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1. Introduction

Gender-responsive tax and expenditure policies play an
absolutely crucial role in realising women’s human rights1
(UN Women, 2015). Public spending does not cure all ills.
Yet, meaningful progress towards gender equality simply
cannot take place in the absence of significant state support
and investment in public policies and programmes aimed at
redressing women’s socio-economic disadvantages. A wellfunded public sector investing in social welfare has been
essential for women’s rights for decades. Services which
address the barriers women face in access to education and
healthcare need to be funded, decent jobs need to be created
and made accessible to women without discrimination,
childcare services need to be supported, and equal pay laws
need to be legislated and enforced by government institutions.
If they are to be sustainable, equitable and accountable, all of
these services require robust and redistributive public funding.
In general, fiscal consolidation packages2 typically involve a
mix of public expenditure cuts, consumption taxation increases,
pension reforms, labour market reforms and privatisation of
public assets, with the express aim of decreasing public deficits
and debts. Not all fiscal constrictions are inherently problematic.
Governments must expand and contract the level and type
of public financing to manage constantly changing social,
demographic and economic climates. Unsustainable debt
burdens, further, are detrimental to human rights, as they can
crowd out other social investments. Yet, not all adjustments
are made equal. Particularly severe, pernicious and arguably
un-necessary adjustment measures were common in the
global South throughout the 1980s and 90s, and have become
a particularly ubiquitous cross-regional policy response to the
fiscal imbalances emerging in the aftermath of the 2008 global
financial crisis. According to estimates using IMF projections,
fiscal adjustment measures are being put into place in twothirds of countries around the globe between 2016 and 2020
from the wealthiest through to the poorest of countries. Many
of these measures have been judged by several experts to
be particularly excessive and un-necessary (ILO et al. 2015).

1. In this briefing ‘women’s human rights’ refers to the rights and freedoms set down in
international human rights standards aimed at tackling discrimination against women
and achieving gender equality, including the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). These standards, which have occasionally
been referenced in the IMF’s work on gender equality, set out a comprehensive and
transformative agenda for women’s substantive equality which goes beyond the narrower

While only two years ago Latin America was characterised by
decreasing inequality and buoyant economies, adjustment
packages are now being adopted in many parts of the
region as commodity prices have dropped (UN ECLAC, 2017).
Fiscal consolidation can affect women’s rights in various
ways. Yet, it is their cumulative impact that is particularly
devastating. Withdrawal of public childcare services, for
example, compounds upon increases in consumption taxes and
decreased enforcement of anti-discrimination labour standards
to the detriment of women’s accessing equal wages and decent
work. Likewise, undermining labour protections often leads to
more precarious work, higher wage gaps, and increased unpaid
care burdens amongst women.
This briefing provides a brief assessment of the changing role
of the International Monetary Fund (“IMF” or “the Fund”) with
regards to one key fiscal consolidation measure: contractions
in public expenditure. The briefing explores the Fund’s positive
and negative influence over public expenditure decisions, and
further explains how public spending cuts have an especially
negative impact on women’s human rights, impeding progress
towards gender equality. Subsequently, this briefing includes
a case study of Brazil, a country in which the IMF has recently
played a significant role in gender-unequal public spending
cutbacks. The briefing concludes with a series of proposals to
help better safeguard women’s rights in times of economic
crises. Ultimately, overly restrictive macro-economic targets
to reduce public expenditure have real economic, political and
human rights costs, disproportionately shouldered by women,
which palliative social safety nets and targeted gender
programmes cannot alone alleviate. To respect governments’
standing human rights obligations, the Fund (and its Board
which are human rights duty-bearers under international law)
should prioritise efforts to implement more robust and more
progressive tax and fiscal alternatives which could prevent the
pain of fiscal adjustment altogether.

framing of “women’s economic empowerment” and “equality of opportunity” which typically
characterises the IMF’s approach to gender equality.
2. This article uses the terms ‘fiscal consolidation’ and ‘fiscal adjustment’ inter-changeably
to mean any policies with the express aim of decreasing public debt and deficits. Fiscal
consolidation and other related adjustment measures are often referred to in lay terms as
‘austerity’.
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2. The IMF’s influence over public expenditure cuts

Traditionally, the IMF – through its surveillance, technical
assistance, intellectual leadership, and lending conditions –
has been associated with an orthodox macro-economic view
promoting a small and open state, prioritising fiscal prudence
over other considerations, including social and economic
inequality. Consequently, the twin aims of this orthodox
approach to fiscal policy are macro-economic stability and
growth, which in theory establish confidence in the sovereign
bond markets to keep borrowing costs manageable (Ban 2015).
Throughout the 1980s and 90s, the Fund was chastised for
pressuring vulnerable governments to embark on structural
adjustment programmes which prioritised these limited aims
at the cost of increasing poverty and inequality (Cornia, et al.
1987; Garuda 2000), as well as key human rights infringements
(Abouharb et al. 2007), including the rights to health (Stuckler
et al. 2009; Stubbs et al. 2017), education and social protection.
This orthodox ‘expansionary austerity’ approach within the
IMF, promoting the narrow goals of stability and aggregate
growth over all, worked to constrain fiscal space in many
countries in economic crisis. By limiting expenditure outlays, the
effect in many countries was a displacement of the key public
responsibilities of health, education, and social protection to the
private sector, or to households.

countries should carefully balance social spending cuts with
revenue increases. The Fund has been at pains to show how
Fund programs have assisted low- and middle-income country
governments to increase revenue (Crivelli and Gupta 2014).
Some Fund publications have also emphasized the need to
place greater reliance on top-end taxation such as property
taxes (Norregard, 2013), financial sector taxes, carbon pricing
and better global coordination to counter tax avoidance and
evasion (IMF, 2013).

After intense pressure and internal reflection, the Fund began to
reconsider its stance prioritising these traditional consolidation
programmes for countries under fiscal stress. Starting in 1999,
the IMF worked to introduce Poverty Reduction Strategies and
explicit social spending floors in all Fund-supported lending
programs (Independent Evaluation Office 2014). These health,
education and social protection expenditure minimums typically
set indicative targets to protect the most vulnerable, and
have been associated with safeguarding spending in certain
low-income countries, according to the Fund’s estimates (IMF,
2017(b)).

This work has gone hand-in-hand with efforts to explore the
‘emerging issues’ of income and gender inequality. For example,
the IMF has produced compelling evidence that — far from
driving growth — gaping income disparities actually stymie
economic progress, as well as create more unstable financial
conditions (Ostry, 2014). Fund researchers have also shown
that countries with higher income inequality also tend to have
higher gender inequality (Gonzales et al. 2015). The Fund has
devoted considerable research efforts to show the economic
consequences of gender inequality as well, highlighting the
benefits of gender-responsive budgeting (Stotsky, 2016). In
practice, some of this research has been operationalised in the
Fund’s activities from 2015 onwards. For example, the 2016
Article IV reports (in which the Fund reports on its country
missions and policy advice) of Bolivia and Ethiopia included
analyses and recommendations on income inequality. The
Fund has also provided gender-related policy advice to at least
23 countries through its surveillance, and has now begun to
include gender-related conditions in its lending programmes
(Lagarde, 2017). In January, 2017, for example, the IMF
announced that its $12 billion loan programme with Egypt will
contain gender stipulations, including spending EGP 250 million
($13 million) to improve the availability of public nurseries
to increase female labour force participation as a structural
benchmark.

At a more macro-level, several IMF research and discussion
pieces have admitted the institution’s mistakes in
miscalculating how economically-misguided pro-cyclical
consolidation measures have been for countries in crisis (Ostry
et al. 2016; Spilimbergo et al. 2008), accepting that paying
down debt is not always the best answer to every fiscal deficit
(Ostry et al. 2015) and evidencing the serious distributional
effects of austerity (Ball et al. 2013). IMF research has shown
quite convincingly, in other words, that to cut back in times of
economic downturn can be counter-productive (Ostry et al.
2016), debunking the “expansionary austerity” myth claiming
that public spending cuts are associated with economic
expansions rather than recessions. Crucially, new research
from the Fund has shown that more robust and progressive
taxation is not detrimental, but critical to public financing in
times of economic stress (Baunsgaard et al. 2009), and that

Despite these important advances, however, concerns
remain that the Fund continues to promote excessive and
unjustified public expenditure cuts. Scholars observing IMF
operations at the country level demonstrate that many of
the contractionary, regressive conditions in its adjustment
programmes have remained, or even increased since 2008,
while the social spending safeguards have been less frequently
implemented in practice (Kentikelenis 2016(a)) — in contrast
to IMF claims. While welcome emphasis has been placed on
preserving fiscal space for social protection in some countries,
an independent analysis has questioned the IMF’s findings in
this regard, suggesting that its analysis is methodologically
questionable and “unduly optimistic” (Stubbs and Kentikelenis,
2017). Further, the Fund’s spending safeguard conditions have
been found somewhat piecemeal, focused on micro-level
budget decisions to mitigate harmful impacts (Kentikelenis
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Women carry red chillis to dry, Bangladesh

2016(b)) rather than macro-level actions to prevent the need
for adjustments to begin with. This approach is succinctly
summarized by the IMF itself in its May 2017 Regional Economic
Outlook for Sub-Saharan Africa, which argues that social safety
nets should be strengthened to protect the most vulnerable
groups during much-needed fiscal consolidation (IMF 2017(a)).
In other words, austerity is presented as the only real option,
and social protection a palliative remedy to what is perceived
to be necessary pain. Alternative fiscal designs which would
prevent the need for public expenditure cuts altogether seem
to be barely considered.
To its credit, the IMF has supported developing countries’
efforts to improve their domestic resource mobilisation and
tax collection capabilities. However, the IMF is still lagging in its
promotion of structural tax reforms that would ensure the type
of tax progressivity critical for fighting gender and economic
inequality (Development Finance International, 2016). Revenue
that could be brought in by cracking down on tax avoidance
and evasion, for example, could dramatically reduce the

perceived need for public spending cuts. The Fund is providing
guidance to developing countries to better tackle these abuses,
yet the enabling conditions of these cross-border tax abuses
are only very lightly addressed. Despite the IMF’s Fiscal Affairs
Department’s (FAD) leadership on developing methodologies to
detect the negative spillovers of financial secrecy jurisdictions,
very few IMF Article IV reports provide policy advice (e.g. public
beneficial ownership registries, country-by-country reporting
standards) to tax haven countries themselves who share much
of the responsibility for cross-border tax abuse. Increasing the
capacity of tax administrations is a worthwhile goal, but this
alone will not change the global structures and incentives
which encourage tax abuse. In other words, there is no real
sign the IMF is moving to support macroeconomic decisionmaking which structurally provides the fiscal space necessary
to reduce income and gender inequality in the first place.
As will be explored below, the IMF’s position may not only be
blocking progress on gender inequality, but also pushing states
into contravention of their human rights obligations.
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3. The human rights obligations of governments in fiscal stress

Under international human rights law, states have a margin
of discretion to adopt and implement policies to mitigate the
effects of economic or fiscal crisis (UN Committee on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights, 2016). In circumstances where fiscal
consolidation may be necessary, government’s policy discretion
is not absolute but bound by certain legal norms, including the
prohibitions of discrimination and retrogression (Courtis et al.,
2014). To avoid contravening the obligations of states under
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights (which has been voluntarily ratified by, and is thus legally
binding on 160 countries), any conceived fiscal consolidation
measures must:

•
•
•
•
•

Be temporary, covering only the period of the crisis
Be necessary and proportionate, in the sense that the
adoption of any other policy, or a failure to act, would be
more detrimental to economic, social and cultural rights
Not be discriminatory and comprise all possible measures,
including tax measures, to support social transfers and
mitigate inequalities that can grow in times of crisis and to
ensure that the rights of disadvantaged and marginalised
individuals and groups are not disproportionately affected
Identify and protect the minimum core content of human
rights or a social protection floor, as developed by the
International Labour Organization (ILO), and ensure the
protection of this core content at all times (CESCR, 2012;
CESR, 2016 (b); CRC, 2016; OHCHR, 2013)
Involve genuine participation of affected groups and
individuals in decision-making processes (CESCR, 2008;
Courtis et al, 2014)

Almost all countries which are IMF members, and within
which the IMF works, are legally bound to avoid retrogressive
fiscal consolidation measures which disproportionately
affect women. At the very least, then, the IMF should take
these human rights obligations into account and avoid in all
circumstances supporting or imposing fiscal consolidation
measures which contradict these criteria, to support its
members in safeguarding their economic and social rights
obligations outlined above. Furthermore, states acting as
shareholders and board members of the IMF should take into
account this prohibition of retrogression in decisions they make
regarding IMF policies (ILC, 2010; CESCR 2016). Considering the
full array of human rights norms at play, consensus is building

3 Including under the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR),
and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW), ratified by almost every country in the world.
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around the need for governments, and the IMF, to conduct ex
ante human rights and gender impact assessments of fiscal
consolidation measures (OHCHR 2011, 2012; CESCR 2016).
International human rights law also includes detailed provisions
on the steps states must take as a matter of treaty obligation3
to ensure women’s substantive equality (equality with men
in practice, not just in law) in all spheres of life and all policy
areas including those that are economic. The Committee
that oversees the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) has repeatedly
said that sufficient public resources are essential for realising
women’s rights and eliminating discrimination, and has called
on many states to analyse the impact of their budgets on
women, (CEDAW 2006 (a); CEDAW 2009; CEDAW 2000; CEDAW
2006 (b)) and has stated that policies to tackle discrimination
“must be linked to mainstream governmental budgetary
processes in order to ensure that all aspects of the policy are
adequately funded” (CEDAW, 2010). The Committee has also
often cited the lack of adequate resources — both for “national
machinery, institutions and procedures” dedicated to women’s
rights (CEDAW, 1988) and for general public services on which
women rely, such as health care (CEDAW, 1999) and access
to judicial remedies (CEDAW, 2015) — as an impediment to
implementation of the Convention (CESR et al. 2016). The IMF’s
efforts to promote gender equality and women’s economic
empowerment should take these international standards into
account, and take every precaution not to undermine them or
facilitate their violation by national governments.
Although human rights are often side-lined or ignored
in disturbing ways, especially in the realm of economic
policy-making, it is important to note that they are not just
loose aspirations on paper. Rather, they are legally-binding
obligations which states have voluntarily committed to, and
are accompanied by a variety of adjudication and enforcement
mechanisms. Increasingly, governments are being held
accountable to these norms and principles in the context
of austerity measures, before international, regional and
domestic human rights bodies. As well as being codified at
the international level, economic and social rights obligations
are included in the constitution in 95 per cent of countries,
according to the Toronto Initiative for Economic and Social
Rights. These protections are increasingly being invoked in
domestic courts to challenge IMF policy advice. In more than
one case, domestic courts have struck down IMF programmes
as being contrary to domestic human rights provisions.4

4 See for example, Constitutional Court of the Republic of Latvia, Case No. 2009-43-01
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4. Regressive fiscal consolidation undermines women’s rights

Although obviously public spending is not inherently progressive
or beneficial to women, a well-funded public sector and
investment in social programs and public services have been
essential for women’s economic rights over recent decades,
including access to decent employment (Karamessini 2014). In
contrast, austerity-related public spending cuts have comprised
of contractions in social infrastructure such as education,
health, and care services, and physical infrastructure such as
transport, fuel and water services (ICRW, 2016), ‘rationalisation’
of social protection schemes including welfare benefits and
subsidies through elimination, shrinkage or stricter accessibility
conditions, as well as public wage bill cuts or caps. All of
these measures have specific, disproportionate impacts on
women and impede progress towards gender equality, for
reasons that have to do with inherent biases in the nature and
focus of these policies, combined with the historical legacy of
gender inequality and discrimination, structural disadvantages,
biological differences, social norms, and biases in how laws
and policies are implemented in practice. Women who are
members of disadvantaged groups and subject to intersectional
discrimination (based for example on their sexuality, ethnicity,
nationality, migrant status, disability, religion, or class) are
hit particularly hard. Insisting on public expenditure cuts
as the primary fiscal adjustment measure also has political
consequences, closing the avenues of what is perceived to be
politically possible through government, and thus indirectly
disrupting public engagement and civil society participation in
public financing debates, where women are already most often
marginalised.
Public spending cuts adversely and disproportionately affect
women in different ways. In general, the women’s rights’
impacts of budget cuts occur through three primary channels:
i) direct losses in income, ii) restricted access to services, and
iii) increased unpaid work and time poverty. All of these are
interlinked, and compound upon each other to the detriment
of women. Below, we explain each type of impact in more
detail, with examples and evidence from select countries where
austerity measures have been undertaken. The IMF did not play
a significant role in all of the countries included in this section.
The purpose is to illustrate not the fault of the Fund in these
specific cases, but rather to present the evidence available
regarding the impact of significant public expenditure cuts on
women’s rights, and to argue that the Fund should be taking
this into account very seriously when proposing similar cuts
in other countries. While most of the countries where data
is available are high- or middle-income countries, there is no
reason to think that the impacts (and their gendered nature)
would be significantly different in the developing countries in
which the IMF has influence. If anything, these effects may be
more pronounced in low-income countries, which generally
have even less-resourced public sectors.

i. Budget cuts directly impact women’s income and economic
security
There are numerous ways in which austerity directly and
disproportionately threatens women’s income and economic
security. Austerity packages usually involve freezing wages or
aggressively cutting back the public-sector workforce. Between
2008 and 2011, governments in 27 out of 45 countries for
which data is available instituted such measures, including
the majority of EU countries (ILO 2012). Moreover in 2015,
96 developing countries were considering adjustments to the
public sector wage bill (ILO et al. 2015).
The public sector tends to be a major source of employment,
especially for women (OECD, 2017). ILO data show that the
share of women in public sector employment exceeded their
share in total employment in a majority of 49 developing and
transition countries (UN Women, 2015). For example, during
2014-15, 165,000 civil service jobs were cut in the Ukraine (in
part to comply with IMF loan requirements), with further deep
cuts projected in future. Women have been disproportionately
impacted, as they comprise more than 75% of the civil service,
primarily in non-managerial positions (WILPF et al. 2017).
Indeed, due to discriminatory social norms and occupational
segregation, women are often concentrated in areas of the
public sector that are most commonly cut back, including
front-line service delivery (e.g. nurses, teachers, social
workers), lower-level administrative positions, and temporary
and part-time positions (UN Women, 2015). Therefore, these
cuts push many women into unemployment, precarious work
or into the informal economy, with long-lasting damage to their
income and assets, and in some cases widening the gender pay
gap (Fulton 2011; Rubery 2015).
At the same time, many governments at all income levels have
imposed sweeping cuts to social transfers and welfare benefits,
for example, unemployment insurance, housing benefit, child
benefits, disability benefits, fuel subsidies (ILO et al. 2015).
In some cases, the cuts are achieved through more narrow
‘targeting’ of social protection programs, including in countries
where poverty is very widespread and deep-rooted. Indeed, the
IMF has recently advised several countries in Sub-Saharan Africa
to take such measures (ILO et al. 2015). These programs are
an important source of income for many people but especially
for women, because of the enduring gender pay gap and
other factors which concentrate women more heavily in lower
income deciles. For example, the UK Women’s Budget Group
has assessed that from 2010-2015, the cumulative impact of
tax and benefit changes were far more dramatic for women
at every decile, amounting to losses of 50 per cent more than
men in cash terms and twice as much as a proportion of
income (Women’s Budget Group 2015). Again in the Ukraine,
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many workers in the female-dominated public education sector
have reportedly had to take on additional jobs to supplement
their income after sharp cuts, while cuts to pensions and
child benefits have also disproportionately impacted women’s
income (WILPF et al, 2017). These significant hits to women’s
incomes through reduced wages and/or social transfers
can deepen poverty levels, threatening the human rights of
women (and their families) to housing, food, social security
and an adequate standard of living.
ii. R
 eceding public expenditure restricts women’s
access to essential services
Some of the most pernicious effects of public expenditure
cuts, with long-term and disproportionate impacts, stem
from the way they exacerbate the barriers women often face
in accessing quality public services. In some cases, budget
cuts have been made directly to programmes and services
which primarily benefit women. Funding for gender equality
bodies has been cut in Spain, Ireland and the UK for example
(European Women’s Lobby 2012; Fulton 2011). Meanwhile
women’s security and right to life has been directly jeopardised
by the closure of shelters for women experiencing domestic
violence, for example in Spain (CESR, 2015), and the UK. These
closures are often forced by sweeping but supposedly genderneutral cuts in government grants to voluntary organisations,
and to local councils and municipal authorities which are then
passed on to the detriment of desperately-needed women’s
services. For example, 32 specialist refuges were closed in
England between 2010-2014 (Women’s Aid, 2014), against the
backdrop of a real-terms cut of 40 per cent in core government
grants to local councils (Ryan, 2017).
In many instances, cuts are made to services which benefit
the general population, such as healthcare or job training,
but which women particularly rely on due to their economic
disadvantages or specific requirements (e.g. they depend on
healthcare services more because of pregnancy and maternity
needs). The introduction of fees for basic services is also a
common ‘cost-saving’ measure under austerity (ILO et al.,
2015), which has been proven to increase inequalities in access
to care, and which disproportionately affects women due to the
gender pay gap, and where they have limited control over the
household budget (Johnson et al., 2012).
These cuts, and the simultaneous cuts to the public sector
workforce described above, reduce the availability and quality
of public services. The Ukrainian government cut 25,000
healthcare jobs, reduced the number of hospital beds, and in
some cases forced schools and hospitals to close. (WILPF et
al. 2017). When women face additional obstacles to access
quality public services, it can have long-term negative impacts
on their human rights to health, education and work, among
others (UN Women, 2015). In some cases, particular groups are
explicitly denied services which were available to them before,
for example when migrant women are no longer able to access
free reproductive healthcare. For example in Spain as a result
of Royal Decree 16/2012, migrant women with irregular status
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were no longer able to access non-maternity related sexual and
reproductive healthcare (CESR, 2015).
iii. Budget austerity increases women’s unpaid care work and
time poverty
Third, the ways in which austerity measures increase women’s
unpaid care work and time poverty are of huge significance.
Women do the vast majority of unpaid care work around the
world: three times as much as men at the global level by one
estimate (UN High Level Panel, 2016). For women and girls
living in poverty in countries with under-resourced infrastructure
and public services (for example where there is limited or no
access to piped water, affordable child care or elder care), it can
represent a major drain on their time, energy and opportunities,
starting at an early age. Heavy and unequal burdens of unpaid
care work have been recognised as major obstacles to women
enjoying their human rights, including their rights to political
participation, health, work and education (Sepúlveda, 2013).
Practically all austerity measures intensify women’s burden of
unpaid work and their time poverty in important albeit often
unrecognised ways. Cuts to (or continued under-investment in)
water and transport infrastructure in poorer countries mean
women may have to spend long hours collecting water and
travelling to jobs, clinics and government offices, often on foot.
In some parts of Ukraine, some women reportedly do not find it
safe to travel even for emergency obstetric care, because of the
bad condition of roads and exorbitant costs of transport (WILPF
et al. 2017). When cuts are made to public services such as
health, elder palliative and child care, the need for care remains.
The responsibility is simply transferred from the public to the
private sphere, to unpaid caregivers in the home who, because
of entrenched social norms, are usually women (UN Women
2015). For example, in Tanzania, drastic cuts to health budgets
under structural adjustment resulted in a shortage of trained
health personnel: from 249.4 nurses per 100,000 people in
1994/5 to 162.1 in 2001/2002. The health system has therefore
been unable to meet the demands of the HIV/AIDS pandemic,
with ‘home-based care’ relied upon as the alternative, itself
inadequately supported and subsidised by the state (Budlender
and Meena 2012). More recently, critics have also suggested
that inadequate levels of spending on health and social
protection systems in sub-Saharan Africa decreased the ability
of countries in the region to deal with challenges posed by the
HIV/AIDS pandemic and the Ebola outbreak (Rowden 2009,
Kentikelenis et al. 2014). Women and girls were most affected
by these health crises and part of the frontline response
through their unpaid care work at home and in communities
caring for the ill.
Ultimately, it is not just that expenditure cuts inadvertently
increase women’s unpaid care work. Rather, such cuts are
made based on the implicit or explicit assumption that
women will fill the gaps created. Policy-makers (whether in
governments or at the IMF) simply expect households to take
on work formerly provided or subsidised by the state, to the
detriment of women’s earning capacity, education, health and
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leisure time. In what Budlender and Meena (2012) term “superexploitation”, the cuts create the illusion of efficiency, when
really the costs are transferred to women (UN Women 2015).
Policy-makers have largely ignored these hugely gendered
economic and social costs, because care work is so often
taken for granted and made invisible in mainstream economic
assessments and data. Yet, their models and policies for fiscal
adjustment would be politically and economically unviable were
these gendered costs accounted for.
As the above examples show, austerity policies have had
predictable and documented effects on women’s rights that are
observable in different national contexts. Especially given their
recent emphasis on women’s rights and gender equality, the
IMF should exercise extreme vigilance to avoid actions in any
country which are likely to have similar effects.

© Trinity Care Foundation

Unfortunately, this does not seem to be the approach the
IMF has taken in a number of countries where civil society
organizations have raised concerns about the gendered impacts
of fiscal consolidation policies. For example, in 2016, the IMF

praised Egypt’s highly controversial Law 18, which aims to
decrease the public wage bill but undermines public employees’
labour rights and “disproportionately disadvantages women,
who will be forced to compete in a discriminatory unregulated
private sector where they earn 35-40 per cent less than their
male counterparts” (El-Badrawi, 2017). Similar issues were
also recently raised with regards to the pending IMF loan
programme to Zambia, where civil society expressed concerns
that the Fund’s austerity policies will undermine gender equality
(Nshindano, 2017). Recently, the Women’s International League
for Peace and Freedom and partners identified IMF-required
austerity measures in Ukraine as a major obstacle to women’s
economic and social rights there, as well as their participation
in peace efforts. As well as slashing public spending as partially
described above, the Ukrainian government has also reduced
the tax rate for big businesses, increasing the burden on
workers and small-medium enterprises, of which women are
more often owners (WILPF et al. 2017). The IMF seems to be
choosing a similar path in Brazil, a case which we explore in
more depth below.

School health services, Bangalore
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5. A case in point: IMF support for constitutionalising austerity in Brazil

Brazil’s unprecedented and IMF-endorsed decision taken in
December 2016 to amend its Constitution to effectively freeze
federal public spending over the next two decades provides
a case in point of the disconnect between IMF research and
IMF policy advice on the ground, with foreseeable impacts on
women’s rights and gender equality.
Over the past decade, Brazil made meaningful progress in
tackling poverty and inequality, largely as a result of strong
constitutionally-protected public investments in health,
education and social protection (Lustig, 2015). As a result, Brazil
was less affected by the 2008 global economic crisis because
of the policy responses it carried out, including monetary
and fiscal policy stimuli and increased investment in social
programmes, which were essential in sustaining consumer and
investment demand (Nassif, 2010).
In 2015, the government switched paths by announcing a
major fiscal adjustment of $24 billion, with budget cuts falling
principally in the areas of education, social protection, racial
equality and human rights (INESC, 2015). Going beyond mere
cyclical cuts, the caretaker government went even further in
December 2016 by instituting a constitutional amendment
which took the unprecedented and extreme step of freezing
non-interest public spending for the following 20 years (CESR
et al., 2016). While the amendment will be reviewed in 9 years
and does protect a minimum spending floor in education and
health spending and fiscal transfers to states, it places a fixed
cap on public expenditure which poses a significant risk of
decreasing social spending per capita. Despite the fact that
weakening commodity prices, poor revenue generation (IMF,
2016) and monetary policy-induced high interest rates (CEPR,
2016) are roundly assessed to be the main causes of Brazil’s
surging fiscal deficits, public expenditure faced the blunt end
of reforms. This new fiscal rule will compel the government
to decrease its primary expenditure as a percentage of GDP
by an estimated 20 per cent and tie the hands of successive
governments from now until 2036 (Fórum 21, 2016). As the
demand for public services increases as Brazil’s population
ages and funding effectively decreases, this constitutional
amendment and the fiscal consolidation it guarantees will
foreseeably undermine progress on several social rights,
especially for the most vulnerable groups who depend on public
services. The UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and
Human Rights, Philip Alston, considered the amendment would
“place Brazil in a socially retrogressive category all of its own,”
adding that the move “clearly violates Brazil’s obligations under
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights, which it ratified in 1992” (UN Special Rapporteur,
2016). This call reinforced an earlier statement by the InterAmerican Commission on Human Rights that the government’s
turn to harsh austerity may well be in violation of its legal
obligations (IACHR, 2016). Civil society across the country and
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internationally opposed the measure, and nation-wide protests
ensued.
In this context, the Fund’s November 2016 visit to Brazil was
particularly telling. The Fund’s staff came just one month
before the constitutional amendment would be voted on, and
in the midst of nation-wide protests to prevent its passage.
While the Fund was not requested to extend lending services,
its recommendations would be critical in setting expectations
of international investors, and thus the borrowing costs the
government would face moving ahead. According to the Fund,
the aim of its visit was to “rebuild credibility and regaining
long-term fiscal sustainability.” Despite its own recognition that
the key driver of the deficit was not over-spending but a fall
of 4.8 per cent in real revenue collection (IMF, 2016), the IMF
country team chose to focus on the “unsustainable expenditure
mandates, including in the social security system” as its main
priority. The ‘mandates’ referred to here were constitutional
guarantees of a minimum floor of public expenditure on health,
education and other social spending, pegged to objective
need and government revenue, as previously prescribed by
the Brazilian Constitution. While some IMF board members
warned against frontloading too many of the budget cuts
and the Fund did call on Brazil to preserve “social safety nets
for the most vulnerable”, nowhere in its Article IV report did
the Fund suggest that the government protect key social
programmes, such as childcare, education, healthcare and
social infrastructures. Quite the opposite. The Fund’s country
team insisted that the government’s constitutionalisation
of austerity would be a “game-changer” in “addressing the
structural drivers of public expenditure growth,” calling on the
government to “remove the obligation to dedicate an increasing
share of net federal revenues to spending in education and
health” (IMF, 2016).
Despite the fact that the Fund consistently failed to forecast
the damaging economic effects of budget cuts in Brazil since
early 2015 (Reis et al, 2016), the Fund’s country team then
predicated its positive 2017-2020 forecasts on the passing
of the constitutional amendment and social spending cuts.
This gave a clear signal to the government and locked-in the
expectations of financial markets for a constitutional spending
freeze before the actual vote in December. Whether intentional
or not, this move by the Fund was not politically neutral in
effect, as it gave the government technical cover to move
ahead. Opponents faced a more difficult position as the country
then faced foreseeably higher borrowing costs if it decided
against the new baseline expectation set out by the Fund of a
constitutional, semi-permanent public expenditure freeze.
As a result of the decisions made by a caretaker government
with explicit support of the IMF, the Brazilian Constitution now
freezes real public expenditure until 2036, preventing any
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future elected governments without an absolute majority from
democratically deciding the proper investments needed to
realise human rights for a changing country. While data is not
yet available to assess conclusively, the budgetary impacts of
the amendment are beginning to emerge. The share of health
and education spending within the federal budget dropped 17
and 19 per cent respectively. The budget for violence-againstwomen and women’s autonomy programmes meanwhile
was cut by 52 per cent this year. Funding for food security –
essential for low-income mothers in particular – was reduced
by 55 per cent (INESC, 2017). Women in Brazil will foreseeably
and disproportionately pay the costs through direct income
losses, restricted access to public services, and increased unpaid
work and time poverty — driving deeper gender and economic
disparities. With these and other cuts to health, education
and social protection now constitutionalised, progress towards
gender equality in Brazil has become even more precarious.

© BrunoBrunan

By prioritising excessive budget cuts over other alternatives,
such as raising sufficient revenue more equitably, or adjusting
monetary policy to decrease interest rates, the IMF country
team ran counter to the advice of its own institution’s research
findings that public expenditure cuts should be a last option,

as pro-cyclical cuts drive unemployment, increase inequality
(Ball et al. 2013), and significantly lower both the level and
the durability of economic growth (Ostry et al. 2016). In fact,
various progressive financing alternatives remain available
to offset the costs of the rising deficit – be they through tax
reform, or more progressive budget allocations. While the
overall tax take in Brazil is near the top of the region, a plethora
of tax loopholes limit its efficacy. The majority of the income of
the very rich in Brazil is not subject to tax at all, for example, as
the government does not levy taxes on capital income such as
dividends. Yet, neither the IMF nor the government heeded the
call of international and regional human rights bodies to explore
all alternatives before entering into such extreme consolidation.
The various financing alternatives were never seriously
considered, condemning Brazil to what could be a generational
‘austerity trap’ of decreased public spending followed by
dropping economic dynamism, deeper unemployment,
fewer public services, and most likely increasing gender and
economic inequality. With the IMF’s new emphasis on and
stated commitment to gender equality, it should be strongly
reconsidering this type of approach, given the documented
effects in other comparable contexts.

Brazilian demonstrators with sign reading “We want a Brazil where health and education are considered priorities”
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6. Proposals for the IMF to effectively safeguard women’s rights in fiscal crises
Safeguarding women’s rights during economic crises requires
much more than merely compensating austerity’s victims.
Continued blind faith amongst policy makers in the ‘cut-togrow’ fiscal fallacy has real economic, political and human
rights costs, which palliative social safety nets and targeted
gender equality programmes cannot by themselves alleviate.
To respect governments’ standing human rights obligations,
including on women’s human rights and substantive gender
equality, the Fund has a huge role to contribute more to efforts
to implement robust and progressive fiscal alternatives which
would prevent the pain of fiscal adjustment altogether. Moving
ahead, the IMF could play a unique and far more positive role
in endorsing macroeconomic policies that promote rather than
undermine greater gender and economic equality if it were
to discard in all of its operations the myth of ‘expansionary
austerity’, and instead assist governments to enact more
progressive financing alternatives. Safeguarding human
rights and promoting gender equality in times of fiscal
crisis requires more than short-sighted fiscal parsimony. It
demands a progressive approach with a focus on redistributive
policies which place the adjustment costs on those most able
to pay, rather than punishing low-income women and their
families, whose voices are often not heard in mainstream
political spaces. To be effective then, taking women’s rights
seriously in IMF policy advice should move beyond the limited
confines of micro-level gender-budgeting decisions on specific
expenditures or particular taxes, so as to consider the broader
macroeconomic framework, which sets out the overall fiscal
space that these micro-level decisions must work within
(Elson, 2016). Rather than merely scrambling to mitigate
the harmful gender impacts of the default policy choice of
fiscal consolidation through social safety nets and other such
policies, the Fund should take a step back, re-evaluate and
consider all available policy options, including those that
may be more politically difficult to achieve, such as assisting
countries in implementing more progressive, equitable tax
reforms to provide the foundations for sufficient, equitable and
accountable public financing to prevent fiscal crises and their
gendered impacts in the first place. More specifically, the IMF
should:

•

Recognise in a board-approved policy position that gender
equality, understood as the full realisation of women’s
human rights and the elimination of gender discrimination,
requires substantial and sustained public investment,
including in social and care infrastructure, and that
promoting a fiscal rollback of the state can be counterproductive in achieving gender equality and realising
women’s human rights.
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•
•

•

•

•
•

Refrain from condoning or recommending fiscal contractions
through lending, surveillance or technical assistance without
ex-ante assessments of their impact on gender equality and
women’s human rights.
Continue to support social spending floors, but make these
adequate to promote meaningful progress in realising
women’s rights, and consistent with the public expenditure
minimums necessary for reaching the relevant Sustainable
Development Goals, for example 5 per cent of GDP on
healthcare (as has been recommended by the WHO) and 6
per cent of GDP on education (as has been recommended
by the Education for All initiative).
Refine its positions on fiscal caps or ceilings, which are far
too blunt an instrument to protect women’s human rights,
and do not differentiate needed human capital investments
from unneeded consumption. Should fiscal deficit rules be
deemed necessary to limit debt overloads, expenditures
which respect, protect and fulfil human rights, and women’s
rights in particular, should be exempted from these
spending rules because they are inequality-reducing as well
as growth-enhancing investments.
Scale up its civil-society engagement in-country to match
its new dedication to inequality and gender issues. This
includes mandatory consultation for any Article IV report
with experts, such as women’s rights groups and labour
unions. As the Fund is moving into this new territory, this
work should be accompanied by a comprehensive strategy
to reach out to civil society and social movements at the
national level.
Recommend that governments guarantee transparency and
the right to information on tax, budget and overall fiscal
policy matters, including analysis of gender incidence, so
that women’s rights advocates and others can better assess
government decisions and actions on revenue and spending.
Focus and deepen the Fund’s policy advice and technical
assistance in raising sufficient domestic revenue in equitable
ways. Instead of promoting regressive tax hikes which
impact disproportionately on women such as VAT, the
Fund should assist countries to make better use of income,
capital, property and wealth taxes to increase revenue
through progressive taxation and redistribute resources
more fairly between women and men.

The IMF, Gender Equality and Expenditure Policy

Deepen its work at the national level to prevent crossborder tax abuse and harmful global tax competition, in
particular, as it poses a serious threat to macro-economic
stability in various countries, while also threatening the fiscal
foundations necessary for women’s rights globally. The IMF’s
Fiscal Affairs Department’s methodologies to detect the
negative spillovers of financial secrecy jurisdictions should
be applied nationally to identify those countries particularly
responsible for the global phenomenon of cross-border tax

abuse, and the Fund should make specific recommendations
in its surveillance activities to these countries on how to
address the spillover effects of their policies. The Fund could
suggest that those governments which pose particular risks
of undermining revenue capacity and fiscal space in other
countries should conduct impact assessments, consistent
with human rights law and new commitments to ensure
policy coherence under the Addis Ababa Action Agenda.

© Ollivier Girard/CIFOR

•

A young girl pounding grain, Yalka village, Burkina Faso
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