaluation of the effectiveness of the law.  

 

Thirdly, a word on the mechanisms for implementing a standard. It is disappointing to 

see that within the review of the guidelines for MNEs language on country by country 

reporting has not been included in the latest drafts. I fear this means that the 

guidelines may appear out of date even before the text is sent to the publisher – 

never mind in 5 or 10 years when the next review takes place. But in any case, we 



hope that, other more appropriate channels can be used to take this work forward. 

The EITI has clearly been a very useful tool in building a tripartite partnership around 

disclosure of payments to governments and we have all seen the benefits. Yet, critics 

suggest that this has had limited impact where governments (or indeed companies) 

have been unwilling to enter into this partnership. It is here where mandatory 

standards may contribute to greater progress.  

 

The paper suggests that “the type of disclosure discussed here was probably not 

sufficiently compatible with the scope and objectives of financial reporting”. However, 

this is based on an interpretation of the aims financial reporting that we do not share. 

The IFRS foundation and the IASB aim to work in the public interest means that it 

should serve a broad range of stakeholders. Indeed, one can argue that the 

unwillingness of the IASB to engage meaningfully in this debate has led the US 

government and the EU to take forward this issue independently – thus undermining 

the aim of the IFRS foundation to develop a “single set of high quality, 

understandable, enforceable and globally accepted international financial reporting 

standards.” 

 

Having made these three points, I do think that this is a useful piece of work and 

while there are many areas for further research we do need to develop a specific 

targeted work-plan. 

 

There is clearly work to be done with regard to which sectors are most relevant – the 

European Commission is working on this and could usefully share their findings with 

the taskforce.  

 

Where the taskforce may be able to add value is working with ATAF, CIAT and other 

regional bodies to investigate the role of transparency with regard to strengthening 

tax administration.  

 

From where I sit, I do feel that there is a need for the Taskforce to demonstrate that it 

is making demonstrable progress in the short term. To send a strong signal that this 

work is progressing, I would therefore suggest that the Taskforce works with 

business (perhaps a specific sector outside of the extractives industry) to explore the 

possibility of disclosing all non-listed subsidiaries as a first step. This could be done 

at minimal cost and would send a clear signal that those businesses involved are 

willing to cooperate, that the taskforce is adding a valuable contribution to the debate 



and, if successful, this could be expanded to other businesses and to best practice or 

mandatory standards. 


