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2.5. GENERAL GOVERNMENT TAX REVENUES

the capacity to tax citizens is one of the foundational 
and fundamental attributes of governments. revenues 
collected from taxes represent the most important source 
of public funds in almost all countries and are crucial to 
provide public goods and services, guarantee government 
operations, undertake public investment and embark on 
a higher or lower degree of income redistribution. As a 
general trend, in 2017 tax revenues as a share of GDP were 
on average 22% of GDP in LAC. this represents an increase 
of 1.8 p.p. since 2007, yet is still significantly below the 
OECD average of 34.1% in 2017. however, the increase in 
OECD countries for the same period was smaller than in 
LAC (0.5 p.p. on average), indicating that the gap between 
both groups of countries is slowly decreasing.

LAC countries where tax revenues as a share of GDP 
are highest are brazil (32.3%), barbados (31.8%) and Uruguay 
(30.8%) and Argentina (30.3%). At the other end of the 
spectrum, tax revenues as a share of GDP are the smallest 
in the Dominican republic (13.8%), Paraguay (13.8%) and 
Guatemala (12.4%). the highest increases in tax revenues 
between 2007 and 2017 occurred in Ecuador (6.7 p.p.) and 
Uruguay (5.8 p.p.) permeated by the 2017 recovery in the 
overall economic environment in the region after a two-year 
recession. 

Still, in Ecuador, this is the result of several reforms 
over the past decade leading to higher rates in several taxes 
(i.e. income, inheritances) as well as the modernization 
of the tax administration. in the case of Uruguay, in 2007 
the government introduced a tax reform under the motto 
“those who have more shall pay more” that among others 
simplified the tax system and shifted from a universal to a 
progressive scheme for taxing wages while at the same time 
establishing the requirement of filling out personal income 
tax declaration. the reform, associated with the economic 
cycle, has resulted in an overall increase of tax revenues. On 
the other hand, tax revenues decreased the most in Peru (3 
p.p.) between 2007 and 2017, largely explained by the sharp 
decrease in the price of minerals and corresponding fall in 
tax revenues since 2014.

the tax mix in LAC and OECD countries in 2017 was 
structurally different. in LAC countries, taxes on good and 
services (e.g. vAt), which tend to be regressive, represent 
about 50% of tax revenues compared to about one third 
in OECD countries. For the same year, on average in LAC 
countries, 44.3% of tax revenues came from taxes on income 
and profits and social security contributions, compared 
with 59.8% in OECD countries. in turn, within taxes on 
income and profits, the revenue share of corporate income 
tax was higher and taxes on persons were comparatively 
lower in LAC compared to the OECD (OECD 2019) 

between 2007 and 2017, on average, the most important 
change within the structure of tax revenues was the increase 
in the relative importance of social contributions (from 
14.4% to 17%). Some countries such as Uruguay (reduction 

of 18 p.p. in the relative importance of taxes on goods and 
services) and Costa rica (10.5 p.p.) have been successful in 
achieving a more balanced distribution between indirect 
(e.g. vAt) and direct taxes (e.g. income). however, on average, 
this reduction has been rather modest (1 p.p.) and the 
relative importance of indirect taxes has actually increased 
in nine LAC countries (bahamas, barbados, belize, Chile, 
Guyana, Jamaica, mexico, Peru and trinidad and tobago).

Methodology and definitions

Data are drawn from the OECD revenue Statistics 
in Latin America database, whose classification 
of tax revenue is almost identical to that of the 
Government Finance Statistics Manual (GFSm). the 
GFSm provides a comprehensive conceptual and 
accounting framework suitable for analysing and 
evaluating fiscal policy. it is harmonised with the 
other macroeconomic statistical frameworks, such 
as the overarching System of national Accounts 
(SnA). the GFS and SnA frameworks have been 
recently revised and several statistical standards 
were implemented by the countries. however, there 
are some differences between the definitions of tax 
revenues used in the OECD revenue Statistics in Latin 
America database and the SnA. in the SnA, taxes 
are compulsory payments, in cash or in kind, made 
by institutional units to the general government. 
Social contributions are actual or imputed payments 
to social insurance schemes to make provision for 
social insurance benefits that may be compulsory 
or voluntary. the OECD revenue Statistics in Latin 
America database treats compulsory social security 
contributions as taxes, while the SnA considers them 
social contributions because the receipt of social 
security benefit depends, in most countries, upon 
appropriate contributions having been made. 

Further Reading
 ECLAC (2019), Fiscal Panorama of Latin America and the 

Caribbean 2019, Economic Commission for Latin 
America and the Caribbean, Santiago, https://www.
cepal.org/en/publications/44517-fiscal-panorama-latin- 
america-and- caribbean-2019-tax-policies-resource.

OECD et al. (2019), Revenue Statistics in Latin America and 
the Caribbean 2019, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.
org/10.1787/25666b8d-en-es.

Figure Notes
LAC and OECD averages are unweighted.

2.12 OECD average refer to 2016 rather than 2017.
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2.5. GENERAL GOVERNMENT TAX REVENUES

2.11. General government tax revenues as a share of GDP, 2007 and 2017
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Source: OECD (2019) revenue Statistics in Latin America and the Caribbean (database)
12 https://doi.org/10.1787/888934091315

2.12. Breakdown of tax revenues as a percentage of total taxation, 2007 and 2017
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Source: OECD (2019) revenue Statistics in Latin America and the Caribbean (database).
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