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This policy profile proposes the adoption of an Extreme Wealth Line (EWL) as a social 
indicator and governance benchmark as part of the Roadmap for Eradicating Poverty Beyond 
Growth. An EWL addresses the top-end drivers of persistent structural inequality and poverty 
by providing a context-sensitive reference point for identifying levels of individual net wealth 
associated with elevated risks to democratic governance, ecological sustainability, economic 
resilience, fiscal capacity, human rights protections, and the integrity of social and 
institutional trust. An EWL is not itself a wealth cap, nor does it mandate a single policy 
instrument. It provides an analytical reference point to inform the design, coordination, 
monitoring, and evaluation of fiscal, regulatory, and institutional reforms aimed at reducing 
poverty, limiting the systemic risks associated with extreme wealth concentration, and 
strengthening fiscal and democratic capacity – without presuming perpetual GDP growth as 
the basis for social advancement. 
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DEFINITION 

 

Wealth. Wealth is defined as the net stock of accumulated economic resources held by an 
individual or household, measured as the value of financial and non-financial (real) assets 
minus liabilities. Assets typically include cash and deposits, listed and unlisted equities, 
bonds, business ownership, real estate and land, and assets held through trusts and similar 
vehicles, whether held domestically or offshore.1 

Extreme wealth. Extreme wealth refers to levels of net wealth that confer a disproportionate 
and durable capacity to generate systemic harms across several domains, borne largely by 
others – including other societies, future generations, and the ecosystems on which human 
and non-human life depend. It is defined by its structural effects within each institutional 
context rather than by individual intent. Wealth becomes “extreme” where its scale and 
concentration plausibly enable: (i) undue influence over political processes;2 (ii) 
disproportionately high ecological impacts that are incompatible with staying within 
planetary boundaries;3 (iii) macroeconomic distortions through rent extraction, asset-price 
inflation, or concentrated market power;4 (iv) erosion of fiscal capacity through reduced tax 
take, as well as tax avoidance, evasion, and offshore accumulation;5 and (v) weakened social 
mobility and erosion of institutional trust.6 

Democracy. Democracy is understood as a system in which people exercise meaningful and 
sustained influence over collective decision-making, including over economic and social 
choices that shape their lives. It therefore extends beyond periodic elections to include 
participatory and deliberative institutional arrangements that enable accountability, 

 
1 This definition follows international statistical standards for measuring household wealth. See OECD, OECD 
Guidelines for Micro Statistics on Household Wealth (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2013); European Commission, IMF, 
OECD, UN, and World Bank. System of National Accounts 2008. (New York: United Nations, 2009). On offshore and 
hidden assets, see Annette Alstadsæter, Niels Johannesen, and Gabriel Zucman, “Tax Evasion and Inequality,” 
American Economic Review 109, no. 6 (2019): 2073–2103 
2 Martin Gilens and Benjamin I. Page, “Testing Theories of American Politics: Elites, Interest Groups, and Average 
Citizens,” Perspectives on Politics 12, no. 3 (2014): 564–81; and Tasha Fairfield, Private Wealth and Public Revenue in 
Latin America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015)  
3 Lucas Chancel, Global Carbon Inequality over 1990–2019 (Paris: World Inequality Lab, 2022); and United Nations 
Environment Programme, Emissions Gap Report 2023; Johan Rockström et al., “A Safe Operating Space for 
Humanity,” Nature 461 (2009): 472–475 
4 Brett Christophers, Rentier Capitalism: Who Owns the Economy, and Who Pays for It? (London: Verso, 2020); Jan 
Eeckhout, The Profit Paradox (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2021); and International Land Coalition, 
Uneven Ground: Land Inequality at the Heart of Unequal Societies (Rome: ILC, 2020) 
5 Alstadsæter, Johannesen, and Zucman, “Tax Evasion and Inequality”; Gabriel Zucman, The Hidden Wealth of 
Nations: The Scourge of Tax Havens (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015); and OECD, Tax Administration 
2023: Comparative Information on OECD and Other Advanced and Emerging Economies (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2023) 
6 Thomas Piketty, Capital and Ideology (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2020); and Facundo Alvaredo et 
al., World Inequality Report 2022 (Paris: World Inequality Lab, 2022) 
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inclusion, and public oversight over concentrations of power;7 and requires the material and 
institutional conditions that allow those rights to be exercised in practice, including access to 
independent media, transparent public information, protected civic space, and enforceable 
accountability mechanisms.8 

1. POLICY GOAL 

 

1.1. Why this policy is needed 

Poverty lines and related indicators make deprivation visible, support target-setting, and 
enable monitoring and accountability.9 No comparable governance benchmark exists for 
identifying when wealth concentration constitutes a systemic risk.10 This creates a persistent 
asymmetry: economic deprivation is formally measured and embedded in policy targets, 
while extreme wealth is documented but not routinely assessed against explicit risk 
thresholds. 

This gap matters because wealth is highly concentrated globally. Recent inequality reporting 
shows that the top 10 per cent of the population holds roughly three-quarters of global wealth, 
while the bottom 50 per cent holds only about two per cent.11 High concentrations of wealth 
can undermine poverty reduction through several well-documented channels. These include 
disproportionate political influence that weakens democratic accountability and skews policy 
priorities;12 high-impact consumption and investment patterns associated with ecological 
pressure, with the global wealthiest 10 per cent responsible for the majority of global 
emissions (47 per cent when associated with their consumption, and 77 per cent when 
associated with their private capital ownership);13 and macroeconomic distortions linked to 
rentier dynamics, asset-price inflation, market concentration, and financialisation.14  

Wealth concentration also erodes fiscal capacity through tax avoidance, evasion, and 
offshore wealth holding. Extreme wealth enables access to sophisticated cross-border 

 
7 Robert A. Dahl, Polyarchy: Participation and Opposition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1971); and Hélène 
Landemore, Open Democracy: Reinventing Popular Rule for the Twenty-First Century (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2020) 
8 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (New York: Knopf, 1999); Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt, How 
Democracies Die (New York: Crown, 2018); and V-Dem Institute, Democracy Report 2024 (Gothenburg: V-Dem 
Institute, 2024) 
9 World Bank, Poverty and Shared Prosperity 2022: Correcting Course (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2022); and United 
Nations, The Sustainable Development Goals Report 2023 (New York: United Nations, 2023) 
10 In this policy profile, systemic risk refers to situations in which the scale and concentration of wealth generate 
effects that extend beyond individual market outcomes and materially influence institutional functioning, 
economic stability, ecological pressure, or democratic decision-making. 
11 Lucas Chancel, Ricardo Gómez-Carrera, Rowaida Moshrif, Thomas Piketty, et al., World Inequality Report 2026 
(Paris: World Inequality Lab, 2025) 
12 Gilens and Page, “Testing Theories of American Politics”; Hacker and Pierson, Let Them Eat Tweets; Noam Lupu 
and Zachary Warner. 
“Why Are the Affluent Better Represented Around the World?” European Journal of Political Research (2022) 
13 Chancel et al., World Inequality Report 2026  
14 Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014); Eeckhout, 
The Profit Paradox 
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avoidance and concealment strategies, and when concentrated at scale, these practices 
generate macro-fiscally significant revenue losses. At the same time, concentrated wealth 
increases the likelihood of regulatory and political environments that tolerate or enable such 
arrangements, reinforcing the cycle.15 An estimated 8 per cent of global household financial 
wealth is held in tax havens.16  

In many low- and middle-income countries (LMICs), these effects are amplified by 
international financial and legal architectures – including secrecy jurisdictions, asymmetries 
in treaty design, uneven information exchange, and weak cross-border enforcement – that 
limit effective taxation and regulation of top-end wealth. Fiscal capacity constraints in these 
contexts are therefore partly relational: they arise not only from domestic administrative 
limitations, but from the structural features of the global financial system itself and the power 
asymmetries that shape it.17 These asymmetries are historically rooted in patterns of unequal 
wealth accumulation linked to colonial extraction, slavery, and the unequal incorporation of 
many countries into the global economy, whose institutional legacies continue to influence 
contemporary fiscal capacity and governance dynamics.18 As a result, the ability of many 
states to govern extreme wealth and mobilise domestic resources is conditioned not only by 
national policy choices but by the structure of the international economic system itself. 

Together, these dynamics constrain fiscal space and weaken governments’ ability to mobilise 
revenue from concentrated wealth, leaving poverty eradication strategies structurally reliant 
on continued GDP expansion to generate public revenues, even in contexts where additional 
growth may intensify climate, social, and other ecological pressures, including risks of 
exceeding planetary boundaries.19 In this context, an Extreme Wealth Line (EWL) functions 
as a governance benchmark: a policy-relevant reference point that enables governments to 
identify, assess, and respond to extreme wealth concentration as a systemic governance risk 
whose scale and effects warrant monitoring and policy action. It does so by applying 
transparent criteria and evidence rather than relying primarily on aggregate GDP-based 
measures of progress. 

 

 
15 Zucman, The Hidden Wealth of Nations: The Scourge of Tax Havens; and Jacob S. Hacker and Paul Pierson, Winner-
Take-All Politics (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2010) 
16 Alstadsæter, Johannesen, and Zucman, “Tax Evasion and Inequality” 
17 Nicholas Shaxson, Treasure Islands: Tax Havens and the Men Who Stole the World (London: Bodley Head, 2011); 
Thomas Rixen and Peter Dietsch, “Global Tax Governance: What Is Wrong with It and How to Fix It,” Global Policy 
7, no. 1 (2016): 15–27; and Mick Moore, Wilson Prichard, and Odd-Helge Fjeldstad, Taxing Africa: Coercion, Reform 
and Development (London: Zed Books, 2018) 
18 Samir Amin, Unequal Development (Monthly Review Press, 1976); and Ndongo Samba Sylla, and Fanny Pigeaud, 
Africa’s Last Colonial Currency (Pluto Press, 2021) 
19 IMF, Fiscal Monitor: Mobilizing Revenue in the Post-Pandemic World (Washington, DC: International Monetary 
Fund, 2022); and United Nations, Financing for Sustainable Development Report 2023 (New York: United Nations, 
2023).  
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1.1.  Conceptual basis20 

An EWL draws on poverty measurement methodology while reflecting a key difference: 
poverty harms are borne primarily by those in poverty, whereas the harms associated with 
extreme wealth are largely borne by third parties. Extreme wealth is therefore treated as 
wealth above a threshold at which its scale plausibly confers the capacity to generate systemic 
harms. These harms may be actual or potential; capacity to generate harm is itself a legitimate 
governance concern. This policy therefore adopts a harm-based understanding of extreme 
wealth as wealth whose scale and concentration are associated with persistent negative 
externalities across five risk domains: social harms, democratic capture, ecological 
overshoot, macroeconomic distortion, and fiscal capacity erosion. The focus is on systemic 
risk and capability for harm, rather than individual intent or behaviour.  

1.2.  Objectives and policy logic 

An EWL provides a tool for policymakers to examine whether poverty eradication strategies 
are constrained primarily by insufficient economic growth or by insufficient governance of 
wealth concentration. An EWL does this through three linked functions. 

First, it makes extreme wealth legible and actionable as a governance issue. By introducing 
a context-sensitive benchmark for levels of net wealth associated with systemic risk, an EWL 
enables routine monitoring of top-end concentration and assessment of its links to social, 
democratic, ecological, macroeconomic, and fiscal harms. It institutionalises distribution 
as a primary governance question by requiring regular answers to: where is wealth 
concentrated; what risks does it generate; and how adequate are current policy responses? In 
this sense, an EWL plays a role analogous to poverty lines: it converts a diffuse structural issue 
into an object of routine measurement, review, and accountability.21 

Second, it supports poverty reduction with reduced reliance on continuous GDP growth. An 
EWL provides a reference point for prioritising reforms that reduce fiscal leakage and 
strengthen domestic resource mobilisation, including improved wealth data systems, asset 
transparency, and enforcement capacity. It exposes the inadequacy of existing tax systems 
and the need to redesign them to reflect structural shifts in the global economy: as wealth 
accumulation increasingly outpaces income and becomes more concentrated, effective fiscal 
systems must rebalance the burden of contribution from labour and towards wealth and 
assets.22 This includes more progressive taxation of wealth, capital gains, and inheritances.23 
Practically, improved legibility and governance of extreme wealth expand fiscal space by 
reducing avoidance and offshoring and by strengthening the credibility and enforceability of 

 
20 Tania Burchardt, Ingrid Robeyns, Michael Vaughan, Line drawing: can poverty measurement inform the 
methodology for a social indicator of extreme wealth? (working paper, Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion and 
International Inequality Institute, London School of Economics and Political Science, 2026) 
21 Fernanda Balata, Exploring an Extreme Wealth Line: Insights from Political Figures, Policy Experts, and Millionaires 
on a Threshold for Harmful Wealth (London: New Economics Foundation and Patriotic Millionaires, 2025); and 
Martin Ravallion, The Economics of Poverty: History, Measurement, and Policy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016) 
22 Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century; Chancel et al., World Inequality Report 2026 
23 IMF, Fiscal Monitor: Mobilizing Revenue in the Post-Pandemic World (Washington, DC: IMF, 2022); and UN, 
Financing for Sustainable Development Report 2023  
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progressive systems, rather than assuming that growth will compensate for weak top-end 
governance. 

Third, it addresses structural conditions that lower the poverty-reducing effect of growth. 
High wealth concentration can distort political decision-making, increase rent extraction and 
asset-price inflation, and weaken public institutions. These dynamics can reduce the 
effectiveness of social spending and basic services even during growth periods. By informing 
reforms that limit undue influence – such as political finance and lobbying rules, media 
ownership limits, and transparency requirements – and reduce rentier distortions – such as 
tighter regulation of monopoly power, speculative asset markets, and unproductive wealth 
accumulation – the EWL strengthens the institutional conditions under which poverty 
reduction can be sustained.24 

An EWL therefore has three interlinked objectives: (i) to establish extreme wealth as a 
governable policy domain by making it visible and actionable in ways consistent with 
sustainable development objectives, human rights protections, and ecological sustainability; 
(ii) to support poverty eradication beyond growth by addressing structural drivers of 
inequality and fiscal constraint at the top of the distribution; and (iii) to provide a shared 
governance benchmark – rather than a universal cap or single policy instrument – that can 
guide, coordinate, and evaluate reforms across fiscal, regulatory, macroeconomic, social, 
and institutional domains in diverse national and regional contexts. 

1.3. Relevance to the Beyond Growth agenda and application across contexts 

An EWL strengthens the Beyond Growth agenda in three ways. First, it aligns with a human-
rights-based approach to economic policy by treating extreme wealth concentration as a 
structural driver of rights failures (through fiscal erosion, political capture, and social and 
ecological harm), and by supporting more transparent accountability for top-end economic 
dynamics.25 

Second, it complements social floors and poverty lines. Social protection and poverty-
focused policies are essential, but they become harder to sustain where extreme wealth 
undermines fiscal capacity, distorts policy priorities, or erodes institutional integrity. An 
EWL makes this interaction accessible in routine policy processes.26  

Third, it supports decolonial justice and economic sovereignty agendas in many LMICs by 
recognising that fiscal capacity “constraints” are not solely domestic but are also relational – 
shaped by cross-border wealth concealment, extraction, and profit shifting; by international 
financial and legal structures; and by historically rooted patterns of unequal wealth 
accumulation associated with colonial extraction and asymmetric integration into the global 

 
24 Gilens and Page, “Testing Theories of American Politics”; Fairfield, Private Wealth and Public Revenue in Latin 
America; and Milan Vaishnav, When Crime Pays: Money and Muscle in Indian Politics (Yale University Press, 2017) 
25 UN, Guiding Principles on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights (New York: United Nations, 2012); and UNDP, Human 
Development Report 2020: The Next Frontier – Human Development and the Anthropocene (New York: UNDP, 2020) 
26 ILO, Social Protection Floors Recommendation No. 202 (Geneva: ILO, 2012); World Bank, Poverty and Shared 
Prosperity 2022: Correcting Course (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2022). 
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economy. By making these relational dynamics visible, an EWL strengthens the analytical 
and policy basis for Global South-led efforts to reclaim fiscal space and regulatory 
autonomy.27 

1.5. Roles across contexts 

A core strength of an EWL is that it can serve different functions across contexts while 
retaining a common conceptual foundation: 

● High-income countries (post-growth governance): supports distributional 
governance, democratic safeguards, and alignment of high-end consumption and 
investment with climate objectives without assuming higher material throughput. 

● LMICs (development measure): supports poverty reduction and structural 
transformation by improving extreme wealth legibility, domestic fiscal space, and 
reducing elite capture of public institutions. The focus shifts from whether high-net-
worth individuals are formally identifiable, to which characteristics of wealth 
concentration generate systemic risks in specific institutional settings.  

● Global South and LMIC contexts (economic sovereignty, delinking measure): 
supports cooperation on asset transparency and enforcement capacity and helps 
make relational constraints visible in international policy processes. 
 

Taken together, an EWL offers a governance framework that can support poverty eradication 
strategies beyond growth by reinforcing social floors, strengthening fiscal capacity, and 
addressing structural drivers (domestic and international) of poverty, inequality, and 
ecological harm.  

POLICY FORMULATION 

 

2.1. Core proposal 

The policy proposes that governments and relevant institutions develop and use an EWL as a 
social indicator of extreme wealth, and as a structural economic governance benchmark, to 
support the design, coordination, and evaluation of reforms aimed at reducing systemic risks 
associated with top-end wealth concentration. An EWL is not itself a wealth cap, nor does it 
require adoption of any single policy instrument. It is designed first as an indicator for 
governance, and then – where appropriate – as an input to policy design and evaluation. 

2.2. Design features and operational methodology  

Developing work by the Extreme Wealth Line Initiative proposes the development of an EWL 
through a structured, harms-based approach adapted from poverty measurement, with 

 
27 Saturnino M. Borras Jr. and Jennifer C. Franco, Land Grabbing and Global Capitalism (London: Routledge, 2013); 
Piketty, Capital and Ideology; Gabriel Zucman, Ludvig Wier, and Thomas Tørsløv, “The Missing Profits of Nations,” 
Review of Economic Studies 87, no. 3 (2020): 1196–1234; Fairfield, Private Wealth and Public Revenue in Latin America; 
and Sylla and Pigeaud, Africa’s Last Colonial Currency: The CFA Franc Story; UNCTAD, Tackling Illicit Financial Flows 
for Sustainable Development in Africa (Geneva: UNCTAD, 2020); and Tax Justice Network, The State of Tax Justice 2023 
(London: Tax Justice Network, 2023) 
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explicit attention to the distinct nature of extreme wealth and the need for transparent 
assumptions under imperfect data conditions. As with poverty lines, the purpose of an EWL 
is not measurement for its own sake, but to enable governance, accountability, and policy 
learning at the top end of the wealth distribution.28 

Core design features 

Purpose: to monitor extreme wealth concentration over time; strengthen policy and 
institutional accountability at the top end of the distribution, helping to reduce systemic risks 
to democratic governance, ecological and human wellbeing, macroeconomic resilience, and 
fiscal capacity; and support the design, targeting, coordination, and evaluation of poverty-
eradication strategies, whilst reducing reliance on GDP growth. 

Concept: extreme wealth is defined as wealth that generates negative externalities across 
environmental, democratic, economic, social and fiscal domains – borne primarily by third 
parties, including the societies in which such wealth is concentrated, other societies affected 
through cross-border economic and environmental spillovers, and future generations. The 
focus is on systemic effects rather than on judging the intentions or moral character of 
individual wealth holders. 

Metric: net wealth (assets minus liabilities), measured using market-based valuations where 
possible and including financial assets, business assets, real estate and land, and other forms 
of privately held economic wealth. Wealth is typically measured at the level of family or 
household units and is not equivalised, reflecting that wealth concentration operates through 
control over assets.29 Estimates should be reported with transparent assumptions regarding 
valuation methods, data limitations, and potential under coverage of offshore or closely held 
assets.30 

Threshold-setting: thresholds are judgments established through a structured process that 
combines evidence on the relationship between wealth levels and different dimensions of 
harm, including potential threshold or non-linear effects, together with assessment of 
contextual “conversion factors” that shape how wealth translates into harm (e.g. relevant 
legislation, regulation, enforcement; ownership structures; the rest of the wealth 
distribution; and prevailing cultural norms); and informed expert and public deliberation.31 

 
28 Burchardt, Robeyns, Vaughan, Line drawing: can poverty measurement inform the methodology for a social indicator 
of extreme wealth? 
29 This approach reflects current statistical and policy practice, while recognising that the definition, valuation, 
and distribution of wealth – particularly across jurisdictions and in relation to non-market, collective, or ecological 
forms of value – remain contested and subject to ongoing development. 
30 OECD, OECD Guidelines for Micro Statistics on Household Wealth; and Thomas Piketty, Emmanuel Saez, and Gabriel 
Zucman, “Twenty Years and Counting: Thoughts about Measuring the Upper Tail,” Journal of Economic Inequality 
20 (2022): 255–264 
31 Ingrid Robeyns, V. Buskens, A. van de Rijt, N. Vergeldt, and T. van der Lippe, “How Rich Is Too Rich? Measuring 
the Riches Line,” Social Indicators Research 154 (2021): 115–143; and Burchardt, Robeyns, Vaughan, Line drawing: 
can poverty measurement inform the methodology for a social indicator of extreme wealth?  
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Indicators: a set of complementary indicators designed to track extreme wealth 
concentration and its associated risks, including headcount above the line; measures of 
“excess wealth” above the threshold (total, average, or inequality-weighted); and where 
appropriate, a multidimensional extreme wealth harms dashboard capturing risk domains.32 

Tiered and hybrid threshold design: to strengthen legitimacy and political feasibility, an 
EWL can be operationalised through a tiered approach: (i) an initial indicator tier that 
publishes routine statistics on the level, share, and growth of wealth held above candidate 
extreme wealth thresholds; and (ii) a later policy-trigger tier where thresholds inform defined 
policy responses, such as enhanced reporting requirements, regulatory scrutiny, or fiscal 
measures, where appropriate. This sequencing supports policy learning and institutional 
buy-in before binding interventions are introduced. This staged approach mirrors the 
evolution of other governance indicators (such as poverty lines, fiscal rules, and climate 
targets), which typically begin as monitoring tools before informing formal policy triggers. 
For cross-country dialogue, at least one tier may be anchored to an internationally 
recognisable benchmark – such as the global top 0.01 percent of the wealth distribution or 
centi-millionaire status –,33 while national or regional EWL thresholds can be calibrated using 
context-sensitive criteria (for example, percentiles, ratios to median wealth, or harm-based 
risk assessments), reflecting differences in wealth distributions, institutional capacity, and 
social norms. 

Operational steps 

(1) define the purpose: monitor extreme wealth, stimulate debate, and support policy 
development and evaluation. 

(2) specify harm domains: democratic capture (political finance, media ownership, lobbying, 
agenda-setting); ecological overshoot relative to planetary boundaries (high-impact 
consumption and carbon-intensive investment); macroeconomic distortion (rentier 
dynamics, asset inflation, monopoly power, financialisation);  fiscal capacity erosion 
(avoidance, evasion, offshoring, weakened compliance); and social fragmentation 
(weakened social mobility, spatial and intergenerational inequality, stratification of 
access to essential goods and services, and erosion of institutional trust and social 
cohesion). 

(3) specify metric: net wealth, with explicit assumptions and transparency about data gaps. 

(4) synthesise evidence: assess whether harms increase linearly or show threshold effects, 
and whether different domains align or imply different risk levels. 

(5) adjust for context: account for institutional, regulatory, and distributional factors shaping 
wealth-to-harm conversion. 

(6) set threshold through structured expert and public deliberation informed by evidence. 

 
32 Sabina Alkire and James Foster, “Counting and Multidimensional Poverty Measurement,” Journal of Public 
Economics 95, no. 7–8 (2011): 476–487; and Burchardt, Robeyns, Vaughan, Line drawing: can poverty measurement 
inform the methodology for a social indicator of extreme wealth? 
33 World Inequality Lab, World Inequality Database Methodological Notes (Paris: WIL); and Robeyns, Limitarianism 
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(7) publish and track indicators: headcount, excess wealth, and (where relevant) 
multidimensional harm measures. 

 
2.3. Policy instruments guided by an EWL (non-prescriptive) 

Because an EWL functions as a governance benchmark, it can inform policy across three 
complementary governance functions: improving the visibility of wealth concentration, 
strengthening fiscal capacity and redistribution at the top of the distribution, and limiting the 
conversion of extreme wealth into economic and political power. In practice, the most 
impactful and politically viable policy levers often cluster around:  

● wealth transparency and data systems: beneficial ownership registries; 
comprehensive asset registries and valuation capacity covering real estate, land, 
natural resources, corporate equity, and financial assets; disclosure rules for trusts 
and complex ownership vehicles; and automatic exchange of information and 
enforcement. These measures are particularly relevant where housing, land, and 
natural resources are increasingly treated as financial assets, enabling concentration, 
speculation, and opacity.34 

● progressive taxation and transfer reforms at the top: governments may consider a 
range of fiscal measures aimed at high-end wealth concentration, including reforms 
to inheritance and gift taxation; strengthened taxation of capital income; improved 
enforcement and minimum effective taxation; and where institutional capacity and 
political conditions permit, wealth-based fiscal instruments or levies on excess profits 
or fossil-fuel-linked wealth. The appropriate mix will vary across contexts, reflecting 
differences in wealth composition, institutional capacity, and policy priorities. Guided 
by an EWL, such measures can be calibrated to address forms of wealth accumulation 
associated with rent extraction, asset concentration, and systemic economic or 
ecological risks, including wealth derived from speculative real estate, land banking, 
and resource rents.35 

● anti-capture and anti-rent extraction measures: political finance and lobbying 
regulation; competition and anti-monopoly enforcement; limits on excessive 
concentration in housing, land ownership, natural resources, and essential services; 
media ownership safeguards; procurement and conflict-of-interest rules. These 
measures help prevent extreme wealth from converting into disproportionate control 
over markets, public space, and political processes.36 

An EWL helps governments assess whether these instruments – individually or in 
combination – are sufficient to reduce systemic risk arising from extreme wealth 
concentration, including risks linked to financialisation of essential assets. 

 
34 Zucman, The Hidden Wealth of Nations: The Scourge of Tax Havens; OECD, Global Forum on Transparency and 
Exchange of Information for Tax Purposes: Automatic Exchange of Information Implementation Report (Paris: OECD, 
latest edition); Christoph Nolte et al., “Large-Scale Land Ownership and Inequality.” Nature Sustainability (2023); 
and ILC, Uneven Ground: Land Inequality at the Heart of Unequal Societies 
35 Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century; OECD, Taxing Wealth for Inclusive Growth (Paris: OECD, 2018); and 
Chancel et al., World Inequality Report 2026 
36 Gilens and Page, “Testing Theories of American Politics: Elites, Interest Groups, and Average Citizens”; and 
Eeckhout, The Profit Paradox: How Thriving Firms Threaten the Future of Work 
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2.4. Context sensitivity and feasibility 

EWL thresholds are expected to vary across countries and over time because wealth-to-harm 
conversion depends on institutional, legal, economic context.37 Data opacity – especially 
offshore wealth holdings – remains a major constraint,38 but incremental approaches are 
feasible: start with best-available sources and improve through registries, administrative data 
access, and reporting standards. 

2.5. Who the policy targets 

The policy concerns extreme concentrations of net wealth at the top of the distribution, not 
ordinary household assets, pensions, or life-cycle savings. In LMIC contexts, the priority may 
be wealth legibility and context-specific definitions of “the wealthiest,” rather than importing 
thresholds from high-income contexts. 

3. EXPECTED BENEFITS 

 

An EWL is expected to improve structural policy coherence and accountability by making 
top-end wealth concentration visible in routine reporting and by supporting more targeted 
reforms. By introducing a governance benchmark for extreme wealth concentration, it also 
contributes to shifting public debate from the assumption that wealth accumulation has no 
meaningful upper bound toward a more explicit consideration of its social, ecological, and 
institutional consequences.39  

Social and economic impacts: improved monitoring of extreme wealth concentration can 
support more targeted transparency, enforcement, and progressive fiscal reforms, 
strengthening governments’ fiscal capacity to finance universal services and social 
protection. Where wealth concentration contributes to political capture or rent extraction, 
improved governance of top-end wealth may also help reduce inequality and strengthen 
institutional legitimacy. In addition, policies that reduce excessive asset concentration and 
speculative investment may lower exposure to asset-price inflation and financial instability 
that disproportionately affect low-income households.40 

Environmental impacts: an EWL can also help identify and address top-end drivers of 
ecological pressure linked to high-impact consumption and investment patterns. Given 
evidence that a small share of high-wealth individuals accounts for a disproportionate share 
of global emissions and environmentally intensive investment, improved governance of top-

 
37 Dani Rodrik, One Economics, Many Recipes: Globalization, Institutions, and Economic Growth (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2007) 
38 Gabriel Zucman, “The Missing Wealth of Nations: Are Europe and the U.S. Net Debtors or Net Creditors?” 
Quarterly Journal of Economics 128, no. 3 (2013): 1321–1364 
39 Robeyns, Limitarianism: The Case Against Extreme Wealth  
40 Eeckhout, The Profit Paradox: How Thriving Firms Threaten the Future of Work; and Christophers, Rentier 
Capitalism: Who Owns the Economy, and Who Pays for It?  
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end wealth can support better alignment between poverty-reduction strategies, climate 
targets, and planetary boundaries.41 

Governance impacts: improved monitoring of concentrated economic power can enable 
clearer public scrutiny of lobbying, media ownership, and other channels through which 
wealth may influence political decision-making, supporting stronger alignment between 
poverty-reduction strategies and the democratic integrity of institutions. 

Evidence supporting relevance and feasibility includes: (i) documented scale of global 
wealth concentration; (ii) substantial offshore wealth holdings that constrain taxation and 
transparency; (iii) established precedent for threshold-based governance under imperfect 
information (poverty measurement and social indicators); and (iv) evidence of meaningful 
public support for taxing extreme wealth, particularly when revenues are earmarked for 
universal services, climate action, or social protection.42  

Evidence gaps remain but they do not undermine the policy rationale – they underscore the 
importance of phased implementation, transparency about uncertainty, and continued 
investment in deliberative public processes, and statistical and institutional capacity. Gaps 
include harmonised wealth statistics particularly at the top end of the distribution; asset 
registries and beneficial ownership transparency; systematic synthesis of evidence on 
wealth-to-harm relationships across contexts; and participatory and deliberative processes to 
strengthen legitimacy. 

4. EVIDENCE, EXAMPLES & BEST PRACTICES 

 

An EWL is expected to improve structural policy coherence and accountability by making 
top-end wealth concentration visible in routine reporting and by supporting more targeted 
reforms. By introducing a governance benchmark for extreme wealth concentration, it also 
contributes to shifting public debate from the assumption that wealth accumulation has no 
meaningful upper bound toward a more explicit consideration of its social, ecological, and 
institutional consequences.43  

Social and economic impacts: improved monitoring of extreme wealth concentration can 
support more targeted transparency, enforcement, and progressive fiscal reforms, 
strengthening governments’ fiscal capacity to finance universal services and social 
protection. Where wealth concentration contributes to political capture or rent extraction, 
improved governance of top-end wealth may also help reduce inequality and strengthen 
institutional legitimacy. In addition, policies that reduce excessive asset concentration and 

 
41 Chancel and Piketty, “Carbon and Inequality: From Kyoto to Paris”; Chancel et al., World Inequality Report 2026  
42 João V. Ferreira, Stratos Ramoglou, Foivos Savva, Michael Vlassopoulos, “Preferences for income and wealth 
limits: Evidence from a survey experiment,” European Economic Review, Volume 183, 2026; Michael Schechtl and 
Daria Tisch, “Tax principles, policy feedback and self-interest: cross-national experimental evidence on wealth 
tax preferences,” Socio-Economic Review Vol. 22, no. 1 (2024): 279-300 
43 Robeyns, Limitarianism: The Case Against Extreme Wealth  
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speculative investment may lower exposure to asset-price inflation and financial instability 
that disproportionately affect low-income households.44 

Environmental impacts: an EWL can also help identify and address top-end drivers of 
ecological pressure linked to high-impact consumption and investment patterns. Given 
evidence that a small share of high-wealth individuals accounts for a disproportionate share 
of global emissions and environmentally intensive investment, improved governance of top-
end wealth can support better alignment between poverty-reduction strategies, climate 
targets, and planetary boundaries.45 

Governance impacts: improved monitoring of concentrated economic power can enable 
clearer public scrutiny of lobbying, media ownership, and other channels through which 
wealth may influence political decision-making, supporting stronger alignment between 
poverty-reduction strategies and the democratic integrity of institutions. 

Evidence supporting relevance and feasibility includes: (i) documented scale of global 
wealth concentration; (ii) substantial offshore wealth holdings that constrain taxation and 
transparency; (iii) established precedent for threshold-based governance under imperfect 
information (poverty measurement and social indicators); and (iv) evidence of meaningful 
public support for taxing extreme wealth, particularly when revenues are earmarked for 
universal services, climate action, or social protection.46  

Evidence gaps remain but they do not undermine the policy rationale – they underscore the 
importance of phased implementation, transparency about uncertainty, and continued 
investment in deliberative public processes, and statistical and institutional capacity. Gaps 
include harmonised wealth statistics particularly at the top end of the distribution; asset 
registries and beneficial ownership transparency; systematic synthesis of evidence on 
wealth-to-harm relationships across contexts; and participatory and deliberative processes to 
strengthen legitimacy. 

5. OBJECTIONS, POTENTIAL BARRIERS & COUNTERARGUMENTS 

 

Initial stakeholder consultation on EWL development raised a set of methodological, 
political, and institutional questions.  

● Threshold-setting may be viewed as subjective or arbitrary. Wealth distributions 
vary widely, and a threshold could be perceived as politically chosen, potentially 
undermining the credibility of an EWL. This objection is substantive but not decisive. 
All social indicators embed judgement; the key issue is whether the methodology and 

 
44 Eeckhout, The Profit Paradox: How Thriving Firms Threaten the Future of Work; and Christophers, Rentier Capitalism: Who Owns 
the Economy, and Who Pays for It?  
45 Chancel and Piketty, “Carbon and Inequality: From Kyoto to Paris”; Chancel et al., World Inequality Report 2026  
46 João V. Ferreira, Stratos Ramoglou, Foivos Savva, Michael Vlassopoulos, “Preferences for income and wealth limits: Evidence 
from a survey experiment,” European Economic Review, Volume 183, 2026; Michael Schechtl and Daria Tisch, “Tax principles, 
policy feedback and self-interest: cross-national experimental evidence on wealth tax preferences,” Socio-Economic Review Vol. 
22, no. 1 (2024): 279-300 
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process are transparent and legitimate. Poverty measurement has long relied on 
explicit choices and approximations. An EWL can mitigate arbitrariness through a 
documented risk-based methodology, piloting at country or regional level, engaging 
in peer-review, and incorporating structured expert and public deliberation. 

● Evidence linking wealth levels to specific harms is uneven. Some harm pathways 
are better evidenced than others, creating credibility risks. This concern supports a 
phased approach rather than undermining the concept. Many widely used indicators 
have been introduced alongside iterative evidence development. An EWL can publish 
uncertainty transparently, update thresholds over time, and align evidence-building 
with processes such as SDG monitoring, human rights reporting, and climate 
assessments 

● Context sensitivity may reduce cross-country comparability. If thresholds vary, 
global monitoring may be weakened. This is a design trade-off rather than a fatal flaw. 
International indicator practice often combines common concepts with nationally 
meaningful benchmarks. A hybrid design (global reference tier plus national 
calibration) can preserve comparability for international dialogue while retaining 
local relevance. 

● Risk of misinterpretation as a punitive “wealth cap.” The concept could be 
politicised or misunderstood. A tiered approach mitigates this risk: an EWL can 
initially function as a governance indicator that improves visibility and accountability 
before informing specific policy responses where appropriate. Clear positioning 
within SDG and human-rights frameworks also reduces scope for 
mischaracterisation. 

● Institutional capacity constraints, especially in LMICs. Statistical offices and 
administrations may lack data and technical capacity. These constraints are real but 
manageable through incremental implementation: begin with existing surveys and 
administrative sources, prioritising asset registries and beneficial ownership 
transparency, and using regional and UN-system support for capacity-building and 
South–South learning. An EWL can also catalyse improvements in data systems and 
administrative capacity by creating sustained demand for better wealth 
measurement, coordination, and compliance infrastructure. 

● Risk of organised opposition or disinformation. As in other policy domains affecting 
concentrated economic interests, initiatives addressing extreme wealth may face 
organised opposition, including efforts to question evidence, delay reform, or shape 
public debate.47 Transparency, independent research, and broad institutional 
coalitions are crucial for credibility and public trust during policy development. 

Many of the concerns highlighted relate to how an EWL would be defined and used rather 
than to whether governing extreme wealth is relevant to poverty reduction and inequality 
objectives. When assessed against existing international commitments, these objections do 
not outweigh the policy’s relevance. An EWL directly supports SDG 1 (poverty eradication), 
SDG 10 (reducing inequality), SDG 13 (climate action), and SDG 16 (inclusive institutions) by 
addressing structural drivers at the top of the distribution. It also supports SDG 8 by 
encouraging economic governance that moves away from a sole focus on GDP growth toward 

 
47 Naomi Oreskes and Erik M. Conway, Merchants of Doubt: How a Handful of Scientists Obscured the Truth on Issues 
from Tobacco Smoke to Global Warming (Bloomsbury Press, 2010); Benjamin I. Page, Jason Seawright, and Matthew 
J. Lacombe, Billionaires and Stealth Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018) 
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the governance of wealth distribution, institutional integrity, and inclusive and equitable 
economic opportunity. 

6. IMPLEMENTATION STEPS 

 

While national governments retain discretion over design and use, the steps below provide 
guidance on how an EWL can be developed, tested, and embedded over time, and how 
coordination across governance levels can support effectiveness. 

5.1. Implementation across time 

Short term (0–3 years): foundation and piloting.  

● Establish a time-bound EWL commission or inquiry to map extreme wealth 
concentration, review evidence on harm domains, and propose threshold options and 
reporting standards. 

● Strengthen wealth data infrastructure: asset registries, beneficial ownership 
disclosure standards, valuation protocols, and coordination between statistics offices 
and revenue authorities. 

● Develop and test EWL methodologies through academic and policy research, 
including country- or region-level pilots to refine thresholds and assess feasibility. 

● Convene structured deliberation (e.g., citizens’ panels or expert–public dialogues) to 
strengthen legitimacy and clarify acceptable benchmarks. 

● Pilot EWL-informed policy screening, assessing whether existing fiscal, regulatory, 
and governance frameworks adequately address risks associated with extreme wealth 
concentration. 

Medium term (around 5 years): integration and coordination. 

● Integrate EWL indicators into national and sub-national policy frameworks, e.g. 
poverty eradication plans, climate mitigation and adaptation strategies, inequality 
monitoring, and fiscal policy reviews. 

● Strengthen regional cooperation on wealth transparency and technical standards 
(e.g., AU, EU, ASEAN, LAC platforms), including peer learning and capacity support. 

Long term (10+ years): institutionalisation and norm-setting. 

● Embed EWL reporting in national social and economic reporting systems, including 
regular publication of headcount, excess-wealth measures, and harm-related 
indicators. 

● Standardise EWL-related statistical guidance internationally, where appropriate, 
through UN statistical processes and coordinated reporting frameworks. 

● Integrate EWL-relevant metrics into multilateral coordination (Financing for 
Development, tax cooperation, inequality and sustainability agendas), including 
plurilateral spaces where progress is feasible. 
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5.2. Implementation across governance levels 

● Local: support data collection, contextual analysis (e.g. property, business 
ownership), and public engagement; adapt EWL findings to local development and 
service-delivery priorities where relevant. 

● National: mandate EWL commissions or expert groups, data integration, reporting, 
and governance oversight; incorporate EWL indicators across the relevant policy 
frameworks (e.g. green industrial planning, poverty reduction, climate adaptation, 
fiscal reviews). 

● Regional: facilitate harmonisation of transparency standards and information-
exchange mechanisms; facilitate peer learning and technical assistance; coordinate 
responses to cross-border wealth concealment and regulatory gaps. 

● International (UN system and partners): develop guidance notes and pilot 
frameworks for EWL-relevant statistics, drawing where possible on existing UN 
statistical standards and reporting frameworks for inequality, poverty, and 
sustainable development indicators; align an EWL with SDG monitoring, human 
rights reporting, and Financing for Development agendas; support capacity-building 
and South–South cooperation.  

5.3. Differentiated approaches across economic contexts 

● HICs: emphasis on post-growth governance; reducing harmful concentration, 
strengthening fiscal sustainability, and aligning high-end consumption and 
investment with planetary boundaries; greater immediate capacity for data 
integration and reporting. 

● LMICs: focus on wealth legibility, elite capture, and domestic resource mobilisation; 
use an EWL to strengthen fiscal capacity and policy space without locking countries 
into ecologically harmful growth models; prioritise capacity-building and phased 
implementation. 

● Global South contexts and economic sovereignty considerations: prioritise reforms 
that address relational constraints created by global financial and legal structures and 
support Global South-led agenda-setting in multilateral and plurilateral spaces. 

5.4. Monitoring progress (illustrative) 

Regular publication of EWL headcount and excess-wealth measures; documented 
improvements in wealth data coverage; integration into national policy frameworks; and 
evidence of improved public accountability in top-end wealth governance. 

7. INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS OBLIGATIONS AND INTERNATIONAL 
COMMITMENTS 

 

International human rights law provides an important normative framework for assessing 
economic governance, including policies relating to wealth concentration and fiscal capacity. 
By improving the visibility and governance of extreme wealth concentration, an EWL can 
contribute to strengthening states’ capacity to mobilise resources, reduce structural 
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inequalities, protect democratic institutions, and address environmental harms – all of which 
are integral to the progressive realisation of internationally recognised human rights.  

• States obligations are grounded in the United Nations Charter, which commits States 
to promote higher standards of living, economic and social progress, and universal 
respect for human rights (Article 55), and to act jointly and separately in achieving 
these purposes (Articles 1(3) and 56).48 

• The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR)  
further requires states, individually and through international cooperation, to 
progressively realise rights such as an adequate standard of living (Article 11), health 
(Article 12), and social security (Article 9) using the maximum of their available 
resources (Article 2(1)).49 Wealth concentration, when left ungoverned, can 
undermine these obligations by eroding fiscal capacity and reinforcing structural 
inequalities that limit the effective enjoyment of these rights.  

• Equality and non-discrimination are basic human rights principles and part of the 
foundations of the rule of law, 50 and reflected in the ICESCR (Article 2(2)) and in the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) (Articles 2(1), 3 and 
26).51 Monitoring extreme wealth concentration as a systemic governance risk is 
consistent with states’ obligations to progressively reduce structural inequalities that 
impair human rights outcomes. 

• the duty of international cooperation, reflected in Article 2(1) of the ICESCR and 
reaffirmed in numerous UN processes including the Addis Ababa Action Agenda52 

border dimensions of extreme wealth. Offshore wealth holding, tax avoidance, and 
financial secrecy can undermine the fiscal capacity of states – particularly LMICs – to 
fulfil human rights obligations. An EWL framework can support international 
cooperation on transparency, information exchange, and institutional capacity-
building by making the systemic governance risks associated with extreme wealth 
more visible in international policy processes. 

• International human rights standards also recognise that concentrations of economic 
power can affect democratic participation and public accountability.53 By 
strengthening transparency, fiscal capacity, and institutional accountability at the top 
of the wealth distribution, an EWL can support the conditions required for meaningful 
democratic participation and accountable governance. 

• The proposed policy is relevant to the growing body of human rights guidance 
linking economic governance, inequality, and environmental sustainability. 
Evidence that high-wealth individuals account for a disproportionate share of 
environmentally intensive consumption and investment raises implications for the 
realisation of rights affected by environmental degradation and climate change, 

 
48 Charter of the United Nations (1945). 
49 United Nations, International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, adopted December 16, 1966, 993 
U.N.T.S. 3 (entered into force January 3, 1976) 
50 UN General Assembly, Declaration of the High-Level Meeting of the General Assembly on the Rule of Law at the 
National and International Levels, UN Doc. A/RES/67/1 (2012) 
51 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 999 U.N.T.S. 171 (1966). 
52 UN, International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; United Nations. Addis Ababa Action Agenda of 
the Third International Conference on Financing for Development. (New York, United Nations, 2015). 
53 Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. Guiding Principles on Human Rights Impact 
Assessments of Economic Reforms. UN Doc. A/HRC/40/57. (Geneva, United Nations, 2019). 
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including the rights to health, food, water, and an adequate standard of living. The 
Human Rights Council’s recognition of the human right to a clean, healthy and 
sustainable environment further underscores the relevance of policies that address 
structural drivers of ecological harm, including patterns of wealth concentration 
associated with high-impact consumption and investment.54 

• The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has emphasised that States 
must enhance resource availability through measures such as combating tax evasion, 
tax avoidance and corruption, and strengthening progressive taxation systems (§25). 
The Committee has also recognised that a clean, healthy and sustainable environment 
is an autonomous human right and a precondition for the enjoyment of economic, 
social and cultural rights (§1, §6). The obligation of international cooperation requires 
States to address cross-border challenges, including illicit financial flows, tax evasion 
and environmental degradation, in line with principles of equity and common but 
differentiated responsibilities (§34).55 

• This framework is further reinforced by the recognition of the human right to a clean, 
healthy and sustainable environment by the United Nations General Assembly in 
Resolution 76/300 (2022).56 

In addition, United Nations Member States support this perspective.  

• The Doha Political Declaration recognises that poverty and inequality have deep 
structural causes and must be addressed in accordance with international human 
rights obligations (§2, §12, §18(e)). It further commits States to promote equitable 
distribution of income and wealth and to ensure sustainable and equitable financing 
of social protection systems (§31), while strengthening international cooperation and 
fiscal capacity (§21, §42(e)). The Declaration also emphasises the centrality of climate 
action to social development and human rights (§13, §14, §36).57 

• The Sevilla Commitment explicitly recognises the need to combat inequalities within 
and between countries (§10) and reaffirms States’ human rights obligations (§3). It 
places particular emphasis on strengthening fiscal systems, including through 
progressive taxation and enhanced efforts to address tax evasion and avoidance by 
high-net-worth individuals (§27(e)), tackling undeclared wealth (§27(d)), and 
improving transparency and accountability in public finance (§27). The Commitment 
further calls for strengthened international tax cooperation and ensures that 
economic actors are taxed where value is created (§12, §28), while committing to 
eliminate safe havens, aggressive tax practices and illicit financial flows (§29).58 

As pointed by the previous Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, 
Philip Alston, economic inequality is shaped by political and institutional dynamics (§17) and 
can lead to political capture, undermining democratic participation (§19, §21). It is also 
associated with social unrest, insecurity, and declining trust in institutions (§27, §28), and 

 
54 United Nations Human Rights Council. The human right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment. UN Doc. 
A/HRC/48/13. (Geneva, United Nations, 2021); United Nations Environment Programme. Emissions Gap Report 2023 
(Nairobi, UNEP, 2023); Oxfam. Climate Equality: A Planet for the 99% (Oxford, Oxfam, 2023). 
55 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), General Comment No. 27, UN Doc. E/C.12/GC/27 
(2025).  
56 United Nations General Assembly, Resolution 76/300, UN Doc. A/RES/76/300 (2022). 
57 United Nations General Assembly (UNGA), Doha Political Declaration, UN Doc. A/RES/80/5 (2025).  
58 United Nations Conference on Financing for Development, Sevilla Commitment, UN Doc. A/CONF.227/2025/L.1 
(2025). 
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negatively affects the enjoyment of economic and social rights, including access to health and 
water (§29, §31). Inequality further exacerbates vulnerability (§32). Fiscal policy, including 
progressive taxation, is identified as a key tool to reduce inequality and promote a more 
equitable distribution of resources in line with human rights obligations (§52).59 
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