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FIRST CRISIS, THEN CATASTROPHE 

Unless G20 leaders, the IMF and the World 
Bank act immediately, crises of inflation, 
inequality and COVID-19 could push over a 
quarter of a billion more people into extreme 
poverty in 2022. 

Summary 

The crises of extreme inequality, unprecedented food and energy price inflation accelerated by 
the war in Ukraine and COVID-19 are converging to create a catastrophe for the world’s poorest 
people.  

New Oxfam estimates, building on World Bank projections and prior research conducted by the 
World Bank and Center for Global Development on food price spikes, show that over a quarter 
of a billion more people could be pushed into extreme poverty in 2022 1. The combined impact 
of COVID-19, inequality and food price hikes could result in 263 million more people living in ex-
treme poverty this year, resulting in a total of 860 million people living below the $1.90 a day ex-
treme poverty line. This would be an extraordinarily damaging rise that reverses decades of pro-
gress in the fight against poverty. 

These multiple crises are hitting an already deeply unequal world, which is being torn apart fur-
ther by the COVID-19 pandemic2. Already, 3.3 billion people are projected to be living below the 
poverty line of $5.50 a day in 20223, approaching half of humanity. 

Now ordinary people, so many of whom have suffered major economic hardship during the pan-
demic, are facing rapid rises in the cost of food, which have reached an all-time high, surpas-
sing the food spike crisis of 20114. Meanwhile billionaire wealth has seen its biggest increase 
ever5. Large corporations appear to be exploiting an inflationary environment to boost profits at 
consumers’ expense: soaring energy prices and margins6 have pushed oil company profits to 
record levels7, while investors expect agriculture companies to rapidly become more profitable 
as food prices spiral8. Moreover, low-income countries – their foreign reserves largely depleted 
by their COVID-19 responses and debt servicing – are dependent on a handful of grain export-
ing nations9. The fragility and inequality of global food and energy systems is being profoundly 
exposed. 

It is alarming to see inflation becoming wildly unstable and rising faster than real wages. Today 
the purchasing power of wages has been depressed the world over, with major concerns that 
inflation in 2022 will far outstrip wage growth, resulting in a real-term pay cut. Millions of families 
now face impossible choices: between feeding their children, sending them to school, or treating 
sickness for example. The spike in food prices is also harshly conspiring with climate-driven dis-
asters and conflict, all severely exacerbating already existing and devastating hunger crises in 
parts of East Africa, the Middle East and West Africa.  
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This crisis is far from equal. All people are impacted in some way but it is the poorest who are 
being hit hardest. The IMF estimates that food costs account for 40% of consumer spending in 
Sub-Saharan Africa, more than double what it does in advanced economies10. But even within 
these advanced economies there is deep inequality: the poorest 20% in those societies are 
spending four times more than the top 20% on food, as in the case of the US11. The long-term 
impacts of lack of nutrition risk permanently worsening the lives of the poorest12. It is a crisis dis-
proportionately felt by women and girls - the last to eat, the first to be excluded from a school 
that can’t be afforded, and whose unpaid care work is as ever the shock absorber of crisis.  

And, just as poorer people are facing the brunt of this multi-pronged crisis, poorer nations that 
were already facing fiscal pressures are, too, now being pushed hard into deeper and lasting 
poverty. Developing countries, already facing historically high debt levels13 have been crippled 
by the cost of responding to the pandemic and its recession. This has been notably driven in 
part by extreme vaccine inequality, as rich nations have hoarded the vaccine while denying de-
veloping countries the rights to produce it themselves14.  

Debt servicing for all the world’s poorest countries is estimated at $43 billion in 202215 – equiva-
lent to nearly half their food import bills and public spending on health care combined16. In 2021, 
debt represented 171% of all spending on healthcare, education and social protection combined 
for low-income countries17. The international financial institutions have lent money; the G20 of-
fered a partial bilateral debt payment suspension; and the IMF made a belated issuance of $650 
billion dollars in SDRs - all of this went a small way in helping to mitigate the harsh economic 
impact of the pandemic, but it has been far from enough.  

The dramatic return of inflation, which has led the US Federal Reserve to raise the cost of bor-
rowing18, just as the war in Ukraine drove up the cost of the dollar, is a recipe for financial tur-
moil in lower-income countries who need dollars for their energy, medicine and food imports, 
and whose debt currency is largely in dollars. Several developing countries are likely to default 
on their debts in coming months, and will try to stave off bankruptcy as they try to maintain vital 
imports. This could mean drastic cuts to spending worldwide, exacerbating an already danger-
ous path towards austerity that countries were beginning to take with the IMF’s backing19. Some 
of the most effective tools at reducing inequality – public goods such as universal healthcare20, 
education and social protection21 – risk being cut, which would disproportionately impact poorer 
people, women and racialized groups. UNCTAD has warned that policy tightening in rich coun-
tries driven by inflation and the war in Ukraine is likely to lead to sudden currency depreciation 
in many developing countries leading to recession and insolvency22.  

While the COVID-19 pandemic pushed people and countries into economic crisis worldwide, the 
compounding effects of the Ukraine crisis mean we risk now heading towards catastrophe. But 
this can be averted through bold and coordinated international and national action. 

An urgent economic rescue plan is required. A plan that must right the wrongs of rich nations’ 
COVID-19 response so far, and prevent a catastrophe of unprecedented poverty and wide-
spread suffering in its wake. The greatest responsibility rests upon the leaders of the richest na-
tions who will come together at the G20, the IMF and World Bank, in Washington DC this 
month. Oxfam urges the leaders of the G20, IMF and World Bank, together with all leaders, to: 

1. Protect the poorest people from the harms of inflation 

Meeting the extraordinary demands of the time, governments should seek to control food 
and energy prices directly – including through permanent cuts in value-added taxes (VAT) 
and sales taxes on staple food products, with the IMF ensuring it is advising this and refrain-
ing from seeking governments to expand VAT; the provision of limited and/or temporary 
carefully-designed subsidies on staple food products such as through increases in school 
feeding programs; avoiding export bans and reining in markets including by increasing 
transparency and preventing excessive financial speculation. This must be accompanied by 
a range of measures that include expanding cash transfers to provide income support, 
and the vital automatic indexation of cash transfers and wages on inflation at short in-
tervals. Moreover, the call for a Global Fund for Social Protection is more urgent than 
ever for low-income countries23. 

2. Cancel unpayable debts to poorer countries 
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The two main initiatives driven by the international community – the Debt Service Suspen-
sion Initiative (DSSI) and the Common Framework – have proven largely ineffective. The 
G20 must prioritize the debt agenda and cancel all debt payments in 2022 and 2023 for 
all low and lower-middle-income countries that require it; immediately suspend debt ser-
vice for countries applying to the Common Framework and establish a new debt relief 
process which addresses its failures, particularly ensuring private sector participation. 
Recognizing that multilateral institutions account for around one-third of outstanding debt of 
low- and lower-middle-income countries, the World Bank and IMF must participate in 
such efforts. They should both cancel debt payments owed, and the IMF should eliminate 
surcharges. 

3. Taxing wealth 

Governments must fund vital support to people to protect them from rising energy and food 
costs, as well as to fund the COVID-19 response and a fair recovery. They must tax pro-
gressively, investing in universal public goods, and reject austerity. Oxfam urges the imple-
mentation of emergency solidarity taxes or one-off wealth taxes, or temporary increases 
in capital gains taxes or personal income taxes on high incomes, building on the proposals 
of the OECD and IMF, and learning from the recent successful example of Argentina. Cru-
cially, permanent taxation of wealth is required to more fundamentally, redistribute re-
sources and reduce inequality. A progressive net wealth tax of just 2% on personal wealth 
above $5 million, rising to 3% for wealth above $50 million and 5% for wealth above $1 bil-
lion could generate $2.52 trillion worldwide, would raise enough to lift 2.3 billion people out 
of poverty, make enough COVID-19 vaccines for the world, and deliver universal healthcare 
and social protection for everyone living in low- and lower middle-income countries (3.6 bil-
lion people)24. The IMF must support countries to build fiscal space in a progressive way, 
and refrain from advising or conditioning austerity measures which would only worsen 
poverty and inequality. 

Now is crucially the time to uncover hidden wealth: including through a global asset 
registry25 to disclose the true owners of assets such as property, stocks, companies, trusts 
and other assets. And, recognizing that the OECD and EU have proposed that governments 
impose windfall taxes on the energy companies making record profits from sky-rocketing 
energy prices to support people that face rising energy bills26, Oxfam urges the implemen-
tation of ambitious excess profit taxes on the windfall profits of corporations across 
all industries, as was done in the wake of World War II. 

4. Reallocate and re-issue Special Drawing Rights 

While the $650 billion-worth of Special Drawing Rights (SDR) issued in August 2021 was a 
breakthrough, it was distributed according to quotas, not needs, in line with IMF rules. De-
spite G20 promises to reallocate $100 billion of their SDRs to lower-income countries, 
seven months later only $36 billion has been pledged. Rich countries must reallocate at 
least 25% of their SDRs to developing countries in a way that is debt and conditional-
ity-free. The IMF must ensure that its new Resilience and Sustainability Trust (RST) set 
up to channel SDRs avoids conditionality and is as concessional as possible. And – rec-
ognizing that the $650 billion SDR allocation fell short of the $3 trillion that Oxfam and oth-
ers called for in 2020 – discussions must begin on a new general allocation of SDRs to 
meet this crisis in 2022. 

5. Increase life-saving emergency aid to poorer countries 

Building on their existing aid commitments, rich country donors must provide immediate 
emergency support to lower-income countries. Only 3% of funds have been given to the 
UN’s emergency appeal to relieve the hunger crisis in East Africa27, while donors have also 
fallen short in meeting their estimated fair share of aid in response to COVID-19 of nearly 
$300 billion28. Meeting needs in Ukraine is vital, and this must be additional to existing aid 
budgets. Moreover, donors should not count their contributions to other donor countries, for 
example for refugee support, as aid, thereby displacing funds that are badly needed to re-
spond to challenges elsewhere. 

Multiple crises have converged in 2022 and they risk taking the world towards catastrophe that 
is unprecedented in living memory. This will be felt most by the billions of people worldwide liv-
ing on the breadline, one pay-check away from penury. These are the taxi drivers, the security 
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guards, the nurses, the teachers. They are the cooks, the cleaners, the factory workers, the gig 
workers. They have no savings, and work for poverty wages. They live in rich and poorer coun-
tries.  

But this is not inevitable. During this COVID-19 crisis we have seen governments able to mobi-
lize the money, and at times, the imagination necessary to ward off the harshest impacts facing 
their populations. We also, at first, saw the solidarity required between nations, only to be un-
dermined by myopic nationalism that created vaccine apartheid and divided the world apart. 

The G20, IMF and World Bank all meet in the next two weeks. Sticking to the status quo is not 
without consequence - it will result in harm to people the world over. Amid exceptionally 
challenging political circumstances, it is urgent that leaders take responsibility to advance action 
that averts catastrophe for billions of people. And in doing so, they have the chance to show we 
can rewrite the rules of our economy so that everyone, including the richest countries, richest 
people and corporations, play their part and pay their fair share of taxes; so that governments 
have the needed fiscal space and are not servicing their debts at the expense of delivering 
strong universal public services required to protect their populations at all times but especially in 
times of crisis; so that decent work exists for all; and so we get on track to stop climate 
breakdown in the few years that we have left. That is the job of creating a more equal world and 
that job must begin now.  

1. CRISES OF FOOD PRICE INFLATION, COVID-19 
AND INEQUALITY SET TO DRIVE HUGE 
INCREASE IN EXTREME POVERTY IN 2022 

A huge increase in extreme poverty expected 

The COVID-19 crisis has been one of the defining points in history for economic inequality. The 
wealth of the richest exploded, rising to unprecedented highs, while at the same time poverty 
numbers started to rise dramatically for the first time in decades29.  

On the back of the COVID-19 crisis, prices for food and energy were already rising worldwide, 
creating a second round of negative economic impacts on poverty and inequality. The war in 
Ukraine, and its resultant impacts, has in turn accelerated this trend. Food prices are at an all-
time high, exceeding the prior food spike crisis of 201130.    

These multiple crises hit a deeply unequal world31. Governments and institutions such as the 
IMF and World Bank have actively protected and expanded a neoliberal economic model that 
systematically fails to serve the interests of ordinary people around the globe. This model has 
driven the privatization of public services; puts shareholder interest above all; leads to 
environmental degradation and climate breakdown; speculation and exploitation of land; and a 
race to the bottom on wages and taxes. In turn, this economic model has left our societies 
extremely vulnerable to shocks and crises. Sadly, too many of our nations’ leaders have 
allowed this failed system to run amok as they protect the wealth and profits of the rich and 
powerful32. 

Prior to the war in Ukraine and its spillover effects, the World Bank projected that COVID-19 
would increase the numbers living in extreme poverty by 198 million people in 2022. The 
projected figures considered the impact of COVID-19 as well as an increase of inequality by 
2%. The IMF, World Bank and OECD all agree that COVID-19 is highly likely to drive up 
inequality, making this projection the most realistic33. This projection would mean a huge and 
unprecedented increase, reversing decades of progress in poverty reduction.   

On top of this COVID-19 poverty and inequality crisis, we now have an inflation crisis, with 
rapidly rising prices for food and fuel. Ordinary people all over the world are seeing the cost of 
staples rising frighteningly.   

Based on prior research done by the World Bank and Center for Global Development on food 
price spikes, Oxfam now estimates that another 65 million people could be pushed below the 
$1.90 extreme poverty line because of the harsh increases in food prices.34 
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This means that 263 million more people, over a quarter of a billion more people, could 
be pushed down into extreme poverty this year because of the perfect storm of COVID-
19, rising inequality and rising food prices.    

This is the equivalent of the combined populations of the UK, France, Germany and Spain35, and 
would result in a total of 860 million people living below the $1.90 a day extreme poverty line. 

 

Source: World Bank and Oxfam calculations based on Center for Global Development and 
World Bank36.         

These are figures for extreme poverty. Beyond this, the World Bank estimates that 3.3 billion 
people are projected to be living below the poverty line of $5.50 a day in 2022, approaching half 
of humanity37.  In rich nations, hundreds of millions more live in relative poverty. Many in these 
nations are hungry too, during winter having to choose between eating and heating their homes. 
Billions of people worldwide are living on the breadline, one paycheck away from penury. They 
are the taxi drivers, the security guards, the nurses, the teachers. They are the cooks, the 
cleaners, the factory workers. They have no savings, no labor protections and work for poverty 
wages.    

Impossible choices as prices rise across the world 

Nellie Kumambala is a primary school teacher in Lumbadzi, Malawi. She lives with her 
husband, two children and her elderly mother. 

“Prices have risen so much, even just since last month. Cooking oil two litres, it was last 
month 2600 kwacha, now it is 7500! Imagine! Yesterday I went to the shop to buy cooking 
oil, but I failed, I did not have the money. Every day I worry about how will I feed the 
household, thinking to myself ‘what should I do today so we can eat’?   

Many of my students are hungry. This time of the year is always a hungry time in Malawi, 
as we wait for the crops to harvest, but with these high prices things are much worse.  
Children often sleep in lessons as they are too hungry, coming to school with empty 
stomachs. They say they are sick, but we know really, they have simply not taken food.” 

Becky (not her real name) has been a teacher for 26 years in West Virginia, in the United 
States. She earns $12.70 an hour; she says that recently skyrocketing costs have hit hard.   

“Usually, you can find food cheaper at the Dollar General, but even that doesn’t work 
anymore,” she says. “A gallon of milk went from $3.49 one week to $4.11 the next. We 
need to find ways to cut down on our grocery bill now. My electric bill was $329 last 
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month. I just got paid for two weeks, and it was only a little over $600. The math 
doesn’t work.” 

Babu Lama is a taxi driver in Kathmandu, Nepal. He lives in a single rented room with his 
wife and 3-year-old son.  

”Hardship has always been part of my life”, he says. “But I am deeply worried with recent 
rises in prices for petrol and food. I earn about NPR 45000 ($370). I give NPR 25000 to the 
bank for loan repayment, with the remaining NPR 20000, I always struggle to manage food 
and pay rent. I don’t have money to send my child to school. The coronavirus devastated 
us, and these soaring commodity prices will starve us”.  

Across the world, people see rising prices and they face impossible choices. Skipping meals, 
eating just once a day38. Eating only the cheapest food, cutting out more expensive, and more 
nutritious meals. Working even longer hours, despite feeling weak from hunger. Pulling kids out 
of school to save money. Leaving illnesses untreated for fear of the costs. Walking instead of 
taking the bus despite feeling desperately tired. Wearing all their clothes to bed and eating 
uncooked food to save on heating and cooking.  

Women are once again forced to be shock absorbers of pain across the world. It is mothers that 
will skip meals first, feeding their children, telling the family they will eat later and not to worry. 
Mothers who are charged with the family finances, looking in horror at the new price of maize or 
oil in the market. Choosing whether to buy medicine or food. Children, and especially girls, will 
pay a high price too. Already hit by school closures during COVID-19, many children will find 
their dreams of education further dashed, as fees can no longer be afforded39. Longer term the 
impact is pernicious, as lack of nutritious food stunts growth and development for millions more 
children, permanently impacting their lives for the worse40. 

Rising food and fuel prices hit the finances of poor people far harder than the finances of the 
rich, and this in turn will fuel even further increases in inequality. The IMF estimates that while 
consumers in advanced economies use 17%. of their spending on food, it accounts for 40% in 
Sub-Saharan Africa41.  

And within economies there is also a major difference between rich and poor. In the United 
States42 for example, in 2020 families in the poorest 20% of society spent 27% of their incomes 
on food whereas for the top 20% the figure was only 7%. The World Bank has analyzed how 
much is spent on food by income quintile for a range of African countries. In Mozambique for 
example, those in the poorest quintile spend over 60% of their incomes on food, whereas the 
richest 20% spend just under 30%, or less than half as much43.   
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Various sources:  US Government, World Bank44  

There is also evidence that inflation rates are not uniform across all goods and services; instead 
the phenomenon of ‘inflation inequality’45 recognizes that the prices of basic foods, value brands 
and other goods bought by people living in poverty are rising faster than the typical foods and 
other goods bought by the better off, further entrenching inequality. Major increase in hunger 

The food price spike does not only hurt the poorest people in the world economically, pushing 
them down into extreme poverty. It also exacerbates the hunger crisis that so many are already 
affected by. Supply chain disruptions and climate-driven disasters, coupled with conflict such as 
the wars in Yemen and Syria, have driven food prices up when wages have been unable to 
keep pace.  

Climate breakdown, war, conflict, and a failing economic system globally means that already 
over 161 million people across 42 countries were suffering from acute hunger46. More than half 
a million people have experienced famine-like conditions in parts of East Africa and the Middle 
East, and 10.5 million people are facing high levels of hunger and malnutrition in the Sahel 
countries of Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania and Niger. 

The current spike in food prices will increase this catastrophe. According to FAO projections, 
827 million people could be undernourished in 2022, in their severe scenario47. That means that 
the two crises of COVID-19 and the food price spike, compounding climate breakdown, drought 
and conflict will have produced 28 million more undernourished people in total globally.  

All these numbers are based on the food price level of the early months of 2022, but if food 
prices keep increasing because of the continued Ukraine crisis, which has majorly disrupted 
global food, energy and fertilizer supplies, then these numbers likely will be even worse in the 
coming months.  

 

 Case Study: East Africa  

• How many are hungry?  

Over 21 million people in East Africa are experiencing extreme hunger.  

• Why? 

Kenya, Ethiopia and Somalia are facing one of the worst droughts in 40 years. South 
Sudan has suffered a fifth consecutive year of severe flooding, disrupting the lives and 
livelihoods of 835,000 people and halting farming. These events have worsened an 
already dramatic hunger situation caused by conflict, COVID-19 and the recent locust 
infestation which was the worst in 70 years in Kenya and the worst in 25 years in Ethiopia 
and Somalia.  

Rising food prices are exacerbating the food security crisis faced by these communities. In 
January 2022, food prices for basic staple grains in Somalia were more than double what 
they were the previous year. Across the whole region, reduced harvests have squeezed 
supplies and increased prices.  

• What are the impacts of the Ukraine crisis?  

Both Ukraine and Russia are important suppliers of wheat and wheat products to countries 
in East Africa. Rapidly rising prices as a result of disruptions in the supply chain will likely 
push millions more people into hunger.  

COVID-19 and the war in Ukraine have exposed how fragile the global food system is to 
external shocks. Several low-income countries depend on the world market for their basic food 
supplies, basing their food security on a handful of grain exporting countries48. This dependency 
on food imports makes these countries – already low on foreign reserves – extra vulnerable to 
market disruptions and price increases. There is an urgent need to strengthen sustainable and 
resilient national and local food systems. This should include supporting small-scale production 
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and family farming that would form the very foundation of many of the poorest people’s food 
security.  

Falling and stagnating wages 

COVID-19 has had devastating impacts on ordinary working people all over the world. The 
trend of stagnating or falling wages is repeated around the globe. While data is limited, the 
International Labor Organization (ILO) found that COVID-19 has led workers to accept shorter 
hours and wage cuts and that “two thirds of countries for which short-term statistics are 
available showed decreasing wages or slower average wage growth, while in other countries 
average wages took a surprising jump in the statistics – mostly reflecting a ‘composition effect’ 
due to the loss of lower-paying jobs.”49 

While too early to measure, there are significant concerns that inflation in 2022 will far outstrip 
wage growth meaning real-term cuts for workers around the world against soaring cost-of-living. 
With union membership at historic lows, workers have little protection against rapidly rising 
prices. 

Real wages in the US are falling and are lower than before the pandemic. For example, recent 
research from Oxfam found that nearly one-third of all workers in the US earn less than $15 an 
hour and half of all women of color earn less than $1550.  

The impact of the pandemic has deepened long-standing gender inequalities in the economy. 
During 2020, women were 1.4 times more likely to drop out of the labor force and took on three 
times more hours of unpaid care work than men. In 2021, there were 13 million fewer women in 
employment compared to 2019, while men’s employment recovered to 2019 levels. The 
pandemic has disproportionately pushed women out of employment, especially as lockdowns 
and social distancing have affected highly feminized workforces in the service sectors, such as 
tourism.51 

2. GOVERNMENTS WORLDWIDE DRIVEN TO 
EDGE OF BANKRUPTCY 

It is not just millions of people worldwide, but entire nations that are being forced into poverty as 
a result of a broken economic system that has left entire nations deeply vulnerable to crisis.  

COVID-19 has stretched the finances of governments worldwide to the limit. The cost of the 
recession caused by the pandemic was immense, and the actions taken to tackle the impacts 
on people by many governments cost a lot of public money, and drove up levels of public debt. 

For developing countries, the COVID-19 crisis came on top of historically high debt levels, with 
many countries already struggling to service the high cost of their debts and having to cut public 
spending.  

COVID-19 increased this problem dramatically, with the initial economic impacts of the 
pandemic and the unprecedented global recession it caused, and then subsequently with low 
growth in many developing countries due to persistent inequality in access to vaccines.  

Debt levels rose by 17% of GDP across the developing world between 2019 and 2021, and now 
average 63% for all emerging and developing countries.52 Debt servicing for all the world’s 
poorest countries is estimated at $43 billion in 2022. 53 That is roughly equivalent to nearly half 
their food import bills and public spending on health care combined.54 

Debts are also dramatically diverting money away from crucial spending on the social sectors 
(education, healthcare and social protection) which will be needed to reach the UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goals, and to protect countries against future pandemics. In 2021, 
debt represented 171% of all such social spending combined for low-income countries, and 
125% for least developed countries. In more detail, this means that for African countries, debt 
being 2.2 times as high as their education spending, 8.6 times as high as their health spending, 
and 20.7 times as high as their social protection spending.55 
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Source: All data in this graph are from the database compiled for a forthcoming report for Norwegian 
Church Aid, A Nordic Solution to the New Debt Crisis, based on IMF World Economic Outlook Database 
for debt/GDP, and country budget documents and IMF Article IV documents for debt servicing and other 
spending figures. No debt service data were available for Algeria, Egypt, Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea or 
Libya, and no debt stock data for Eritrea.  

Financing from the international financial institutions, particularly that which was concessional 
and light on conditions, the suspension of bilateral debt payments by the G20, and the belated 
issuance of $650 billion dollars in SDRs went a small way to helping mitigate the deeply 
damaging economic impacts on nations across the world. But it was not nearly enough in the 
face of the economic crisis. It was also undermined by rich nations hoarding vaccines. This led 
to a two-speed recovery from the pandemic and the first increase in global inequality between 
rich nations and the developing world in three decades. This all means, as we enter the third 
year of the pandemic, that dramatic increases in food and fuel prices worldwide have hit nations 
that were already in dire financial straits.  

The dramatic return of inflation, driven first by rich nations bouncing back from the COVID-19 
crisis, and now by the war in Ukraine, has led the US Federal Reserve to raise the cost of 
borrowing. The flight to the dollar driven by the war in Ukraine has also driven up the cost of the 
dollar. This is bad news for developing countries who need dollars for critical imports like 
energy, medicines and food, and also have much of their debts denominated in dollars. It is 
likely that because of this we will see a significant number of developing countries default on 
their debts in the coming months, and many more will be stretched to the edge of bankruptcy as 
they try to service debts and maintain vital imports.  

This in turn will require drastic cuts to public spending worldwide, which with further fuel 
increases in poverty and inequality. According to UNCTAD56, policy tightening in rich countries 
driven by inflation and the war in Ukraine is likely to lead to sudden currency depreciation in 
many developing countries leading to recession and insolvency. The UN agency estimated that 
developing countries will require $310 billion in 2022 alone to service external public debt. Egypt 
has devalued its currency by 14% after the Ukraine crisis as the country is facing dollar 
shortages to fund vital imports like food57. Egypt is already discussing a new loan program with 
the IMF. Sri Lanka also faces a very challenging situation - the pandemic has significantly 
contributed to depleting its foreign currency reserves, and the war in Ukraine has added fuel to 
the fire. Now Sri Lanka is facing its worst economic crisis since independence, having to ration 
electricity, hospitals are unable to operate, and people are taking to the streets as the country is 
on the verge of bankruptcy. The government is now seeking an IMF bailout program. Tunisia is 
another country seeing its finances stretched to the limits. In 2021, the IMF estimated that 
Tunisia’s financial needs would be between 14% and 18.3% of GDP annually58. The pandemic 
pushed the economy to the brink. Even in the wake of the war in Ukraine, Tunisia was 
struggling to pay the wages of its public servants59. As prices of basic goods are soaring, 
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Tunisia’s credit rating has been degraded as the country is increasingly vulnerable to default60. 
The government is currently in discussions with the IMF for a bailout program that is likely to 
impose austerity measures and target public sector wages and subsidies which might lead to 
increased hardship and worsening inequality. 

Oxfam’s research showed that most of the IMF’s emergency COVID-19 loans in the first year of 
the pandemic encouraged countries to pursue austerity in the aftermath of the health crisis, 
despite the many warnings, including from the IMF itself, that austerity risks crippling the 
recovery.61 The IMF is now conditioning spending cuts in terms of GDP in several of its loan 
programs. This austerity trend is not limited to countries receiving IMF financing: 159 countries 
have plans to cut government spending in terms of GDP this year62. Raising consumption taxes 
that fall disproportionately on the poorest, reducing public sector wages and cutting social 
services will only lead to increased hardship. 

Public spending on services like education, healthcare and social protection reduces poverty 
and the gap between rich and poor because the benefits of public spending represent a greater 
proportion of the incomes of poor people than rich people. Free healthcare benefits everyone in 
society for example, but because poor people spend a much greater proportion of their meagre 
incomes on health, the introduction of free healthcare disproportionately benefits them. In this 
way public services have been consistently shown to reduce poverty and inequality levels in a 
country. The same is true for social protection63. Across OECD countries public services already 
provide the poorest people with the equivalent of 76% of their post-tax income. 

Conversely, cuts to public spending by governments drive up inequality and poverty and 
disproportionately impact on poor people, on women and those from minority groups.   

3. THE BIG WINNERS: CORPORATE PROFITS 
AND BILLIONAIRES  

Soaring corporate profits at a time of crisis 

In September 2020, six months into the COVID-19 pandemic, Oxfam reported that 32 of the 
world’s largest companies saw their profits jump by $109 billion in 202064. The research 
highlighted how corporations around the world have put profits and pay-outs to shareholders 
before jobs and workers’ safety, pushing the costs and risks associated with COVID-19 down 
their supply chains. The report found that the 25 most profitable companies were expected to 
pay shareholders over $378 billion in 2020 – equivalent to 124% of their profits. An excess 
profits tax on the 32 most profitable companies was estimated at the time to be able to raise 
$104 billion to address COVID-19.  

During 2021 these trends have continued. The value of the 1,200 largest companies in the 
world have seen a 56% increase since the beginning of 201965 and US corporates have been 
making record profits increasing by 37%, far outstripping inflation. At the same time, 
corporations are paying a smaller share of federal tax revenue than they were in the 1950s, 
dropping from one-third then to only one-tenth of the total today.66 

While workers’ wages fell, shareholder pay-outs broke all records in 2021 and global dividends 
surged to a record $1.47 trillion, up 16.8%67. Mining and financial companies are the biggest 
contributors to this growth68.  

This trend of stagnating or falling wages against soaring corporate profits and rising inflation is 
repeated around the globe.  

Corporates fight to defend profits 

Not even a global pandemic has halted the nexus between corporations’ skyrocketing 
profits and political influence. Corporate tax is the paradigmatic example. After years of 
negotiation, the OECD announced an agreement designed to end the race to the bottom 
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on corporate tax — but the final agreement is riddled with loopholes, and would do almost 
nothing to raise desperately needed revenue in low-income countries.69   

At the same time, President Biden’s attempts to stop US corporations from abusing tax 
havens crashed and burned at the end of last year, despite broad popular appeal, as 
corporations spent a king’s ransom on lobbying.70 Big corporations’ army of lobbyists took 
particular aim on swing voter Senator Joe Manchin, employing his former aides — an 
illustration of the corporate revolving door at work.71   

Corporations were also successful in beating back calls to raise the US minimum wage 
above a paltry $7.25 an hour, putting their profits above the well-being of their own 
workers.72 

In arguably the most globally damaging example of corporations prioritizing profits over 
people, take the proposals to waive intellectual property protections and share the vaccine 
technology as a global public good (TRIPs waiver). While vaccine technology sharing 
could potentially save millions of lives, it would hit the bottom line of pharmaceutical 
companies who are vehemently opposed. After all, COVID-19 vaccines are the most 
profitable pharmaceutical products in history. Removing their monopoly, and ability to 
dictate market prices, would inevitably see vaccine prices plummet and the billions in 
guaranteed revenue eroded. More than 100 drug lobbyists were dispatched to 
Washington DC and €36 million spent in Brussels to fight against the proposed waiver.73 

Small businesses – left behind with focus on big corporates 

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SME), defined as 250 employees or fewer, are critical to 
global employment, and account on average for 70% of total employment and 50% of GDP.74 
Yet they have not fared in their recovery as well as corporations. Globally, 18% of small 
businesses reported they were closed as of September 2021. Of those that were operating, 
36% indicated that they were doing so with reduced employment.75 Women and minority-led 
businesses were more likely to be closed than the global average76. 

Bailout programs during the pandemic have also been skewed towards large corporations and 
away from SMEs. In the United States, of the $520 billion in Paycheck Protection loans, about 
one-third went to just 1.6% of the nearly 5.2 million borrowers in large amounts ranging from $1 
million and $10 million.77 

Food and energy sector – squeezing ever more profits 
 
Now two years into the pandemic, the world is facing multiple crises and inflation and there is a 
worrying trend of companies taking advantage of the situation to bolster profits. Soaring energy 
prices have already pushed oil company profits to record levels. 25 top oil and gas companies 
made $205 billion in profits in 202178.  

As prices of energy increased throughout 2021, hitting their highest in over a decade, both the 
profits and the profit margins of energy companies soared (see Table 2). This suggests that 
energy companies are taking advantage of the crisis to maximize corporate profit. Oil and gas 
companies increased share buybacks by 2,181% in the fourth quarter of 202179, enriching 
shareholders who overwhelmingly represent the richest in society80 at the cost of consumers. 

Table 2: Net profit margins in energy sector and price of energy 
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Source: CSI Market81 

With food prices rapidly increasing, we can expect similar trends to play out in the food and 
beverage sector. Half of the 28 food and consumer goods manufacturers listed on the Fortune 
500 have seen profit margins rise82 while in the US, for example - and even before the war in 
Ukraine began - grocery bills were forecast to rise by 22%83 in 2022 compared to pre-pandemic 
levels. 

Financial results for companies covering the start of the war in Ukraine are yet to be released, 
but looking at the performance of index funds that track agriculture companies, it is clear that 
investors recognize that agriculture companies will rapidly become increasingly profitable on the 
back of spiralling food prices84.  

Billionaire wealth sees biggest increase in history 

During COVID-19, billionaire wealth has seen its biggest increase ever, and has now spiraled to 
its highest ever level.85 This is the biggest surge in billionaire wealth since records began. A 
new billionaire has been created every 26 hours since the pandemic began86. The world’s ten 
richest men have seen their fortunes double87. The world’s small elite of 2,755 billionaires have 
seen their fortunes grow more during COVID-19 than they have in the whole of the previous 14 
years – 14 years that themselves were a bonanza for billionaire wealth88.  
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Source: Forbes/Oxfam calculations89 

As COVID-19 spread, central banks injected trillions into economies, aiming to keep the world 
economy afloat. Much of that stimulus has gone into financial markets, and from there into the 
net-worth of billionaires. Governments have pumped $16 trillion dollars into the global economy 
since the start of the pandemic90, and in large consequence, billionaires have seen their wealth 
increase by $5 trillion, rising from $8.6 trillion to $13.8 trillion since March 202191, as this 
government intervention has driven up stock prices92. 

Both the current wealth of extremely rich people and the rate at which they are accumulating 
wealth are unprecedented in human history. In the US, wealth concentration at the very top now 
surpasses the peak of the Gilded Age of the late 19th century, with little sign of abating.93 In the 
past year we have seen billionaires travel to space, at a time of unprecedented rising poverty 
and suffering on planet Earth. 

Elon Musk, the world’s richest man94, has received billions of dollars in government subsidies,95 
while violating labor laws and undermining the efforts of factory workers to organize,96 and in 
2018 paying no federal income taxes.97 Mr. Musk, who paid a “true tax rate” of 3.27% between 
2014 and 201898, criticized a proposed billionaire tax in 2021, arguing that his "plan is to use the 
money to get humanity to Mars and preserve the light of consciousness."99 

In India, the wealth of billionaire Gautam Adani has multiplied eight-fold during the pandemic100 
and he has significantly benefited from fossil fuels, a sector in which he is growing his 
footprint.101 As reported in the Financial Times, Adani has made use of state connections and 
become the country’s largest operator of ports and its largest thermal coal power producer, and 
wields market control over power transmission, gas distribution, and now privatized airports,102 
all once considered public goods. 

Way forward 

The corporate sector is driving inequality and governments should act to ensure that it is wages 
not prices and profits that increase. 

This is the time for governments to radically rein in corporate power and create an economy for 
everyone. We need an economic model that puts people at the center, protects the most 
vulnerable, shares profits equitably, and is grounded in democracy. Both governments and the 
private sector have a role to play in this reform103. 

 

4. AN URGENT ECONOMIC RESCUE PLAN 

Protect the poor from inflation now 

Before the pandemic, half of humanity did not get any social security benefits.104 Lockdowns 
spurred an unprecedented expansion in social protection programs around the world.105 Yet that 
growth has not kept pace with needs: the ILO estimates that the global funding gap to achieve a 
“social protection floor for all” (i.e. a set of universal minimum old-age, child, disability, and 
maternity benefits) has increased by a third due to the pandemic and amounted to $707 billion 
in 2020.106 That figure excludes unemployment benefits or workforce development programs for 
those who lost their jobs – there are still an estimated 23 million fewer jobs in the world today 
than there would have been without the pandemic.107 And that was before the economic 
impacts of the war in Ukraine worldwide. 

Protect people through cash transfers 

Where no adequate social protection schemes exist for unemployed workers, the elderly, 
people with disabilities, children and mothers, governments must provide income support by 
way of new cash transfers, seeking to include those not yet covered and expanding such 
schemes to all residents, including migrants and refugees. New measures must uphold 
women’s independent rights to social protection and ensure that benefits are adequate and 
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reliable, coverage universal, protection comprehensive, financing progressive and governance 
accountable. This is the time to take bold steps towards universal social protection that is 
responsive to shocks.  

Create a Global Fund for Social Protection 

Without help, providing even a minimum social protection floor is out of reach for low-income 
countries. There is an urgent need to set up an international financing mechanism for social 
protection that will enable them to provide essential income security for their populations, and to 
maintain these services in times of severe crisis.108 This is an international obligation that is long 
overdue.  

Index wages and benefits on inflation 

Governments should step in to protect the purchasing power of vulnerable people. One quick 
solution is the automatic indexation of cash transfers and wages on inflation at short intervals 
(e.g., three-month lag). The IMF should also suspend program conditionality requiring nominal 
wage freezing for public sector workers. 

Control prices 

Automatic indexation will not protect most extremely poor people who are self-employed and do 
not receive benefits. Cash transfers do not always reach everyone who needs them and will not 
prevent people from going hungry or cold when food or energy prices spike. Governments 
should seek to control food and energy prices directly. Oxfam calls for: 

• Permanent cuts in VAT and sales taxes on staple food products: Temporary cuts 
may not be passed on to consumers. Such taxes increase poverty and inequality even in 
the absence of crises. The IMF should refrain from advising or requiring governments to 
expand VAT coverage to staple food products and should instead advise them to 
remove any such taxes. 

• Limited and/or temporary subsidies on staple food products: Governments can and 
should act to keep the price of food affordable for ordinary people. Increases in school 
feeding programs to cover more meals, more children and holiday periods can relieve 
family finances and keep them learning. The price of basic foods can be subsidized, with 
all families entitled to a guaranteed amount of food at affordable prices.109 Subsidies can 
be expensive for governments and need to be designed carefully, but they remain an 
important way in which governments can protect populations from the hunger driven by 
rapidly rising prices.  

• Regulated markets: Governments should avoid export bans and identify measures to 
rein in and re-govern markets. Market transparency must be increased, and new rules 
implemented to prevent excessive financial speculation from fuelling food price volatility. 

• Transformed food systems: We need a food system that works for everybody. This 
means a food system that can stand against shocks such as the climate crisis and rapid 
food inflation on international food markets and does not contribute to environmental 
destruction. Governments must provide the public funding necessary to create fair, 
gender-just, and sustainable food systems, namely by investing in women smallholder 
farmers and focusing on agroecological production which is inherently less dependent on 
imports of feed and agricultural inputs, and more resilient to climate change impacts. 

• Safeguarding food security in trade policies: International trade rules should support 
the development of local and regional food systems and avoid unfair competition with big 
agriculture conglomerates. Regulating domestic food industries of high exporting 
countries is needed to ensure exports do not threaten the development and stability of 
local and regional markets. 

Cancel unpayable debts 

World leaders recognize the risk that cascading defaults pose to global economic recovery.110 
Yet to date all of the measures taken have been half measures. Most COVID-19 related 
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financing mobilized for developing countries has come in the form of loans adding to already 
excessive debt burdens.111 The global community continues to drive the car towards the cliff out 
of fear that it will not start again if they use the breaks. The two main initiatives meant to relieve 
debt – the Debt Service Suspension Initiative (DSSI) and the Common Framework – have 
proven largely ineffective. The DSSI only suspended, not cancelled, $12.9 billion in debt 
payments in 2020 and 2021.112 This was merely kicking the can down the road. The Common 
Framework has so far managed to neither cancel nor suspend any debt at all. Only three 
countries have applied and are tied up in process.113  

Cancel all debt payments in 2022 and 2023 for all the low and lower middle-income 
countries that need it. 

In January this year, the World Bank estimated that 33 countries were already “in” or at “high” 
risk of debt distress114 – yet they were expected to make debt payments exceeding $33 billion in 
2022 alone.115 This is very much a conservative estimate. 60 countries have serious liquidity 
problems, defined as having a debt service obligation of over 15% of GDP 116. This is precious 
money out the door – money needed to afford soaring food import bills and ongoing COVID-19 
responses, let alone investments in an equitable and sustainable future. 

Immediately suspend debt service for countries applying to the Common Framework and 
address shortcomings of process, particularly private creditor participation 

A freeze on debt service payments until a debt restructuring agreement is reached would 
provide interim relief to stressed debtors and an incentive to all creditors to bring the process 
expeditiously to conclusion.117 No credit rating revision should be allowed during that time. 

A plan should also be put into place to develop a new global architecture for dealing with debt 
emergencies in 2022. The Common Framework is not up to the task. It has failed to provide a 
“common solution” to all debtors that show clear signs of distress, and continues to apply a 
case-by-case approach to countries that come hat in hand at the verge of bankruptcy. The lack 
of participation of private creditors, who account for about one-third of the outstanding debt of 
low- and lower-middle income countries, in the debt relief effort has been a major stumbling 
block. Creditor countries should change their laws to prevent vulture funds from holding up 
collective debt restructuring efforts. 

The World Bank and IMF must play their part 

Multilateral institutions, which account for about one-third of the outstanding debt of low- and 
lower-middle-income countries, have proven to be extremely reluctant to provide debt relief – 
despite rhetoric to tackle debt challenges facing lower-income countries from the heads of 
World Bank and IMF. While the IMF has set up a facility for donors to cover payments owed by 
low-income countries to the IMF, its surcharges have been adding salt to debt wounds with 
borrowing countries expected to pay an extra $4 billion through the end of 2022.118 The World 
Bank has avoided its responsibility by claiming it cannot provide debt relief without jeopardizing 
its own AAA credit rating. Given this was not the case during previous rounds of debt 
cancellation under the HIPC initiative, it is a weak excuse.119 

The IFIs can also do more to support countries on the path to debt sustainability. The IMF 
approved last year a new Sovereign Risk and Debt Sustainability Framework (SRDSF). Country 
reports should include analyses of the long-run consequences of climate change on public 
finance (including adaptation finance). Debt sustainability reports should be published with data 
on all creditors, maturity profile of debt, and other relevant information.  

Fix the broken system for sovereign credit ratings 

Credit rating agencies keep the cost of borrowing disproportionately high for developing 
countries and prevent them from borrowing for the long term. Fears of downgrades by credit 
rating agencies deterred most countries from even asking for the fiscal relief that was 
desperately needed. Developing countries were nevertheless punished with over 95% of credit 
rating downgrades, sometimes despite milder pandemic-induced economic downturns.120 This 
has created a vicious cycle of spiraling debt and fat profits for private creditors who reap the 
benefits of high yields while remaining immune to any downsides.  

Support a sovereign debt restructuring mechanism 
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Most of the world has its eyes on the war in Ukraine, but Ministers of Finance in low-income 
countries are anxiously watching something else: the actions of a handful of powerful central 
bankers. If these bankers increase interest rates, lower-income countries know what happens 
next: capital outflows (for US treasuries and other rich government assets), currency 
depreciation, and the cost to repay lenders surge (lending that was likely precipitated by the 
same central bankers’ decision to reduce interest rates). Unlike in previous taper-tantrums, the 
pandemic has already depleted the economic defenses of most lower-income countries. Central 
bankers are effectively declaring economic war on the most vulnerable, and entrenching 
divergent recoveries. 

Major central banks, in particular those of the US and EU, must publicly acknowledge the 
impacts of their monetary policies (e.g., future increases in interest rates) on developing 
economies and take actions to mitigate related harms (such as using SDRs to purchase foreign 
currencies most impacted by capital flight). But these are only mitigating measures that central 
banks can play part in – so what is needed is political support for a sovereign debt restructuring 
mechanism that can reconcile for the damaged caused. 

Support an automatic mechanism for a debt payment moratorium in the wake of a 
catastrophic external shock (such as extreme climate events, natural disasters, 
pandemic, military aggression or other) 

The world is seeing a multiplicity of dramatic shocks that impact on countries’ ability to protect 
people’s well-being at the same time as honouring debt obligations. The COVID-19 pandemic 
constitutes one striking example, but we could also think of climatic extreme events such as 
hurricanes or droughts, natural disasters such as the volcanic eruption in Tonga or the war in 
Ukraine. In these situations, governments find themselves having to repay external debt 
obligations at the same time as facing the impacts of catastrophic events and finding financial 
resources to pay for the emergency, reconstruction and recovery. 

For such cases, civil society organizations are proposing that governments and international 
institutions set up an automatic mechanism for a debt payment moratorium in the wake of a 
catastrophic external shock. Such a mechanism should cover public and private lenders, and 
should be in addition to immediate access to non-debt creating resources for dealing with the 
emergency and financing the reconstruction and recovery.  

Reallocate and re-issue Special Drawing Rights 

The $650 billion-worth of Special Drawing Rights (SDR) issued in August 2021 were distributed 
according to quotas rather than needs, in line with IMF rules. This means that $400 billion went 
to high-income countries, $230 billion to middle-income countries, and $21 billion to low-income 
countries, despite the latter’s tremendous needs. Going a little way to make up for that inequity, 
G20 countries committed to reallocating $100 billion of their share back to lower-income 
countries. Seven months later, we have still only seen firm pledges of $36 billion.121 The US, 
which received the lion’s share of the issuance at $113 billion worth of SDRs, has yet to commit 
a dime. 

Reallocate more SDRs to developing countries 

Rich countries must reallocate at least 25% of their SDRs to developing countries in a way that 
does not add to their debt burden and without conditions. Given that the IMF cannot and should 
not absorb $100 billion in SDRs, multilateral development banks like the World Bank or the 
African Development Bank should move urgently to set up alternative channels to put 
reallocated SDRs to use. There are other creative means to supporting lower-income countries 
with SDRs. In the UK, for example, groups are calling for the government to leverage its SDRs 
by selling other foreign currency and donating pounds to the World Health Organization (WHO). 
On the recipients’ side, SDRs have already proven to be a breath of fresh air. Within five 
months a large number of countries had already used some portion of their new allocation and 
39 countries had recorded SDRs in their government budgets or had used them for fiscal 
purposes.122  

Make the Resilience and Sustainability Trust fit for purpose 
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The IMF must ensure that its new Resilience and Sustainability Trust (RST) set up to channel 
SDRs avoids conditionality and is as concessional as possible. There should be flexibility in the 
RST’s use to respond to current and future crises. Access to the RST should not be contingent 
upon countries having an IMF program in place which creates a new form of conditionality, 
reducing the relevance, accessibility and speed of this channel.  

Issue a new general allocation of SDRs  

All options need to be on the table at this point to address the crisis we are facing. In 2020, 
many were calling for an issuance of $3 trillion-worth of SDRs. It is no secret that the agreed 
$650 billion figure was not based on needs but rather on political viability. As the debt can was 
kicked down the road, the needs are greater now. 

The IMF should consider selling gold 

If the IMF were to sell just 12% of its gold holdings today similar to what was done in 2009, it 
would raise over $21 billion that could be available to provide debt cancellation or be used for 
concessional financing as a second-best option.123 

 

Highlights and lowlights of the IMF and World Bank’s COVID-19 financing response  

The good: 

• The IMF deployed emergency financing surpassing $100 billion124 in less than six 
months, most of which was given as emergency financing, free of conditionality, while 
urging countries to spend what they needed to fight the pandemic. 

• The IMF rallied support from donors for its Catastrophe Containment Relief Trust 
(CCRT) in order to provide some relief on debt owed by low-income countries to the 
IMF.  

• The IMF secured its shareholders’ support for a historical $650 billion issuance of 
SDRs. 

• The World Bank committed to redirecting $160 billion for the COVID-19 response, and 
frontloaded concessional resources from the International Development Association 
(IDA19) for low-income countries.  

• The World Bank set aside up to $20 billion for vaccine support.  

• The World Bank raised $93 billion for its IDA20 package.  

The bad: 

• The IMF’s SDR issuance remained insufficient, took too long to materialize mainly be-
cause of the US vetoing it, and the lion’s share of it went to rich countries who are now 
failing to share what they don’t even need.  

• The IMF did not seriously entertain gold sales as a source of financing.125 

• The IMF continued to impose surcharges on countries that have had to undertake 
large borrowings and are unable to pay their debts back quickly. 

• The IMF, while encouraging countries to “spend, spend, spend, but keep the receipts,” 
has encouraged austerity once the pandemic recedes.126 

• The World Bank has refused to provide even a minimal amount of debt relief.  

• The World Bank did not increase the concessionality of COVID-19 lending (for in-
stance by offering only grants for vaccines) despite the debt crisis and immense fi-
nancing needs. 

• The World Bank did not do enough to support countries to remove financial barriers in 
healthcare, including user fees, which exclude millions from life-saving care.127 
 

Increase aid now 

Donors should provide immediate emergency support to respond to the multiple crises and save 
lives. But most importantly, donors should not shift focus away from their existing aid 
commitments, including for both the COVID-19 response and for the medium-term achievement 
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of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Aid needs are expected to increase as a 
result of the global economic repercussions of the war in Ukraine. Unfortunately, some donors 
are already diverting needed development and humanitarian funding.  

Meet existing urgent needs  

Only 3% of funds have so far been given to the UN’s $6 billion appeal to relieve widespread 
hunger happening now in Ethiopia, Somalia and South Sudan128. Donors have also fallen far 
short of the estimated rich countries’ fair share of aid in response to the COVID-19 crisis; that 
would be nearly $300 billion.129 While data are still not final, donors only marginally increased 
overall aid numbers during the pandemic, from 0.3 % of total Gross National Income (GNI) in 
2019 to 0.32% of total GNI in 2020.130 This is vastly below the global 0.7% of GNI target needed 
to achieve sustainable development, and well under the amount of aid needed to respond to the 
current moment. 

Secure new funding for the Ukraine crisis 

Oxfam urges donors to meet Ukraine’s needs with new funding that is additional to existing aid 
budgets. Oxfam applauds the announcements made by several donor countries to assist 
refugees, but urges them to confirm that this funding will be additional to pre-crisis budgets.131 
We are already seeing the impact in some lower-income countries of aid shifting away from their 
COVID-19 responses and funding for SDGs.132 

Do not spend aid in donor countries 

An additional concern is that as bilateral donors provide more support to host refugees from 
Ukraine, they will be tempted to count these contributions within their Official Development 
Assistance (ODA) commitments, possibly displacing needed funds to respond to humanitarian 
and development challenges elsewhere. In 2015 – when half as many refugees made their way 
to Europe from Syria and beyond – donor countries responded by counting on average 11% of 
their aid commitments to pay to support them133.   

Use aid to empower recipients 

While dealing with a humanitarian crisis, donors should not refocus their efforts away from aid 
mechanisms that have proven to provide sustainable results. Delivering aid through direct 
budget support to poorer countries, where sufficient capacity exists to hold governments 
accountable, is the best way to build sustainable local capacity and respond to local priorities. 
Both humanitarian and development aid should also prioritize support for local actors. USAID 
administrator Samantha Power’s recent commitment to localize 25% of the agency’s aid should 
be seen as an inspiration to how all northern donors provide assistance134.  

The IMF and World Bank should increase concessional financing 

With the recent replenishment of IDA20, the World Bank should disburse as much grant 
financing as possible to low-income countries and approve such financing for well-governed 
countries in the form of budget support as quickly as possible. It should also activate its crisis 
windows and its food security and famine-related funds and protocols. The IMF, meanwhile, has 
received a resource injection into its Poverty Reduction and Growth Trust (PRGT) and expects 
more through SDR reallocations from some countries. It should immediately scale back on 
financing through traditional conditionality-based programs and ramp up its conditionality-free 
emergency financing as it did at the onset of the pandemic through the PRGT’s Rapid Credit 
Facility.  

Taxing wealth 

All countries, rich and poor, should raise more public revenue in a progressive way to fund the 
social protection and services necessary to cope with the multiple crises and fend off austerity 
measures that would only compound them. 

Tax the rich and big corporations 

To avoid spending cuts and raise more tax revenue in a progressive way, governments should 
implement short-term tax actions that both help address the inflation effects and tax money 
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where it is: with the wealthiest people, in windfall tax profits and in hidden offshore wealth. 
Excessive wealth is corrupting politics and destabilizing countries, so taxing that wealth is good 
for democracy, and not just government finances.   

Oxfam is calling for the implementation of solidarity taxes to fund support for people facing 
rising energy and food costs, as well as to fund a fair recovery. These solidarity taxes can be in 
the form of one-off wealth taxes, temporary increases in capital gains taxes or personal income 
taxes on high incomes. Such taxes are not just fair but are increasingly recognized as a good 
economics by voices such as the OECD and the IMF.135 Argentina adopted a one-off wealth tax 
on the wealthiest last year as part of its COVID-19 recovery plan and is now considering 
introducing a one-off tax on billions of undeclared offshore assets.136 

• Permanent taxation of wealth to rebalance the taxation of capital and labor. A 
progressive net wealth tax of just 2% on personal wealth above $5 million, rising to 3% 
for wealth above $50 million and 5% for wealth above $1 billion could generate $2.52 
trillion worldwide, enough to lift 2.3 billion people out of poverty, make enough COVID-
19 vaccines for the world, and deliver universal healthcare and social protection for 
everyone living in low- and lower middle-income countries (3.6 billion people).137 

• More ambitious and fairer international rules than the deal brokered last year by the 
OECD138 to tax multinational corporations’ profits in order to put an end to tax havens 
abuse and to the race to the bottom on corporate taxation.  

Uncover hidden wealth  

In order to tax the wealthiest, we need to know where their wealth is. But as recurrent leaks 
about tax havens have taught us, the rich have at their disposal a system of offshore secrecy 
that allows them to shield their wealth.139 Around 8% of the world’s financial wealth is estimated 
to be stashed in tax havens, and for Africa it is as much 30%.140 While research shows that 
virtually nobody uses tax havens except the richest 1%, the wealthiest 0.01% are estimated to 
be evading around 25% of their taxes by stashing their wealth offshore.141 The corrosive effects 
of hidden wealth and offshore secrecy go well beyond lost taxes however, and include 
corruption, money laundering and political capture by a wealthy elite.142. Oxfam is calling for: 

• A global asset registry143 to disclose the true owners of assets such as property, stocks, 
companies, trusts and other assets.  

• The closing of loopholes in the automatic information exchange of financial information 
between tax authorities; this information should be accessible to all developing 
countries. 

• End the use of shell companies and strengthen the adoption of effective blacklisting 
process. 

End crisis profiteering 

While it destroyed many small and some large businesses, the pandemic has generated record 
profits for some large corporations, especially in the pharmaceutical and information technology 
industries.144 With rising food and energy prices and record-breaking arms sales, more 
companies are set to profiteer from the war in Ukraine. Governments have sought to limit war 
profiteering on some occasions in the past and now should be no different. The OECD and the 
EU have proposed that governments impose windfall taxes on the energy companies making 
record profits from skyrocketing energy prices to support people facing rising energy bills. 145 
Italy is the first country to impose such as a windfall tax.146 Oxfam is calling for: 

• Ambitious excess profit taxes to capture the windfall profits of corporations across all 
industries. In September 2020, Oxfam estimated that such a tax on just 32 super-
profitable corporations could have generated $104 billion in revenue.147  

Abandon austerity 

There are many opportunities for governments to increase their revenues progressively. Yet, 
the IMF has been encouraging or conditioning the adoption of austerity measures across most 
countries it is lending to “once the crisis abates” since the beginning of the pandemic.148 This 
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was despite the many warnings, including from the IMF itself, that austerity risks crippling the 
recovery and despite the fact that it was years of IMF-driven austerity which in large part left 
governments ill-prepared to face this pandemic. Still not yet out of the pandemic, and now with 
the Ukraine crisis compounding poverty and inequality, austerity could prove devastating for 
those most vulnerable. Governments should be urgently and then sustainably increasing their 
fiscal space through progressive taxation. As a highly influential institution, the IMF should 
deliver this clear message and stop promoting austerity. 

5. BUILDING A FAIRER, MORE EQUAL AND 
SUSTAINABLE WORLD 

These multiple and converging crises – this perfect storm – has laid bare the vulnerability of 
even the richest nations on Earth. It is showing the complete inadequacy of narrow nationalism. 
It shows how the majority of humanity is living on the edge of destitution, while unimaginable 
wealth is accumulated by the richest people and corporations. It is showing the harm that 
decades of erosion of state capacity have wrought. It is showing how deep and growing 
inequalities undermine our ability to face existential threats.   

The actions of global economic solidarity at the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis by the G20, 
despite being limited, showed that collective action in the face of a shared threat was possible.   

Not only was this action not enough, it was completely undermined by the myopic nationalism of 
rich nations protecting the astronomical profits of their pharmaceutical corporations, even at 
huge economic and human cost to their own populations. 

It does not have to be this way. We can rebuild a better world. A fairer world. A more 
sustainable world. One that radically reduces the gap between rich and poor. One where we do 
not jeopardize the lives of our children and future generations. One where the richest pay their 
fair share to contribute to collective solutions to humanity’s challenges. One where governments 
are held accountable by their populations. This must of course mean universal healthcare and 
education for all and universal social protection. But beyond this, it must also enable us to take 
action to stop climate breakdown before it is too late. Together we can learn the lessons from 
this unprecedented crisis, to build a more human economy and a fairer world.   

The G20, the IMF, the World Bank all meet in the next two weeks. Amid exceptionally 
challenging political circumstances, it is urgent that leaders take responsibility to advance action 
that averts catastrophe for billions of people. They have an opportunity to finish the job they 
began at the beginning of this period of crisis. Rich nations have the opportunity to make up for 
their complete failure to rise to the challenges of our times. To redouble their efforts to take the 
dramatic steps necessary to meet the financial and human catastrophe unfolding in every 
nation. They must take it for all our sakes.  
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erty lines are close to each other after accounting for inflation). Hence they have differ-
ent consumption and production patterns, and the impact of a given food price increase 
affects them differently. 
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the 37% spike indicated in Ivanic et al. (2011). Even if we had used the same 38 com-
modities, the mix of price increases across those commodities may be different in 2022 
than in 2010 (e.g., bigger impact on crops exported by Russia and Ukraine like wheat 
and barley, smaller impact on other crops). Hence the impact on poverty may be differ-
ent, too. 
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