
 
 

AMERICA’S BILLIONAIRES GOT $1 TRILLION RICHER LAST YEAR 
 

25% Jump in Collective Wealth of Nation’s Billionaires—All Tax Free— 
Could Pay for Half of 10-Year Build Back Better Plan 

 
WASHINGTON – America’s nearly 750 billionaires collectively got $1 trillion richer in 2021, a tax-
free 25% gain, according to calculations by Americans for Tax Fairness (ATF) based on Forbes 
data. Their wealth rose from $4.1 trillion to $5.1 trillion over the 12 months ended on Dec. 31. 
That wealth rise could fund half of the Democrats’ proposed 10-year, roughly $2 trillion Build 
Back Better plan of social and environmental investments.  
 
Go here for the full data set and see the top 15 billionaires table below. The number of U.S. 
billionaires rose from 659 to 736 during the year. 
 
Under current law, none of that gain will ever be taxed unless the underlying assets are sold—
something the very rich generally don’t need to do to lead lives of luxury. But if the Billionaires 
Income Tax (BIT) proposed by Sen. Ron Wyden had been law last year, billionaires would owe up 
to $240 billion on their 2021 wealth gains, depending on how much of that wealth gain was 
derived from tradable assets such as stock.  
 
Wyden’s BIT would apply the capital gains rate (a total of 23.8% on the highest-income 
taxpayers) to the billionaires’ gain of slightly over $1 trillion. The tax would be due annually on 
easy-to-value assets like stocks, which comprise much of the growth in billionaire wealth. The 
tax could be paid on a deferred basis on harder-to-assess assets like business interests, with 
interest charged for the delayed payments at the time of the sale of the assets. 
 
The billionaires’ wealth explosion last year stands in stark contrast to millions of working families 
struggling with rising prices (not to mention the loss of about 435,000 Americans to Covid-19). 
Build Back Better would lower costs for big household expenses like healthcare, childcare, 
housing and education, but has been stalled in Congress by conflict over how to fully fund it. 
 
The Billionaires Income Tax could cover the one-year, $159 billion cost of renewing the 
expanded Child Tax Credit included in the Build Back Better plan passed last year by the House 
of Representatives, but which is threatened with removal by Sen. Joe Manchin. The improved 
CTC is already boosting the purchasing power of families with 65 million children and will reduce 
child poverty by 40% if it can be sustained.  
 
The Washington Post reported late last year that Senator Manchin indicated to the White House 
that he’s open to including the Billionaires Income Tax in the Build Back Better Act. 
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Tesla and SpaceX founder Elon Musk was easily the biggest wealth winner of 2021, his riches 
growing by over three-quarters, or $118 billion, to nearly $272 billion. His single-year wealth 
gain alone would more than pay for Build Back Better’s $109 billion plan to offer six years of free 
preschool for 6 million children.  
 
Musk has recently boasted about facing an $11 billion tax bill last year, some substantial part of 
which is going to the state of California. But even if it were all going to Uncle Sam, it would 
represent less than 10% of his $118 billion wealth gain in 2021, his major source of income. 
Average families pay about a 13% federal income tax rate.   
 
“While 2021 was a year of frustrated hopes and tighter budgets for most Americans, it was 
another banner year for the nation’s billionaires,” said ATF Executive Director Frank Clemente. 
“Congress shouldn’t be looking to cut Build Back Better investments that will help working 
families’ afford healthcare, childcare, housing and much more. It instead should start taxing the 
spiraling wealth gains of America’s handful of bloated billionaires to pay for those investments.” 
 

WEALTH OF U.S. BILLIONAIRES GROWS $1 TRILLION (25%) IN 2021 
December 31, 2020 - December 31, 2021 

First Name 
Net Worth  

Dec. 31, 2021,  
($ Billions) 

Net Worth  
Dec. 31, 2020,  

($ Billions) 

2021 Wealth 
Growth  

($ Billions) 

2021  
% Wealth 
Growth 

Source 

Elon Musk $271.7 $153.5 $118.2 77.0% Tesla, SpaceX 

Jeff Bezos $192.6 $191.2 $1.4 0.7% Amazon 

Bill Gates $138.3 $120.0 $18.3 15.2% Microsoft 

Larry Page $123.5 $76.6 $46.9 61.1% Google 

Mark Zuckerberg $120.3 $99.9 $20.4 20.5% Facebook 

Larry Ellison $119.7 $87.7 $31.9 36.4% Oracle 

Sergey Brin $119.0 $74.5 $44.5 59.8% Google 

Warren Buffett $108.6 $86.8 $21.8 25.1% Berkshire Hathaway 

Steve Ballmer $105.8 $75.0 $30.8 41.1% Microsoft 

Michael Bloomberg $70.0 $54.9 $15.1 27.5% Bloomberg LP 

Jim Walton $67.2 $67.2 $0.0 -0.1% Walmart 

Alice Walton $66.2 $67.4 -$1.2 -1.8% Walmart 

Rob Walton $65.9 $66.9 -$1.0 -1.4% Walmart 

Phil Knight $60.9 $53.0 $7.9 15.0% Nike 

Michael Dell $57.5 $40.1 $17.4 43.5% Dell Technologies  

SUBTOTAL $1,687.2 $1,314.7 $372.5 28.3%  

ALL OTHERS $3,424.8 $2,775.3 $649.5 23.4%  

U.S. TOTAL $5,112.0 $4,090.0 $1,022.0 25.0%  

Number of Billionaires 736 659    
  

   Sources: Forbes, "The World's Real-Time Billionaires, Today's Winners and Losers," accessed Dec. 31, 2020 and Dec. 31, 2021 
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