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219 ECONOMISTS, LAW PROFESSORS & OTHER ACADEMICS URGE 

CONGRESS TO INCLUDE THE ‘BILLIONAIRES INCOME TAX’ IN 

BUILD BACK BETTER ACT  

 

Open Letter Argues the Levy on Billionaire Wealth Growth Would Ensure Nation’s Richest  

Are Included in Tax Reform 

 

Washington, D.C. -- Nearly 220 economists, law professors and other scholars on the economy 

today sent a letter to Congress making the case for including the “Billionaires Income Tax” 

(BIT) in the final Build Back Better (BBB) legislation now before the U.S. Senate. Though the 

BIT was not included in the Build Back Better Act passed by the House of Representatives in 

November, the Senate bill is still in flux and there may be a need to include new tax revenue to 

fully pay for all the BBB investments.  

 

Demonstrating how dangerously concentrated wealth has become in this country, the Billionaires 

Income Tax would only apply to about 700 Americans, yet raise about $550 billion, according to 

the Joint Committee on Taxation. Supported by President Biden, the measure would help fulfill 

his campaign promise to ensure the richest Americans pay their fair share in taxes.   

 

Among the 219 prominent academics who signed the letter are Joseph Stiglitz, Nobel Laureate 

in Economics and Columbia University Professor of Economics; Jeffrey D. Sachs, Columbia 

University Professor of Economics; Darrick Hamilton, Professor of Economics and Urban 

Policy, The New School; Hilary Hoynes, Economics Professor at the University of California, 

Berkeley; Daniel Markovits, Yale Law School Professor; Beverly Moran, Professor Emerita of 

Law, Vanderbilt University; and Daniel Shaviro, NYU Law School Professor of Taxation.  

 

The letter, initiated by Fordham University Law Professor John Brooks, Georgetown Law 

Professor Brian Galle, Indiana University–Bloomington Law Professor David Gamage, Ohio 

State University Law Professor Ari Glogower, and University of California–Berkeley 

Economics Professors Emmanuel Saez and Gabriel Zucman, lays out the legal and economic 

arguments in favor of the Billionaires Income Tax, noting: 

 

“Letting billionaires skip out on the income tax is unjust to the ordinary taxpayers who must 

ultimately foot the bill. The 2017 Tax Cuts and Jobs Act compounded this injustice by increasing 

the deficit to provide tax cuts primarily to the ultra-wealthy. Letting billionaires opt out of their 

tax obligations also undermines perceptions of fairness, weakens the public’s faith in the overall 

tax system, and erodes the public’s confidence in government. Beyond that, the tax planning that 

billionaires use to escape the income tax causes serious harm to the economy. By making the 

entire tax system more complex and uncertain, billionaire tax avoidance also harms small 

businesses and other ordinary taxpayers.” 

 

The letter outlines the administration of the Billionaires Income Tax, discusses the effects on 

capital markets and explains why the tax is constitutional. The letter states that the BIT would 

“improve the efficiency of capital markets by eliminating the incentive for taxpayers to 

indefinitely hold or ‘lock in’ their investments to avoid paying tax.” 
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“Aside from enabling more efficient capital markets, the tax would have little impact on stock 

prices from any taxpayers who do sell stock to fund their taxes. The JCT estimated that 

billionaires would have to pay $557 billion in total over 10 years, which works out to 3652 days. 

Every day, about $250 billion worth of stock trades on the US stock market (NASDAQ and 

NYSE). So the extra transactions needed to pay the billionaire tax would correspond to .0061% 

((557/250)/3652) of existing transactions over this 10 year period, a drop in the bucket that 

cannot durably depress stock prices.” 

 

Further, the letter clarifies why “the proposed Billionaires Income Tax is constitutional. The 

Sixteenth Amendment explicitly authorizes taxes on income ‘from whatever source derived’; the 

Billionaires Income Tax is just a tax on income, and Congress has broad power to decide when 

and how to measure a taxpayer’s income.” It goes on to explain that “income” was undefined in 

the Constitution but that under its generally accepted definition of income as “anything that 

increases the net worth of an individual, including appreciation in asset values,” the unrealized 

capital gains which the BIT would tax are considered income. However, the letter adds, “even if 

unrealized gains were held to not be ‘income,’ the Billionaires Income Tax would still be valid 

as an excise tax.” 

 

The letter comes on the heels of a recent report by ProPublica that underscores the way the 

current tax system allows the ultra rich to pay little to nothing in taxes on their vast fortunes. The 

report cites among others Donald Trump and Miami Dolphins owner Stephen Ross, who for 

years managed to avoid paying no federal income tax, despite reporting huge earnings. The 

Billionaires Income Tax addresses this inequity in the system and ensures the richest contribute 

more of their fair share.  

 

The Billionaires Income Tax is also exceptionally popular, increasing support up to 40% for the 

Build Back Better plan’s investments among voters in battleground congressional districts.  

 

The economists, law professors and academics stress that, “the Billionaires Income Tax is 

constitutional and would not impose excess administrative or compliance burdens or harm 

capital markets. Although no tax reform is perfect, our assessment is that the Billionaires Income 

Tax would substantially improve our nation’s tax system by ending the major opportunities for 

billionaires to currently escape the income tax. We strongly support this proposed reform.” 

 

The letter with 219 signers is available here.  
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