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M il l i o n a ir e s  W h o  P ay N o  Tax R o b
t h e  P o or
Trevor  Cobbold  / S e p t e m b e r  1 1,  2 0 2 2  / F u n din g  

N e w  figu r e s  p u blish e d  by t h e  Aus t r alia n  Tax Office  (ATO) las t  m o n t h  
d r a m a tic ally s how  how  t h e  ric h  ro b  fro m  t h e  poor. They rob  fro m  t h e  poo r
by p aying  no  o r  mini m al t axes  w hich  sip ho ns  funding  fro m  key s e rvice s  
s uc h  a s  p u blic e d uc a tion,  h e al t h  c a r e ,  a g e d  c a r e  a n d  t h e  NDIS. The  ATO 
figu r e s  s how  t h a t  a  tiny mino ri ty of ve ry w e al thy individu als  fee d  t h ei r  
w e al th  a t  t h e  exp e n s e  of millions  of low-inco m e  fa milies  w ho  r ely on  t h es e
c r ucial p u blic  s e rvice s.

The  ATO figu r e s  (Table  1 0)  r eve al t h a t  1 1 9  million ai r e s  did  no t  p ay  t h e  
top  t ax r a t e  in 2 0 1 9-2 0  d e s pi t e  a n  ave r a g e  inco m e  of $ 3  million  e a c h  
(Table s  1  & 2  b elow }.  The  r eve n u e  loss  to  t h e  gove r n m e n t  a t  $ 1 5 5  
million.  The  figu r e s  s ho w  t h a t  6 0  million ai r e s  p aid  no  t ax d e s pi t e  ave r a g e  
inco m e s  of ove r  $ 3.5  million.  The  r ev e n u e  loss  a m o u n t e d  to  a bo u t  $ 9 3  
million.  Anot h e r  5 9  million ai r e s  p aid  t ax a t  lowe r  t h a n  t h e  top  r a t e .  The  
to t al  r ev e n u e  loss  for  t h e s e  million ai r e s  w a s  a no t h e r  $ 6 2  million.
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Fe w  of t h e s e  million ai r e s  e a r n  a  no r m al living.  They live  off int e r e s t  a n d  
divide n d s.   Only 1 4  of t h e  6 0  w ho  p aid  no  t ax r e po r t e d  r e c eiving  inco m e  
fro m  s al a ri es  a n d  it co m p ri s e d  less  t h a n  2% of t h ei r  to t al  inco m e.  Only 1 8
of t h e  o t h e r  5 9  million ai r e s  w ho  p aid  t ax a t  les s  t h a n  t h e  top  r a t e  
r e po r t e d  inco m e  fro m  s al a rie s  a n d  it co m p ri s e d  only 3% of t h ei r  to t al  
inco m e.  They a r e  r e n tie r s,  t h e  m o d e r n  ve r sion  of Tho r s t e n  Veble n’s 
leisu r e  cl as s .

In  con t r a s t ,  t h e  ATO s t a tis tics  (Table  1 5)  s how  t h a t  m a ny labou r e r s ,  
ki tc h e n  h a n d s,  w ai t e r s,  cle a n e r s ,  c hildc a r e  a n d  o t h e r  s e rvice s  work e r s  
e a r n  less  t h a n  $ 3 0,00 0  a  ye ar. Yet, t h ey  p ay m o r e  t ax t h a n  t h e  6 0  
million ai r e s  a n d  t h e  s a m e  t ax r a t e  a s  a no t h e r  2 1  million ai r e s  w hos e  
t ax a ble  inco m e  falls in t h e  $ 1 8,00 1-$ 3 7,00 0  t ax b r a ck e t .  This  is a  t e r rible  
injus tice.  N o t  only do  millionai r e s  p ay les s  o r  simila r  t ax low-inco m e  
wo rk e r s ,  b u t  t h e  la t t e r  a r e  al so  d e p e n d e n t  on  p u blic  e d u c a tion,  p u blic  
h e al th  a n d  o t h e r  p u blic  s e rvice s  t h a t  a r e  b eing  ro b b e d  of fun ding  by 
million ai r e s  p aying  less  t h a n  t h e  top  r a t e  of t ax.

The s e  millionai r e s  a r e  a bl e  to  a r r a n g e  t h ei r  fina ncial affai r s  to  m a s sively 
r e d u c e  t h ei r  t ax. They cl ai m e d  d e d uc tions  in e a r nin g  inco m e  fro m  
in t e r e s t  a n d  divide n d s  s uc h  a s  m a n a g e m e n t  fees  a n d  inves t m e n t  a dvice.  
They al so  cl aim  d e d u c tions  for  t h e  cos t  of m a n a gin g  t h ei r  t ax affai r s .  
Sixt e e n  million ai r e s  w ho  p aid  no  t ax in 2 0 1 9-2 0  al so  cl ai m e d  t h e  cos t  of 
m a n a gin g  t h ei r  t ax  affai r s ,  including  fee s  p aid  to  t ax a dvise r s ,  t h a t  
a m o u n t e d  to  $ 8 0,0 00  e a c h.  Nin e  clai m e d  in t e r e s t  cos t s  c h a r g e d  by t h e  
ATO of $ 4 7 4,00 0  e a c h.  Th r e e  million ai r e s  claim e d  litiga tion  cos t s  of 
$ 2 5 0,00 0  e a c h  for  a p p e als  a g ain s t  ATO r ulings .

The  to t al  d e d uc tions  cl aim e d  by t h e  6 0  million ai r e s  w ho  p aid  no  t ax 
a m o u n t e d  to  $ 4.2  million  e a c h.  Thes e  d e d u c tions  e n a ble d  t h e m  to  m a k e  
a n  inco m e  loss  of n e a rly $ 1 6 0,00 0  e a c h  a n d  t h e r efo r e  p ay no  t ax.

Don a tions  w e r e  a no t h e r  m ajo r  t ax  d e d u c tion  by  million ai r e s .  Nin e t e e n  of 
t h e  million ai r e s  w ho  p aid  no  t ax  claim e d  do n a tions  of $ 6  million  e a c h.  
Fif ty of t h e  o t h e r  5 9  million ai r e s  w ho  p aid  les s  t h a n  t h e  top  t ax r a t e  
claim e d  do n a tions  of $ 2.4  million  e a c h.

In  all likelihood, so m e  of t h e s e  do n a tions  w e n t  to  p riva t e  sc hools. P riva t e  
sc hools  r e c eived  $ 1.2  billion  in p riva t ely sou rc e d  inco m e  ot h e r  t h a n  fro m  
fees  a n d  c h a r g e s  in 2 0 2 0.  M u c h  of t his  w a s  fro m  don a tions,  al t hou g h  it 
a l so  includ e d  inco m e  fro m  fun d  r aising  a n d  inves t m e n t s .  Annu al  
info r m a tion  s t a t e m e n t s  lodg e d  wit h  t h e  Ch a ri ti es  Co m mis sion  s how  t h a t  
m a ny  eli t e  p riva t e  sc hools  r e c eive  millions  in do n a tions.  For  ex a m ple,  
C r a n b rook  Sc hool in Sydn ey r e c eive d  $ 9.4  million  in 2 0 2 0  w hile  Syd n ey 
Ch u r c h  of E n gla n d  Gr a m m a r  r e c eived  $ 3.6  million  a n d  SCEGGS $ 2.9  
million.  In  Victo ria ,  Korow a  Girls  Sc hool r e c eived  $ 8.4  million  in  
do n a tions,  M elbou r n e  Gr a m m a r  $ 5.3.6  million  a n d  Sco tc h  Colleg e  
r e c eive d  $ 4  million..

M a rk e ting  for  do n a tions  is big  b usin e ss .  M a ny p riva t e  sc hools  p rod uc e  
glossy b roc h u r e s  for  t h ei r  a n n u al  “giving  a p p e als”. For  exa m ple,  
C r a n b rook  Sc hool c alls  for  do n a tions  to  s eve n  s e p a r a t e  fun ds.  M a ny 
sc hools  s u c h  a s  Wesley Colleg e  in M elbou r n e  h av e  a t  le a s t  fou r  do n a tion  
funds.
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So m e  w e al thy fa milies  h av e  do n a t e d  h u g e  a m o u n t s  to  p riva t e  sc hools in 
t h e  p a s t .  The  billion ai r e  ow n e r  of Ca n b e r r a  Airpo r t ,  Ter ry S now, do n a t e d  
a  r e co r d-b r e a king  $ 2 0  million  to  Ca n b e r r a  Gr a m m a r  Sc hool  in 2 0 1 9,  af t e r
do n a ting  $ 8  million  to  t h e  sc hool in 2 0 1 3 . In 2 0 2 0,  a no t h e r  million ai r e  
fa mily in Ca n b e r r a  do n a t e d  $ 4  million  to  R a dford  Colleg e .

Apar t  fro m  r e d ucin g  t ax r eve n u e  av ailable  for  s e rvice  s uc h  a s  p u blic 
e d uc a tion,  h e al t h,  a g e  c a r e  a n d  t h e  NDIS, s uc h  do n a tions  to  p riva t e  
sc hools  ro b  fun ding  fro m  t h e s e  s e rvice s  indi r e c tly b ec a u s e  t h ey a r e  
exclud e d  fro m  t h e  a s s e s s m e n t  of t h e  fina ncial n e e d  of sc hools  for  
gove r n m e n t  funding.  As a  r e s ul t ,  t h e  fina ncial n e e d  of sc hools  is ove r-
e s ti m a t e d,  a n d  t h ey r e c eive  m o r e  gove r n m e n t  funding  t h a n  w a r r a n t e d.  I t  
is ove r-fun ding  t h a t  could  b e  u s e d  for  p u blic e d u c a tion  a n d  o th e r  p u blic 
s e rvices .  It  is a no t h e r  w ay t h e  rich  ro b  fro m  t h e  poor.

The s e  millionai r e s  w ho  mi nimis e  t h ei r  t ax  al so  rob  low-inco m e  e a r n e r s  in  
ye t  a no t h e r  w ay. Their  c hild r e n  a n d  g r a n dc hild r e n  g e n e r ally a t t e n d  eli t e  
p riva t e  sc hools. Des pi t e  c h a r gin g  fee s  of u p  to  $ 4 0,0 0 0  a  ye ar, t h e s e  
sc hools  r e c eive  millions  in t axp aye r  fun ding.  Fo r  ex a m ple,  t h e  My Sc hool 
w e b si t e  s how s  t h a t  Sydn ey Gr a m m a r  c h a r g e s  fees  of ove r  $ 4 0,00 0  p e r  
s t u d e n t ,  it s  Ind ex of Co m m u ni ty Socio-Ed uc a tion al Adva n t a g e  (ICSEA) 
sco r e  is a t  t h e  9 9 t h  p e r c e n tile  a n d  9 7% of it s  s t u d e n t s  a r e  fro m  t h e  top  
socio-e d u c a tion ally a dv a n t a g e d  (SEA) q u a r tile.  Yet it  r e c eived  $ 7.1  million
in gove r n m e n t  fundin g  in 2 0 2 0  a n d  it s  to t al  inco m e  of n e a rly $ 5 0,00 0  p e r  
s t u d e n t  is ove r  t h r e e  tim e s  t h a t  of t h e  ave r a g e  p u blic  sc hool in N SW.

Wesley Colleg e  in M elbou r n e  c h a r g e s  fee s  of n e a rly $ 3 0,00 0  p e r  s t u d e n t ,  
it s  ICSEA sco r e  is a t  t h e  9 7 t h  p e r c e n tile  a n d  7 2% of it s  s t u d e n t s  a r e  fro m  
t h e  top  S EA q u a r til e.  Yet, it r e c eive d  $ 3 2.3  million  in gove r n m e n t  fun ding
in 2 0 2 0.  I t s  to t al  inco m e  of jus t  on  $ 3 9,00 0  p e r  s t u d e n t  w a s  n e a rly t h r e e  
ti m es  t h a t  of t h e  av e r a g e  p u blic sc hool in Victo ria.

The s e  sc hools  do  no t  n e e d  gove r n m e n t  fun ding.  I t  is jus t  a no t h e r  for m  of 
w elfa r e  for  t h e  rich  t h a t  ext e n ds  t h e  a dv a n t a g e s  ob t ain e d  fro m  a  w e al t hy 
b ack g rou n d  ove r  a  s t u d e n t  fro m  a  dis a dva n t a g e d  b a ck g ro u n d.  The r e  is no
c a s e  to  p rovide  gove r n m e n t  fundin g  to  p riva t e  sc hools  w hos e  r e so u r c e s  
exc e e d  w h a t  socie ty is p r e p a r e d  to  p rovide  for  c hild r e n  e n rolled  in  p u blic 
sc hools. I t  is s h e e r  w a s t e  of t axp aye r  fun ds  t h a t  wo uld  b e  m u c h  b e t t e r  
u s e d  to  s u p po r t  p u blic e d uc a tion  a n d  o t h e r  m u c h-n e e d e d  p u blic s e rvice s.

The  S t a g e  3  t ax  c u t s  for  t h e  rich  will r o b  eve n  m o r e  fundin g  fro m  s e rvice s
for  low-inco m e  fa milies.  Acco rdin g  to  n e w  e s ti m a t e s  by t h e  Pa rlia m e n t a ry
Budg e t  Office  t h e  S t a g e  3  t ax  c u t s  will cos t  $ 2 4 3  billion  ove r  eig h t  ye a r s  
fro m  2 0 2 4-2 5  to  2 0 3 2-3 3.  The  top  2 0 % of inco m e  e a r n e r s  would  r e c eive  a
t ax  cu t  of $ 1 8 8  billion,  n e a rly 8 0% of t h e  to t al  b e n efi t  of t h e  t ax c u t s.  
Thos e  wi th  a  t ax a ble  inco m e  of $ 1 8 0,00 0  o r  m o r e  wo uld  g e t  $ 1 1 8  billion.  
The  top  on e  p e r  c e n t  of inco m e  e a r n e r s ,  wi th  t axa ble  inco m e s  of ove r  
$ 3 0 9,00 0  in 2 0 2 1-2 2,  will g e t  a  t ax c u t  wor t h  $ 1 1.8  billion.  This  m a s sive  
windfall for  t h e  rich es t  p eo ple  in Aus t r alis  will ex ac e r b a t e  ine q u ality a n d  
d e ny m u c h  n e e d e d  fun ding  for  key s e rvice s  s uc h  a s  p u blic  e d u c a tion,  
h e al th  c a r e ,  a g e d  c a r e  a n d  t h e  NDIS.

The  t ax minimisa tion  s t r a t e gi e s  of t h e  rich  a r e  leg al b u t  im mo r al. 
H ow ever, a p p e aling  to  t h e  m o r ali ty of s e ri al t ax mini mis e r s  is no  solu tion  
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to  t h e  d r ain  of t axp aye r  fundin g  fro m  p u blic e d u c a tion  a n d  o th e r  p u blic 
s e rvices .  Gove r n m e n t s  m u s t  look a t  op tions  to  m a k e  t h e  rich  p ay.

On e  op tion  is to  e n d  t ax  conc es sions  t h a t  p r e do min a n tly b e n efi t  t h e  rich.  
The s e  includ e  n e g a tive  g e a rin g,  s u p e r a n n u a tion,  c a pi t al g ains  discou n t  
a n d  exce ss  fr a nking  c r e di t s .  The s e  conc e s sions  siphon  off a bo u t  $ 3 4  
billion  a  ye a r  to  t h e  top  2 0% of inco m e  e a r n e r s .  The  Alba n e s e  
Gove r n m e n t  h a s  w alke d  a w ay fro m  s uc h  r efo r m s,  b u t  soon e r  o r  la t e r  t h ey
will h ave  to  b e  p u t  b a ck  on  t h e  a g e n d a  b e c a u s e  of wid es p r e a d  p u blic 
d e m a n d  for  p u blic  s e rvice s  a n d  t h e  fiscal d efici t.

The r e  a r e  al so  s eve r al  op tions  to  conside r  s uc h  a s  a  p rog r e s sive  w e al th  
t ax  a n d  r e s u r r e c ting  inh e ri t a nc e  t axes.  The  e co no mis t s  E m m a n u el S a ez  
a n d  Ga b ri el Zuc m a n , a m o n g  o t h e r s ,  h av e  p ropos e d  a  w e al t h  t ax  a s  t h e  
p rop e r  w ay to  t ax millionai r e s  a n d  billion ai r e s.  The  H e n ry  Tax Review in 
2 0 1 0  foun d  t h a t  a n  inh e ri t a nc e  (be q u e s t)  t ax  is a n  efficien t  w ay of r aising  
r eve n u e  a n d  r eco m m e n d e d  full co m m u ni ty di sc us sion  a n d  cons ult a tion  on
it, b u t  it did n’t occur. A r ec e n t  OECD r e po r t  s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  inh e ri t a nc e,  
e s t a t e  a n d  gift  t axes  could  pl ay a  s t r on g e r  role  in a d d r e s sing  ine q u ality 
a n d  imp roving  p u blic  fina nc e s .

M aking  t h e  rich  p ay t ax  is fund a m e n t al  to  r e d u cing  ineq u ali ty a n d  
e n s u ring  a d e q u a t e  p u blic  e d uc a tion,  h e al th  a n d  o t h e r  p u blic s e rvic e.  As 
t h e  US  billionai r e , War r e n  Buffe t,  told  t h e  US  S e n a t e  Fin a nc e  Co m mit t e e  
s eve r al  ye a r s  a go:

Dyn as tic  w e al th,  t h e  e n e my of a  m e ri toc r a cy, is on  t h e  ris e .  E q u ali ty of 
oppo r t u ni ty h a s  b e e n  on  t h e  d ecline.  A p ro g r e s sive  a n d  m e a nin gful e s t a t e
t ax  is n e e d e d  to  c u r b  t h e  m ove m e n t  of a  d e m oc r acy tow a r d  plu toc r a cy.
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