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  Abstract 
 Th e  Global Fund  is a mechanism for the global application of the Left Libertarian conception of 
distributive justice. As a form of luck egalitarianism, this conception confers upon each person 
an entitlement to an equal share of all natural resource values, since natural resources – broadly, 
geographical sites – are objects for the production of which no person is responsible. Owners of 
these sites, i.e. states, are liable to a 100%  Global Fund  tax on their unimproved value: that is, 
their gross market value  minus  the value of the improvements added to them by human eff ort. 
It is argued that the revenue yielded by this tax would be correspondingly reduced by a further 
tax on the  use  of natural resources.  
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    Paula Casal’s paper explores a number of global taxes for alleviating world 
poverty, and focuses in particular on Th omas Pogge’s  Global Resources Dividend  
and my own proposal, the  Global Fund . She reviews each tax-and-transfer 
proposal by discussing its normative rationale, the chosen tax base, the tax 
rate, and the methods and principles which are to regulate the distribution of 
the funds. In this brief response, I shall follow the same order. I begin by indi-
cating how, on my understanding, global poverty can be an injustice. 

  Global Justice 

 As I see it – perhaps as we all see it – the many varied factors that causally 
contribute to a person’s poverty are factors which can all be imputed to one or 
another of three basic sources: they’re either self-infl icted, other-infl icted or 
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infl icted by no one – that is, they’re infl icted by Mother Nature. In the real 
world, it’s likely that any one person’s or group’s poverty is  multi-factorial : that 
is, it’s infl icted by complex combinations of these three sorts of factor – com-
binations which are the standard subjects of research in a multitude of social 
science and bio-science disciplines.  1   

 Justice, in my view – and in the view of many other current theories – 
requires that persons be compensated for all, and only, those elements or pro-
portions of their poverty that are not  self -infl icted.  2   Or, to put it another and 
slightly more specifi c way, just compensatory liability for  all  causes of poverty 
should vest in whomever and whatever contributed those causes, and in pro-
portion to their respective contributions.  3   So, if the existence of global poverty 
does represent an injustice – and it clearly does – then we can best conceive of 
its remedy as being justly achieved through two mechanisms, though what I’m 
mainly going to focus on is only one aspect of only one of these mechanisms. 

 Th e fi rst mechanism, about which I’ll say almost nothing, consists in  resti-
tution : payments whereby past wrongs – including, but not confi ned to, the 
killings, thefts and exploitations that are associated with imperialism, colo-
nialism and domestic tyranny – are redressed through compensation: com-
pensation to be paid  by  the net benefi ciaries of those wrongs  to  the net victims 
of them.  4   Th ere are, to be sure, well-known problems besetting the choice of 
counterfactuals to be used in identifying many of these parties and the 
amounts thereby owed. Nonetheless, that  some  such redistribution is man-
dated by the demands of justice seems reasonably uncontroversial.  

   1  Cf. Hillel Steiner,  An Essay on Rights , (Oxford & Cambridge MA: Blackwell: 1994), 
pp. 277-8; ‘Choice and Circumstance’,  Ratio , X (1997), 296-312, reprinted in  Ideals of Equality , 
(ed.) A. Mason, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998), and  Rights, Wrongs and Responsibilities , (ed.) 
M. Kramer, (London & New York: Palgrave, 2001).  

   2  Th e theory of justice relied upon here is developed in  An Essay on Rights . It takes, as foun-
dational, each person’s right to equal freedom, and has since come to be known as (one form of ) 
 Left Libertarianism . I’ve elsewhere argued that it can be identifi ed with that family of responsi-
bility-sensitive theories associated with  Luck Egalitarianism , which construes the demands of 
justice as ones to equalise individuals’ opportunity-sets.; cf. Steiner, ‘Choice and Circumstance’, 
and ‘Responses’ in  Hillel Steiner and the Anatomy of Justice: Th emes and Challenges , (eds.) 
M. Kramer, S. de Wijze & I. Carter, (London & New York: Routledge, 2009), pp. 242-4.  

   3  In the case of Mother Nature’s contributions, I’ve argued that this liability justly vests in 
Mother Nature’s owners – just as compensatory liability for harms done by domestic animals 
vests in their owners; cf. Steiner, ‘Responses’, pp. 249-50.  

   4  Such past wrongs also include, of course, detentions of what has been owed, but not paid, 
to the benefi ciaries of the  Global Fund ; cf. Steiner,  An Essay on Rights , p. 279.  
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  Th e Global Fund 

 Th e second mechanism involves the idea of what I’ve called a  Global Fund : a 
fund, to an equal portion of which each person – each moral right-holder – 
has a claim.  5   Th e payment of this claim could take the form of an uncondi-
tional basic income, an initial capital stake or various possible combinations of 
these. In any case, the  Global Fund  has two components, two distinct sources 
of revenue. Th e fi rst of these, about which I’ll again say virtually nothing, is a 
100% tax on bequests. According to the  Choice  or  Will Th eory  of rights, which 
I’ve defended elsewhere and which is presupposed by Luck Egalitarian con-
ceptions of justice, being empowered to exercise a right is at least a necessary 
condition for being the possessor of that right.  6   Hence dead persons have no 
rights and, therefore, whatever they own at the time of their death is constru-
able as unowned once they die. Being unowned, its just distribution is gov-
erned by whatever justice rules apply to other ownerless things. And, for 
reasons which I’ll presently discuss under the  Global Fund’s  second compo-
nent, those justice rules entail that any persons wishing to acquire ownership 
of them – say, by inheritance – should pay for them.  7   Again, there are familiar 
problems surrounding issues related to this claim, such as whether irreversible 
comas count as death, what about  pre-mortem  trusts, what happens to dead 
persons’ debts, and so forth. All of these warrant discussion: discussion which 
I won’t be giving them. 

 What I want to focus on is the second source of revenue for the  Global 
Fund . Th is is a 100% tax on natural resource ownership. By natural resources, 
I mean, at its broadest, portions of physical space. Th is compendiously 
includes all global surface areas and the supra- and sub-terranean spaces con-
tiguous to them, as well as the natural objects they contain.  8   Owners of these 
locations owe, to the  Global Fund , the full competitive rental value of these 

   5  Ibid, p. 270.  
   6  Cf. Steiner,  An Essay on Rights , pp. 59-73; ‘Working Rights’, in  A Debate over Rights: 

Philosophical Enquiries , with M. Kramer & N. Simmonds, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1998).  

   7  Steiner,  An Essay on Rights , pp. 249-58, 273.  
   8  Natural resources also include certain (spatially mobile) elements of the biosphere, includ-

ing human germ-line genetic information. For the sake of expository brevity, I shall leave discus-
sion of these aside; cf. Steiner,  An Essay on Rights , pp. 237-48, 275-80; ‘Silver Spoons and Golden 
Genes: Talent Diff erentials and Distributive Justice’, in  Th e Genetic Revolution and Human 
Rights: 1998 Oxford Amnesty Lectures , (ed.) J. Burley, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 
reprinted in  Th e Moral and Political Status of Children  (eds.) D. Archard & C. Macleod, (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002).  
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locations. Th at is, each person on the globe is entitled to an equal portion of 
each such location’s value.  

  Th e Tax Rationale 

 Presenting the full theory of justice in which this claim is embedded would be 
both too space-consuming and probably unnecessary  9   – probably unnecessary, 
because the core idea here is familiarly Lockean in provenance and relatively 
simple.  10   In a world in which nothing is  a priori  justly owned except our own 
bodies (which are justly owned by ourselves), we’re each fully at liberty to 
occupy and use any of the world’s locations: we each have an equal liberty to 
do so. So if one of us wants to privatise one of those sites – to reserve it for her 
 exclusive  use and thereby deny to the rest of us our equal liberty to use it – it 
seems straightforwardly just to require her to compensate each of us for that 
loss of liberty. 

 How much should that compensation amount to? Presumably, it should be 
an equal slice of that site’s value: that is, an equal share of the maximum amount 
that would be bid for rights to the exclusive use of that location. Th us suppose 
I would have bid £80 for it, and she would have bid £100. In a 2-person 
world, she gets that right to exclusive use if she pays me £50. In a 20-person 
world, where her £100 bid is still the highest one, she gets that right if she pays 
each of us £5. Obviously, exclusionary rights over diff erent locations have dif-
ferent values: the right to an acre in central Manhattan is going to be worth 
more than the right to an acre in the Sahara Desert; and some portions of 
space 100 feet above or below an acre in central Manhattan are going to be 
worth more than their supra- and sub-terranean counterparts in the Sahara. 
Regardless of how these locations are demarcated, and regardless of how own-
ership of their incidents is consolidated or partitioned, rights to them each 
have a value. And an equal portion of that value justly belongs to each person, 
regardless of where on the globe he or she lives.  

  Th e Tax Base 

 Now, nation-states are themselves simply corporate  private  owners of particu-
lar locations: they claim exclusionary rights in respect of all the sites over 

    9  See fn 2, above.  
   10  ‘Relatively simple’, in comparison with Casal’s hybrid proposal, discussed below.  
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which they exercise sovereignty. It’s true that,  within  the territorial jurisdiction 
of any particular nation-state, the rules that govern private ownership of its 
component sites may diff er from the sort of rule I’ve just described. Th ose 
local rules, and the particular rights and duties they generate, may be the 
products of that nation’s culture or political system, or whatever. But however 
much local consensus these local rules may lack or enjoy,  11   and however much 
they may deviate from the one constituting the  Global Fund , they obviously 
can’t thereby displace it. Th at is, they cannot be conceived to alter the require-
ment that what is aggregately owed  to  the  Fund  by any one nation is the full 
competitive value of its territorial sites,  12   and that what is owed  by  the  Fund  
to any one nation is a  per capita  equal share of that aggregate revenue. For, 
trivially, a local rule can apply only locally. What it cannot, coherently, deter-
mine are the boundaries of its own jurisdiction – the boundaries of that 
locality. Only a global rule can do that. And the global rule embodied in the 
 Global Fund  does that by attaching a price tag to each nation’s territorial 
ownership – a price tag derived directly from each individual person’s  negative  
Lockean entitlement to be left the unencumbered use of ‘enough and as good’ 
natural resources as everyone else.  

  Th e Tax Rate 

 Casal is concerned that the tax rate I defend – 100% – may encourage site 
owners to engage in environmentally destructive activities in order to meet 
that tax liability. In relation to this worry, several responses are warranted. 
First,  any  activity that damages the person or property  of others  without their 
permission is, of course, justly prohibited and, if nonetheless performed, cre-
ates a compensatory liability in the performers; damaging the environment of 
others, in ways unlicensed by them, evidently counts as an instance of this. 
Second, and in respect of these kinds of negative environmental spill over 
eff ect, there are numerous currently proposed mechanisms for securing such 
licences at national and global levels, including the purchase of ‘pollution 

   11  Th at is, however just or unjust  they  may be.  
   12  ‘Full competitive value’ means just that: the maximum amount that would be paid by bid-

ders in a  global  auction. Th ere can be no presumption that a nation justly owns a site until/unless 
it pays that amount. Hence, whatever restrictions which a nation might wish to impose on the 
use of a site it justly owns, these cannot be presumed to have eff ect unless it makes that payment. 
Nor, therefore, can those restrictions be presumed to aff ect that amount since, trivially, nations 
must bid successfully for the ownership of sites  before  they can acquire owners’ powers and liber-
ties to impose restrictions on their use.  
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vouchers’, the value of such vouchers being one of the elements in the compu-
tation of what is owed to the  Global Fund . Th ird, for the same reason that 
dead persons can have no rights against living ones, the Will Th eory of rights 
cannot sustain rights in  far future  persons against living ones.  13   Accordingly, 
concerns for environmental degradation that damages no living persons, or 
that is licensed by them, may well be grounded in other moral values but are 
 not  demands of justice. 

 Casal proposes a ‘hybrid tax’ which would include both my tax on land or 
natural resource ownership and Pogge’s tax on their use. I have serious doubts 
about the merit of this proposal. Th e fi rst is simply that there’s no obvious  just  
reason to tax use: such taxes look like being unjust encumbrances on what 
people (or nations) justly own. But second, and leaving justice considerations 
entirely aside, it’s hard to see how that hybrid tax could be expected to raise 
more revenue than the ownership tax alone. For consider: when persons bid 
for the purchase of  any  piece of capital equipment, the maximum amount that 
they’re willing to pay for its ownership (MVO) will not be greater than the 
maximum amount of value they can secure from its use (MVU). If they know 
that in order to be allowed to use it, they will also have to pay a tax on that use, 
its MVU will be correspondingly reduced by the very amount of that tax. 
Accordingly, that tax will correspondingly reduce its MVO: people will only 
pay correspondingly less to acquire its ownership. And consequently, if that 
piece of capital equipment is a land site or set of natural resources, its owner’s 
tax liability to the  Global Fund  will be correspondingly reduced. In short,  a tax 
on use can be only parasitic on – not supplementary to – a tax on ownership .  

  Th e Revenue Distribution 

 Casal raises the issue of how these tax funds should be distributed. As we’ve 
seen, the distribution rule for which I’ve argued is one mandating equality. 
Since any person’s (or nation’s) land ownership deprives all other persons of 
their equal liberty to use that site, it seems straightforwardly to follow that the 
compensation justly owed to each of them for that deprivation should be 
equal. Even apart from this argument from the foundational right to equal 

   13  Cf. Steiner,  An Essay on Rights , pp. 259-61. ‘Far future persons’ refers to persons whose lives 
share no element of contemporaneity – no temporal overlap – with those of living persons. Th ese 
do  not  typically include persons who are the children or grandchildren of living persons; 
cf. Steiner, ‘Responses’, pp. 241-2.  
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freedom, one ancillary advantage of equal distribution is that the universal 
basic income or capital stake entitlement, which it entails,  14   eliminates the 
familiar problem of ‘poverty traps’. It does so by dispensing with the means-
testing that’s involved in applying suffi  cientarian and prioritarian distribution 
rules, and that presents even more formidable diffi  culties when required at the 
global level. Moreover, when human germ-line genetic endowments are taken 
into account, in computing the value of diff erentially possessed natural 
resources and their owners’ corresponding liabilities to  Global Fund  taxation,  15   
there are good reasons to expect the  Fund’s  equal disbursements to generate a 
considerable reduction in interpersonal inequality at the global level. 

 Precisely how much global redistribution this would achieve – how much 
poverty it would alleviate – is, I fear, something about which I’m almost com-
pletely uninformed. One relevant 1985 estimate, which I  do  know of, suggests 
that the aggregate value of  American  natural resources would have yielded a 
guaranteed annual income of $20,000, under that entitlement, to each aver-
age size American family.  16   But to determine its  current  redistributive signifi -
cance, this fi gure would, of course, need to be adjusted for several obvious 
reasons. It would need to be adjusted  upwards  to take account of net locational 
appreciation over the 25 years that have elapsed since then. And it would need 
to be adjusted  downwards,  to take account of the fact that what we’re talking 
about is a redistribution that is  global  – and not just American – in scope. But 
it would also need to be adjusted  upwards  again, to take account of the fact 
that we’re talking about revenue that is based on the value of  global  – and not 
just American – natural resources. Whatever aggregate revenue these – and 
other warranted – adjustments would yield for the  Global Fund , it seems 
undeniable that the net eff ect of such a redistributive mechanism would be to 
transfer substantial funds from wealthier societies to poorer ones.      

   14  It seems consistent with this theory that  Global Fund  revenue can also be applied to off set 
the costs of public goods.  

   15  See fn. 8, above.  
   16  Cf. Alfred Andersen,  Liberating the American Dream  (New Brunswick NJ: Transaction 

Books, 1985), p. 153.  


