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Introduction
In July 2021, FIRST Union and E tū announced
they were taking a class action case on behalf
a group of Uber drivers, seeking a declaration
that they were employees and not independent
contractors. A report was released at the same
time, based on a survey of almost a hundred
‘gig’ workers, highlighting they were regularly
being paid below the minimum wage, lacked
access to sick and annual leave, had no
industrial voice and weak health and safety.
And, while many people are aware of Uber’s
exploitative labour practices, few realise that,
alongside this, Uber’s global tax structure is
designed to deprive governments of muchneeded tax revenue to fund schools, hospitals,
roads, public transport and other essential
services. This is true in New Zealand – as it is
in countries around the world – and it impacts
everyone.
Uber’s global tax structure is an example of
a much broader problem with multinationals
short-changing global governments, including
New Zealand, by shifting their taxable profits
offshore. The business model of Uber and
other ‘platform’ or ‘gig’ corporations also has
the potential to drive down wages and working
conditions for everyone.
The New Zealand Government must develop
stronger
regulation
and
enforcement
mechanisms to make sure multinationals
do not shirk the obligation to pay taxes and
provide fair wages and working conditions,
which support the community rather than
merely extract and offshore profits.
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With international initiatives under negotiation
to ensure that multinationals pay their fair
share, there has never been a better time for
New Zealand to look at what can be done to
ensure ‘gig’ firms like Uber are paying their fair
share.
While Uber’s opaque financial reporting in
New Zealand provides limited information,
estimates based on Uber’s Australian
operations suggest Uber may have avoided
between $6.4 – 12.8 million in New Zealand
company taxes in 20201 alone. As Uber’s
business continues to grow, so will the impact
of Uber’s tax avoidance. Uber, based in San
Francisco, has yet to report a profit at the global
level, but clearly makes significant profits in
many countries, New Zealand included.
Uber’s global operations outside of the US
and China are structured via the Netherlands
and intentionally designed to avoid taxes
and other obligations. Uber’s top Dutch shell
company pulled in global revenues of over
US$5.8 billion in 2019. However, Uber has set
up a sophisticated “tax shelter” that may help
Uber – if left unchallenged – avoid income tax
payments in the Netherlands and around the
world for decades to come.

Estimating Uber’s Tax Gap
in Aotearoa

Local companies – that pay fair wages and
income, sales payroll taxes and other taxes
that support infrastructure and public services
– face a major competitive disadvantage
against the Uber model. If left unchecked, this
model will be replicated by other corporations,
drive a race to the bottom that erodes working
conditions and public services for everyone.
As Uber workers take legal action to be
recognised as employees and not independent
contractors, it is also time to challenge Uber’s
tax avoidance schemes.2 Uber’s business
model, through the abuse of Dutch shell
companies, undermines working conditions
for all workers and deprives New Zealanders
of crucial revenue needed to recover from the
global pandemic and fund essential public
services into the future.
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How does Uber operate in
New Zealand?
Understanding Uber’s tax structure in New
Zealand is far from straightforward. Uber
began operating in New Zealand in 2014, soon
after the incorporation in 2013 of Uber New
Zealand Technologies Ltd (‘Uber NZ’). Despite
an array of other registered firms linked to
Uber’s major global subsidiaries, Uber NZ is
the only Uber entity in New Zealand to file
annual financial statements.
In addition to Uber NZ, other subsidiaries in
New Zealand include Rasier New Zealand Ltd
(ride-sharing) and Portier New Zealand Ltd
(food delivery). While Uber’s New Zealand
reporting is somewhat inconsistent, all three
companies are owned by Uber International
B.V.7 or Uber International Holding B.V.8 Both
of these parent companies are registered in
the Netherlands, a renowned tax haven, and
control Uber’s operations in other countries
around the world.
Uber International Holding B.V. is owned by
Uber International B.V. which is, in turn, owned
by another shell company, Uber NL Holdings
1 B.V. This Dutch entity, now at the heart of
Uber’s global tax avoidance schemes, is owned
via Uber Singapore Technology Pte Ltd in
Singapore. This Singapore entity is ultimately
owned by the parent company, listed on the
New York Stock Exchange, headquartered in
San Francisco, but incorporated in Delaware.9
Uber uses this complex corporate structure
of tax havens to avoid paying tax, shifting

4

revenues from where they are earned to where
they are taxed the least, or not taxed at all.

Estimating Uber’s Tax Gap
in Aotearoa
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Uber across the Tasman
While company filings in New Zealand often
provide more disclosure than in Australia,
particularly with regards to related party
transactions, this is not the case with Uber.
In Australia, the local entities which contract
directly with drivers (Rasier) and with food
delivery people (Portier) are subsidiaries of
the primary Uber entity in Australia, Uber
Australia Holdings Pty Ltd (“Uber Australia”).
This parent entity is then owned through
Uber’s same Dutch, Singapore and Delaware
structures as the New Zealand companies.
The reporting of all the Australian entities is
consolidated under the immediate Australian
parent company. The consolidated reporting
allows for some analysis of Uber’s actual
operations in Australia. This is not the case in
New Zealand, where the only revenue reported
is service fees from related companies. The
Uber NZ filing does not correspond with
Uber’s actual operations in New Zealand and
very little can be derived about Uber’s New
Zealand business.
Despite the pandemic, or perhaps driven by it,
Uber’s business in Australia grew dramatically
from 2019 to 2020. While ridesharing revenue
in most jurisdictions has declined or remained
flat due to lockdowns, the growth in Uber Eats
has more than compensated. Uber NZ has not
released specific information to corroborate
this in New Zealand, however there is evidence
of similar dynamics.
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In Australia, it appears that revenue from
end users increased from AUD$3,073 million
in 2019 to AUD$5,969 million in 2020.10 This
near doubling of payments from end users,
if treated as revenue, would rank Uber in
the top 50 largest businesses in Australia.
Correspondingly, the reported revenue
(mostly service fees collected from drivers
and delivery people) in Australia increased
from AUD$906 million in 2019 to AUD$1,009
million in 2020.11
In New Zealand, the service fee income
(made up entirely of payments from related
companies, not service fees collected from
workers) dropped dramatically from $12.8
million in 2019 to NZ$3.7 million in 2020.12 This
appears to reflect an increase in the amount
of money shifted offshore to the Netherlands,
presumably in order to reduce tax obligations,
rather than actual operations in New Zealand.
For 2020, Uber NZ even reported an income
tax benefit of $199,802.13 The tax benefit was
driven by an adjustment for prior years.14
As the other Uber entities in New Zealand
do not file financial statements, there is no
way to know if they paid any income tax in
New Zealand or not. As is the pattern with
Uber globally, payments by end users in New
Zealand were most likely collected by, or
immediately shifted to, shell companies in the
Netherlands. A portion of payments from end
users in New Zealand is returned to pay the
workers who directly provide the services and
generate Uber’s profits.

Estimating Uber’s Tax Gap
in Aotearoa

Uber NZ did report income tax paid of
$235,658 in 2020, but this is less than 3.7%
of the estimated income tax payments Uber
should have paid. Uber’s New Zealand
workers are losing out, along with the rest of
the New Zealand community.
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New Zealand tax gap
estimate
While data, as explained above, is not publicly
available to determine Uber’s actual profits
and expected tax payments in New Zealand,
a relatively conservative estimate suggests
that Uber’s tax payments should have been
close to $6.4 to $12.8 million in 2020. As
Uber’s business continues to grow, so will the
scale of tax avoidance and the impact on the
broader community.
This estimate is based on Australian end user
payments and adjusted to reflect the smaller
scale of the New Zealand economy. Using this
method, end user payments in New Zealand
are estimated to be $919 million and Uber’s
revenues (from collections of service fees paid
by Uber workers) would be approximately $230
million, or 25%.15 This 25% figure is consistent
with international reports of the percentage
of fares paid by Uber drivers to Uber in the
form of service fees and other charges. The
estimate of $230 million in revenue would
rank Uber in the top 200 companies operating
in New Zealand in 2020.16 As in Australia,
Uber’s estimated end user payments of $919
million would likely rank Uber in the top 50 of
all companies in New Zealand, but complete
information on revenues is not available.
Uber makes substantial profits in many
countries, including Australia, even though
the multinational has yet to report profits at
the global level. Conservatively, assuming a
profit margin of 10% in New Zealand, profits
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would be an estimated $23 million. Applying
the corporate tax rate of 28% would result in
an estimated tax bill of $6.4 million in New
Zealand in 2020. Uber’s actual profit margin
in New Zealand is likely to be far higher than
10% as it has very few actual operational
costs beyond advertising and marketing,
and legal and professional fees (Uber NZ
reported these costs as $1.1 million and $0.4
million, respectively, in 2020).17 For this reason,
we believe the Uber’s profits could easily be
double this amount, meaning the tax gap
could be as high $12.8 million.

A relatively conservative
estimate suggests that Uber’s
tax payments should have been
close to $6.4 to $12.8 million in
2020.
The estimate of a tax bill of $6.4 million
contrasts starkly with both the reported
current year tax benefit of nearly $200,000 and
the income tax payment of under $236,000
in 2020. Interestingly, Uber NZ also reported
$6,052 in interest income “on tax pool account
at the Inland Revenue Department (“IRD”) of
New Zealand” in 2020.18 Separately, Uber NZ
also reports interest expense of $16,483 “on
IRD account” in 2020.19 No further explanation
is provided on the interest income or expense
with New Zealand’s tax authority.

Estimating Uber’s Tax Gap
in Aotearoa

Cash pools
Like elsewhere in the world, Uber’s
New Zealand subsidiaries utilise Uber’s
global treasury or banking function in the
Netherlands. The 2020 Uber NZ filing states
that: “There is no cash and cash equivalents as
at year end as the Company has a cash pooling
arrangement with a related corporation, Uber
B.V., and all cash is transferred….”20 A recent
article in Australia entitled, How Uber Australia
fills a Dutch ‘cash pool’ and why it is fighting
an $81.5m payroll tax bill, outlined the same
practices in Australia.21
In 2020, Uber NZ made net payments of over
$5.3 million to Uber B.V. under the cash pooling
arrangement, in contrast to net payments from
Uber B.V. of over $5.6 million in 2019.22 Related
to these net payments, Uber NZ reported just
over $0.4 million as “payable due to a related
company on cash pooling arrangement” in
2020 and $5.7 million in 2019.23
Uber B.V. is another key Dutch subsidiary
which accumulates revenues in service fee
payments from countries where Uber operates
(outside of US and China), creating a cash
pool of undertaxed profits. Contracts with
the national subsidiaries in countries where
Uber operates, allow Uber B.V. to provide ridesharing and meal delivery services directly to
end-users.
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Dutch tax shelter
Uber’s network of shell companies in the
Netherlands, directly tied to each of the Uber
entities in New Zealand, is designed to help
the company avoid global tax payments now
and into the future as profits continue to
grow.24
Uber’s top Dutch shell company, Uber NL
Holdings 1 B.V., controls over 50 other Dutch
subsidiaries. In 2019, it pulled in US$5.8
billion in revenue, service fees paid by drivers
and delivery people from around the world,
excluding the US and China. Most payments
from the end-users of Uber services are shifted
directly to the Netherlands. Very little taxable
profits, if any, are left behind in countries
around the world where payments for Uber
services are made and services delivered.
However, Uber’s corporate restructuring
avoids any substantial current and future tax
payments in the Netherlands as well. In 2019,
Uber “sold” its intellectual property from a
subsidiary in Bermuda to Uber NL Holdings 1
B.V. The “cost” of the sale from one branch of
the company to another created an immediate
US$8 billion tax shelter in the Netherlands.
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While the tax rate in Bermuda – on current
profits – is zero, the Dutch tax shelter enables
Uber to avoid global tax into the future. The
“sale,” from one branch of the multinational to
another, was financed with a US$16 billion loan
from another Uber subsidiary in Singapore.
The Singapore subsidiary is the direct parent
of Uber NL Holdings 1 B.V. Annual interest,
due to the immediate parent company in
Singapore, further reduces taxable income
in the Netherlands by another billion dollars,
every year for two decades. This trick prevents
future global tax payments as Uber’s profits
rise.

Estimating Uber’s Tax Gap
in Aotearoa
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Conclusion and
recommendations
The business model of Uber and other
multinationals, built on worker exploitation and
aggressive tax avoidance, must be challenged
both in New Zealand and globally. Current
international tax reform proposals through the
OECD, while long overdue and much delayed,
do not go far enough and may not impact the
business model of Uber and others. While
further international reforms are required, the
New Zealand Government must immediately
implement reforms and regulations, so
‘platform’ or ‘gig’ companies contribute to the
communities where their profits are generated
by paying both fair wages and taxes.
As in New Zealand, Uber’s business model
is being successfully challenged by courts
and governments around the world. Uber’s
assertions that it is a tech company and not
a transport company and that workers are
independent contractors are being rejected
by workers everywhere and in court after
court. This is a convenient but false narrative
that allows Uber to shirk its responsibility for
the welfare of workers and its obligation to
pay taxes on the profits workers generate by
providing Uber services.
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Estimating Uber’s Tax Gap
in Aotearoa

The New Zealand Government must:
•

Require full reporting from Uber and
other ‘platform’ or ‘gig’ multinationals
on the total payments from end users,
service fees paid by workers, number of
workers employed as either drivers or
delivery people, total hours worked and
full disclosure of all offshore related party
transactions. This may require all Uber
subsidiaries to file financial statements in
New Zealand or require a local holding
company which includes consolidated
reporting of all subsidiaries, as in
Australia.

•

Support robust international efforts to
reform the global tax system so that
these types of artificial structures for
tax avoidance purposes are no longer
permissible.

•

Investigate the possible impact of the
proposed OECD Pillar One and Pillar Two
global tax reforms on tax collections in
New Zealand from large multinationals,
including Uber, Amazon and others.
If local revenue collections are not
increased in line with genuine economic
activity, then explore alternative proposals
at both national and international levels
to make sure multinationals pay their
fair share and support the communities
where profits are generated.

•

Follow the recent lead of the European
Union and implement full public country
by country reporting for all multinationals.

•

Follow Australia’s practice of annually
disclosing the total income, taxable
income and taxes paid by the largest
companies operating in New Zealand.

•

Ensure that the Inland Revenue
Department is sufficiently staffed and
resourced by dedicated public servants
to investigate routine tax avoidance
by multinationals and high-net-worth
individuals.

•

Enact legislation to ensure that all
workers have rights and are not denied
employment rights and benefits through
misclassification as independent
contractors.
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