
Tackling tax avoidance and evasion  

 

The Coalition for Economic Justice (CEJ) describes its core mission as campaigning for reforms that 

will ensure that the rental value of natural resources – including land - are shared fairly. While 

members of the CEJ believe that such reforms cannot be fully realised until the private appropriation 

of community-created wealth is brought to an end, they also acknowledge that vital reforms are 

unlikely to come without a sustained, exceptionally determined and widely supported campaign for 

change. The CEJ therefore notes that many of those who support its core mission believe that there 

are other economic and social reforms that should be pursued in tandem with pursuit of its principal 

goal.  Such reforms can enhance the CEJ’s ability to persuade the general public of the strength of its 

commitment to social and economic justice and help it to work in effective partnerships with other 

reform minded organisations.   

The CEJ’s commitment to the introduction of a location benefit charge does not prevent it from 

embracing other reforms, which can mitigate some of the most damaging consequences of the UK’s 

current tax and benefit systems.   In consequence, the CEJ regards itself as a partner of the Tax 

Justice Networks (TJN) and supports its approach to tax injustice which it views as complementary to 

its own, along with many of the TJN’s proposals for specific tax reforms. 

As Richard Titmuss first explained in the 1950s, there is a complex and - taken as a whole - regressive 

social division of welfare in Britain1.  The CEJ believes that unless fiscal welfare is radically reformed 

public policy-makers will not be able to make the tax and benefit systems in the UK: (a) more 

transparent; (b) fairer; and, (c) progressive overall.   

In particular, CEJ agrees with the TJN about the need to increase popular understanding of the 

extent and nature of the Tax Gap. As Richard Murphy, of Tax Research and the TJN, has 

explained, the Tax Gap is the difference between the amount a government would collect, if 

everyone did what the law required them to do in paying their taxes, and the amount the 

government actually collects in taxes.  

The size of the gap, between potential and actual tax revenues, depends on three things: 

i. How much tax is evaded; 
ii. How much tax is avoided; and, 

iii. How much tax is paid late. 
 
In the case of the United Kingdom the Government, relying on estimates from its own tax 
collectors (HMRC), put the Tax Gap at around £35 billion in 2009-10. The HMRC attributed £5 
billion of that Tax Gap to tax avoidance and £4 billion to late payment. The remaining £26 billion 
was (therefore left to be) ascribed to tax evasion. The TJN seriously doubts the accuracy of the 

                                                           
1
 Richard Titmuss (in his essay on ‘The Social Division of Welfare’ (1955)) and others, such as Frank Field in 

Losing Out (1989), have shown that a range of public policies, not just those directly associated with the 

‘welfare state’, have a substantial impact on households command over resources through time and that tax 

reliefs and allowances underpin forms of publicly supported welfare that are strongly biased towards the 

better off.  



HMRC estimates. It has concluded that they greatly understate the true size of the Tax Gap and 
the extent of tax avoidance and evasion (as well as late payment of taxes) in the UK2.  
 
Tax Research and the TJN have been able to point to estimates based on the work of 
authoritative sources, including the World Bank, implying that tax evasion alone may be running 
at £70 billion a year in the UK3. If authoritative and more realistic estimates of the size of the Tax 
Gap are used then the TJN has concluded that a total of £120 billion a year is being lost to the 
public purse in the UK.  The implications of reducing this Tax Gap, for UK public policy and UK 
society, are therefore hard to exaggerate. The UK Government deficit in 2011-12 (and in 2012-
13), estimated at around £120 billion, would have been eliminated if the UK Government had 
collected all of the taxes it was entitled to collect and had been instructed by Parliament to 
collect. CEJ therefore agrees with TJN on the importance of taking two urgent steps to reduce 
the size of the Tax Gap: 
 
HMRC, despite UK Government statements to the contrary, has been obliged to drastically 
reduce the numbers of tax collectors it employs4,5.  
 

I. A firm commitment should be given by the UK Government to increase the 
number of tax collectors it employs to at least 100,0006,7. 

                                                           
2
 In one of the most accessible statements about the TJN’s estimates of the tax gap, available at 

http://tiny.cc/7xh1vw, Richard Murphy summarises his findings and analysis. An earlier piece of work, which 

introduced, developed and explored the notion of the ‘tax gap’ explains out how estimates of its likely size 

were derived; this work was published as a Touchstone pamphlet in 1998 with the title: The Missing Billions: 

the UK tax gap (a pdf of the publication can be read and downloaded from  

http://www.tuc.org.uk/touchstone/missingbillions/1missingbillions.pdf).   

3
 An updated version of the World Bank research paper upon which Richard Murphy relied can be found at: 

http://tiny.cc/iki1vw. In 2010 the Bank published revised estimates of the sizes of the shadow economies it 

concluded existed in 162 countries, including OECD member states (these estimates cover the period 1999 to 

2007). The size of the UK shadow economy was estimated by the World Bank at 12.4% across the time period. 

This estimate represents a very direct challenge to the HMRC’s claim that the UK shadow economy is 

equivalent to around 4% of UK GDP.   

4
 In an article entitled HMRC job cuts undermining ‘tax crackdown’, by Hannah Kuchler of the FT published in 

May 2012, she pointed out that parliament’s public spending watchdog, the Public Accounts Committee (PAC), 

had concluded that: “Cutting the number of tax collectors [by 3,300] at Revenue & Customs [had] meant that 

£1.1bn less [in] unpaid tax [had been] recouped over five years…”. She went on to draw attention to the PAC’s 

prospectus for increasing the numbers of enforcement staff at the HMRC. 

5
 The Public Accounts Committee, in a report on the work of the HMRC published in April 2012 [available at: 

http://tiny.cc/zvj1vw], questioned whether policy decisions to reduce HMRC staff numbers represented good 

value for money for the taxpayer. The PAC’s report noted that there had been a ‘substantial increase’ in tax 

yield after a HMRC crackdown and that a special HMRC campaign targeted at tax evasion, in operation 

between 2006 and 2011, had brought in an extra £4.32 billion in revenue. The PAC noted that this was 11 

times what it had cost to the HMRC to mount its special compliance and enforcement initiative. The PAC 

reported that it was pleased that the HMRC had agreed to reinvest £917 of savings by employing staff 

specifically to help clawback more unpaid tax. It was anticipated, by the HMRC, that this reinvestment would 

boost tax revenues by £7 billion by 2014-15. 

http://tiny.cc/7xh1vw
http://www.tuc.org.uk/touchstone/missingbillions/1missingbillions.pdf
http://tiny.cc/iki1vw
http://tiny.cc/zvj1vw


 
This would give HMRC more of the capacity it undoubtedly needs to collect all the taxes 
Parliament has voted to have collected.  It would benefit the vast majority of the UK population 
who are left to pay substantially more in taxes than they otherwise would  
 

II. A public commitment should be given by the UK Government to play a full and 
constructive part in developing a comprehensive and automatic system of 
information exchange between tax authorities in different countries.  

 
CEJ recognises that such a commitment would require much greater transparency on the part of 
the UK (and other governments). It would also require much greater openness on the part of 
financial institutions, lawyers, accountants, auditors and the many others who are employed, 
both by individuals and corporations, to manage tax liabilities. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
6
 The plan to create of the HMRC, from a merger of the Inland Revenue and HM Customs & Excise, was 

announced in the 2004 Budget. In July 2004 the Government estimated the Inland Revenue and HM Customs 

& Excise employed 91,000 staff between them and that this would be reduced by 12,500 in the period up to 

March 2008, when it was anticipated that the merger would be completed. The Coalition Government, formed 

in 2010, announced that it planned to further reduce HMRC staff numbers. 

7
 Public Finance recently reported on an even greater bang for the tax collector buck when it quoted an A&RC 

estimate that HMRC could collect an extra £8bn in tax revenues by investing £300m more in tax collectors – 

see report at: http://www.publicfinance.co.uk/news/2013/03/tax-collectors-could-recoup-8bn-in-lost-

revenue/ .  In August 2010 the union PCS anticipated a loss of 25,000 HMRC staff and the closure of 200 offices 

by 2011. It also contrasted the cost of tax collection work, at £15,000 per annum, with the median amount 

each employee was believed to collect, £600,000 per annum – see    http://labourlist.org/2010/08/tax-justice-

and-mindless-cutbacks/.   

http://www.publicfinance.co.uk/news/2013/03/tax-collectors-could-recoup-8bn-in-lost-revenue/
http://www.publicfinance.co.uk/news/2013/03/tax-collectors-could-recoup-8bn-in-lost-revenue/
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http://labourlist.org/2010/08/tax-justice-and-mindless-cutbacks/

