Some Super Wealthy Just Want to
Be Taxed. Others Are Pushing
Back.

Abby Schultz

A campaign to tax the super rich, led by the super rich, is seeking to convince the powerful at
the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland.

“We must win back our future,” reads a letter signed by at least 400 millionaires, many of
them multimillionaires. “Leaders at Davos, tax the super rich.” It was amplified with social
media posts by wealthy luminaries including Abigail Disney—granddaughter to \Walt Disney
Co. co-founder Roy Disney—musician Brian Eno, and actor Mark Ruffalo.

So far, it has generated more headlines outside Davos than mentions in remarks by world
leaders. But in an interview, Morris Pearl, chair of Patriotic Millionaires—a key group backing
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the letter—noted that efforts to tax the wealthy are gaining ground.

Patriotic Millionaires was formed in 2010 and has been working on proposals to tax the rich
ever since. “We’re a lot further ahead now than we were then,” says Pearl, a former managing
director at BlackRock.
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Patriotic Millionaires and its affiliate groups in the U.K. and Canada have about 300 members.
The purpose of the group is to help members get their views out in the world about the
dangers of oligarchy and inequality, he says, adding that billionaires can afford to make
themselves heard on their own.

Also backing the letter is Millionaires for Humanity, a network of wealthy individuals calling for
a global 1% wealth tax, and Oxfam, a global anti-poverty nonprofit.

Their missive didn’t mince words:
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“The gap between the super rich and everyone else grows larger every day, stretching across
neighbourhoods, nations, and, perhaps most of all, generations,” the letter said. “A handful of
global oligarchs with extreme wealth have bought up our democracies; taken over our
governments; gagged the freedom of our media; placed a stranglehold on technology and
innovation; deepened poverty and social exclusion; and accelerated the breakdown of our
planet. What we treasure, rich and poor alike, is being eaten away by those intent on growing
the gulf between their vast power and everyone else.”

A wealth tax was included in President Joe Biden’s budget in 2022, but failed to get anywhere
amid Republican opposition and thin Democratic majorities in Congress. A tax on the wealthy
was recently proposed again by Democrats in the House and Senate. That legislation is
destined to wither with President Donald Trump in the White House, and a Republican-
controlled Congress, but the idea remains salient.

In fact, the potential for a ballot initiative to impose a “billionaire’s tax” in California appears
real enough to have forced some high-profile billionaires to flee the state. Attorney David
Lesperance says he has helped four wealthy clients to leave California already, anticipating
the tax could be retroactive to Dec. 31, 2025.

The ballot initiative would impose a one-time 5% tax on California residents with a worldwide
net worth of more than $1 billion as of Dec. 31, 2026, not including directly held real estate,
according to an analysis by California academics in support of the tax. It would be payable in
annual installments of 1% over five years.
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The proposal is being advanced by the Service Employees International Union-United
Healthcare Workers West, who anticipate it applying to 200 billionaires worth a collective $2
trillion. Proponents of the effort began collecting signatures this month to put the “California
Billionaire Tax Act” on the November general election ballot this year.

Those who oppose the tax argue that it won’t have the intended result.
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The ultrawealthy who are the “targets of this proposal are the most mobile group of taxpayers
and are already bolting the state before the wildfire because they see ‘Tax the Rich’
proponents playing with matches,” Lesperance said in an email, referring to the “political
wildfire” that could be generated if politics in the U.S. shift to favor Democrats.

Lesperance said in a LinkedIn post that he is already aware of individuals worth a total $700
billion who have left California. That includes individuals whose moves have been publicly
disclosed, as well as those of his clients.

The union backing the California tax said additional tax dollars are needed to “protect
healthcare jobs and ensure working people and families can get the care they need.” The
“‘emergency tax” would also help pay for public education and state food-assistance
programs, the union said.

Pearl agrees that the wealthy are mobile and can always move to avoid higher taxes. But, he
says, “the whole point of being rich is you can live wherever you want.” Pearl lives in New
York City and is willing to pay higher taxes for the public services the city provides. In his view,
“the rich can’t spend all their money anyway.”

Write to Abby Schultz at abby.schultz@barrons.com.
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