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Why a Robin Hood tax? 

The world has suffered a major recession caused by a crash in the financial system. Millions 
have lost their jobs and livelihoods. The crash has done grave damage to public finances, 
threatening major cuts in public spending. Countries in the developing world have been hit even 
harder than countries like the UK.  

We now face major challenges - creating jobs, repairing public finances, maintaining vital public 
services, ending child poverty, countering the threat of climate change and meeting the 
millennium development goals. Governments need to be able to call on new resources, and 
must be prepared to be innovative and bold with the tax system. 

The finance system has grown far faster than other parts of the world economy. The Bank for 
International Settlements says total transactions are more than $4,000 trillion a year. That is 
more than 60 times the whole world's GDP and $10,000 a day for each of the 1.2 billion 
inhabitants of the rich countries of the OECD.  

Banks are now too big to fail, and make super-profits when times are good but are bailed out 
when times are bad. Bonuses are paid come rain or shine.  

There is global agreement that we need to regulate finance so that it cannot crash in the same 
way again, even if there are different views about how best to do this. But the finance sector can 
– and should – make a proper tax contribution towards putting right the damage the crash 
caused and making the world a better, fairer and more sustainable place. 

This can be done by the Robin Hood Tax – our name for a financial transactions tax. Preferably 
this would be agreed internationally but is also perfectly workable at a domestic level. Many 
countries already have variants of transaction taxes such as the UK's stamp duty on UK share 
transactions.  

A transaction tax may also damp down speculative "socially useless" transactions, but it is not 
its prime purpose, nor is it an alternative to properly regulating finance at the national or 
international level.  

We are calling for both an international agreement for global transaction taxes and for the UK 
and EU to act unilaterally to extend domestic financial transaction taxes, such as the UK's 
stamp duty on shares, to a range of different financial transactions. Unilateral moves would help 
win support for an international agreement.  

These add up to a Robin Hood Tax. Small change from the banks, but a big change for the 
world. 

How would it work? 

Our key demand is that there should be a radical extension of transaction taxes, at both the 
international and national level so that they raise substantial amounts from the finance sector, 
particularly speculative and short-term transactions. 

There are different approaches and routes to achieving this – and clearly there would need to 
be detailed technical work and international negotiation before practical implementation. But the 
principle is both easy to understand and entirely practical. 

Different kinds of transaction would be taxed at different rates. Many have suggested a currency 
transaction tax rate of 0.005 per cent (5p for every £1,000 traded) – this would also work for 



other low-margin high-volume trades such as derivatives. The UK already taxes share 
transactions at 0.5 per cent – and other countries could too. On average this is an average 
indicative rate of around 0.05 per cent – pennies for every thousand pounds worth of 
transaction. Not all transaction taxes need be introduced at the same time, and some rates and 
taxes might be sensibly phased in. 

We are confident that an international transaction tax system could easily eventually raise 
hundreds of billions of dollars. Of course predicting the precise tax take from a tax change is 
impossible since imposing the tax may change behaviour, and affect the collection of other 
taxes. Indeed suppressing short-term speculative transactions would be a welcome by-product 
of a Robin Hood Tax. The world's economy is still extremely precarious and the timetable for 
introducing the transactions to be covered and at what rate would need to be carefully set. 

Various experts have produced estimates of the tax take of a range of different approaches to 
introducing a transaction tax. All are in the hundreds of billions of dollars range and tend to 
converge around a figure of $400 billion – a substantial sum but still only one thousandth of the 
world's transactions and less than the UK has spent bailing out the banks. 

 

 Estimates of annual global trading 
volumes  

US$ billions (source Bank of 
International Settlements, International 
Finance Services London 

Shares/equities traded on a market 60,000 

Foreign exchange trading 900,000 

Exchange traded derivatives including those 
relate to interest rates and gilts 

2,200,000 

Over the counter, derivative and swap trading 950,000 

Total 4,110,000 

 

The UK is a major financial centre particularly for foreign exchange and derivative trading and 
can therefore easily expect to eventually receive a substantial contribution from an international 
transaction tax of tens of billions of pounds.  

But the campaign also says the UK should take a lead and extend the transaction taxes it 
already levies, such as stamp duty on shares to other transactions. It should for example 
unilaterally tax foreign exchange involving sterling. Others have suggested a small tax on 
domestic transfers such as CHAPS payments.  Even without full international agreement the UK 
should work with the EU to introduce Europe-wide transaction taxes. 

While a co-ordinated international approach would raise more, we are still confident that a UK 
transactions tax would still raise tens of billions of pounds. 

What would we use the Robin Hood Tax for? 

The campaign is calling for half the tax raised to be used domestically and half internationally – 
equally split between development and climate change adjustment. Here are some illustrations 
of what one quarter of a $400 billion tax take could achieve for development. 



 

- In just over one minute this tax would raise enough money to build a six classroom 
school for 250 pupils. This includes a school building with basic water and sanitation 
facilities, play ground and library in a post conflict situation. 

- In one second it could provide 9,000 school children with a pencil and exercise book 

- Three months of the tax would provide life saving treatment for 8.6 million people with 
HIV/AIDS 

- A month would save the lives of 4.5 million children by providing essential child related 
health services 

- Just over a month of the tax would pay for every child to go to school. 

Domestically the proceeds of the Robin Hood Tax could help:  

- Child poverty: £4 billion invested in benefits and tax credits would ensure that the 2010 
targeti to halve child poverty is met (based on calculations by the Institute for Fiscal 
Studies)  

- Welfare reform: a commitment to end the benefits trap, with one recent estimate putting 
the cost at £2.7 bn 

- Affordable housing: For every £1 billion invested into building affordable housing about 
17,500 new homes can be delivered 

- Efficient homes: £5 billion would fully insulate every home in the UK helping to cut fuel 
bills and reduce our national carbon footprint. 
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