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Presidential Race into a $2 Billion Tax Cut If Romney Is Elected
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Introduction

Billionaire casino mogul Sheldon Adelson says he plans to spend $100 million this year 
to get former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney elected president. He has already con-
tributed $36 million to various Republican “super PACs.”1 That’s a lot of money. But it is 
far less than the windfall Adelson could reap from Gov. Romney’s tax cuts if he is elected 
president. Over the course of a four-year presidential administration, Adelson stands 
to receive a potential tax cut from the Romney tax agenda of more than $2 billion—an 
exponential return on a $100 million investment.

The magnitude of Adelson’s tax windfall can be estimated from public information about 
his income and wealth and the profits of his company, Las Vegas Sands Corp. Because 
public information does not give a complete picture of Adelson’s finances, in particular 
his annual income, we can estimate only parts of the total tax cut that Romney’s policies 
would give him. Gov. Romney’s tax plan is also vague in key respects. But based on what 
we do know, Gov. Romney’s tax policies would:

•	 Cut top tax rates, saving Adelson approximately $1.5 million on his annual compensa-
tion as chief executive of his casino company.

•	Maintain the special low rates on dividends, potentially saving Adelson nearly $120 
million on a single year’s worth of dividends, more than enough to recoup his politi-
cal donations.

•	Maintain the special low rates on capital gains, allowing Adelson to make back his 
political donations in capital gains tax cuts just by selling a fraction of his stock.

•	 Provide a tax windfall of an estimated $1.2 billion to Adelson’s company, Las Vegas 
Sands Corp., on untaxed profits from its Asian casinos, as well as a tax exemption for 
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future overseas profits. Adelson’s casinos already enjoy a special foreign tax exemp-
tion from the Chinese administrative region of Macau, and Gov. Romney would make 
those foreign profits exempt from U.S. taxes as well.

•	 Eliminate the estate tax, potentially providing a staggering $8.9 billion windfall to 
Adelson’s heirs. 

At the same time, 95 percent of Americans—those making $200,000 or less—would get 
a tax increase, on average, from the Romney tax plan.2 

Below we explore the magnitude of the various tax cuts Adelson stands to receive if Gov. 
Romney is elected president on November 6.

Executive compensation

Gov. Romney proposes not only to maintain all of the tax cuts enacted by President 
George W. Bush but also to cut the top individual tax rate from its current 35 percent  
to 28 percent.3 The richest Americans have not paid a lower rate since the presidency  
of Herbert Hoover. President Barack Obama proposes to allow the top rate to revert  
to 39.6 percent, where it was during the Clinton presidency of the 1990s.

These rates apply to “ordinary” income, including the compensation that Adelson 
receives as chairman and CEO of Las Vegas Sands. In 2011 Sands paid Adelson $13.8 
million for his services, including salary, bonus, and other compensation.4 (A super-
wealthy individual like Adelson undoubtedly has far more income that falls in the 
“ordinary income” category than that, such as interest income, but only his executive 
compensation is public information.)

If Adelson’s compensation is the same next year and the Republican presidential 
nominee wins the presidential election, then Adelson would get a tax cut of about $1.5 
million on his executive compensation alone. As we will see, that amount is just pocket 
change compared to the windfall from Gov. Romney’s other tax proposals.

Dividends

Another element of Gov. Romney’s plan is to maintain the 15 percent tax rate on corporate 
dividends instituted by President Bush in 2003. President Obama proposes to let the Bush 
tax cuts on dividends expire, so that dividends are taxed as ordinary income as they were 
before 2003. The Republican presidential candidate would also repeal a small Medicare tax 
on the income that high-income households receive from investments, including divi-
dends and capital gains, that was enacted in 2009 to help fund health care reform.5
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Adelson will reportedly receive about $419 million in dividends from Las Vegas Sands 
Corp. this year.6 And the cash-rich company is expected to pay future dividends as well.7 
If Adelson receives the same $419 million dividend next year as he is expected to receive 
this year, Gov. Romney’s policies would give him a dividend tax cut of $119 million.8 

In other words, Adelson could easily recoup the $100 million he is spending to elect 
Gov. Romney to the White House solely from tax cuts on corporate dividends in the 
first year of a Romney administration.

Capital gains

Gov. Romney would also maintain President Bush’s 15 percent tax rate on capital gains, 
which is the lowest since the Great Depression. The Bush capital gains rate has not led 
to higher investment or economic growth as promised. Instead it has deepened income 
inequality and tax code unfairness.9 President Obama would allow the capital gains rate for 
the wealthy to revert to the 20 percent rate that existed at the end of the Clinton presidency.

The capital gains tax windfall for Adelson is difficult to estimate but potentially massive. 
Adelson and his family own slightly more than half of Las Vegas Sands Corp., which is 
valued at $33 billion, so his stock holdings can be estimated at $18 billion.10 His gains 
on that stock are unknown: There is incomplete public information on what he paid to 
acquire his stock or subsequently invested in the company.11 But if we reasonably esti-
mate that he has at least $12 billion in gains on his Las Vegas Sands stock, then the tax 
savings under Gov. Romney’s plan are as large as $1 billion.12

Of course Adelson is unlikely to sell all of that stock (and if he holds all of his stock until 
he dies, he will never pay capital gains tax on the gain). But given what we have assumed 
about the amount of his gains, he could more than recoup his $100 million in political 
contributions just by selling one-tenth of his stock. Adelson could also benefit from 
Gov. Romney’s plan to maintain the Bush capital gains rates on any investments that  
he has other than his stake in Las Vegas Sands Corp.

Corporate tax proposals

Gov. Romney’s tax plan would cut the corporate rate by nearly one-third to 25 percent. 
This rate cut and other Romney corporate tax proposals would cut taxes for corpora-
tions by more than $1 trillion over the next decade.13 Adelson’s Las Vegas Sands Corp. 
stands to receive billions in tax savings under the Romney tax plan.

Over the past few years, Adelson’s casinos have reported tax losses in the United States, 
and the company’s reported U.S. tax expense has been negative. Given that it is already 
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not paying U.S. corporate taxes on its domestic profits, it is difficult to estimate how 
much a corporate rate cut could save the company in the future, so this report does not 
attempt to put a number on it. But in future years, if the company begins to show posi-
tive earnings in the United States (including for tax purposes), it would benefit from 
Gov. Romney’s corporate rate cut.14

The bigger windfall for Adelson’s company would likely be through the Romney pro-
posal on overseas corporate earnings. Adelson’s casino empire now has a bigger presence 
in Asia than it does in the United States. The company now operates four hotel-casino 
resorts in Macau (a special administrative region of China) and another in Singapore.15 
At the end of 2011, Las Vegas Sands held $5.6 billion in profits overseas on which it had 
not paid U.S. corporate taxes.16

A large share of these profits has not only avoided U.S. taxes but local taxes as well. In its 
annual filing, Adelson’s company told investors: 

We have had the benefit of a corporate tax exemption in Macao, which exempts us 
from paying the 12 percent corporate income tax on profits generated by the operation 
of casino games. We will continue to benefit from this tax exemption through the end  
of 2013 [and] request a 5-year extension.17 

This exemption is surely part of the reason that Las Vegas Sands Corp. paid an overall 
foreign tax rate of only 8.7 percent over the last five years.18

Corporations that have stashed profits abroad—and in particular those that have found 
ways to avoid foreign taxes—stand to receive a giant windfall under the Romney tax 
plan.19 Gov. Romney would provide a “tax holiday” for untaxed foreign profits, reliev-
ing companies like Las Vegas Sands of ever having to pay more than a nominal tax on 
them.20 Las Vegas Sands would receive a windfall tax cut of approximately $1.2 billion 
on its $5.6 billion in overseas profits from Gov. Romney’s special “holiday” rate on 
corporate overseas profits.21 Given that he owns more than half the company, Adelson’s 
proportionate share of this windfall would be more than $600 million—six times as 
much as he will spend to get the Republican candidate elected. 

Moreover, Gov. Romney’s “territorial tax” proposal would make Las Vegas Sands Corp.’s 
future overseas profits permanently exempt from U.S. corporate taxes, even as the com-
pany pays zero or very low taxes to foreign governments.22 In 2011 the company earned 
$2.1 billion in profits overseas. It would ultimately owe about $565 million in U.S. 
corporate taxes on those profits under current tax rules23 but zero under the Romney tax 
plan.24 Adelson’s share of that would be nearly $300 million—three times what he will 
spend this year on the 2012 presidential race.
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Estate tax

All of these figures are dwarfed by the potential tax windfall that Adelson’s family would 
receive from Gov. Romney’s estate tax plan. Since 1916 the United States has imposed a 
tax on large estates in order to raise revenue and “help to preserve a measurable equality 
of opportunity” in the words of an original proponent, President Theodore Roosevelt.25 
The Romney tax plan would eliminate the estate tax, conferring a colossal windfall on 
billionaire heirs.

This year, with an exemption of more than $10 million for couples and a 35 percent 
top rate, only 0.13 percent of estates are subject to the estate tax. President Obama has 
proposed a middle-ground compromise: an exemption of more than $7 million for 
couples and a 45 percent top rate. Under President Obama’s plan, only 0.28 percent of 
estates would pay any estate tax next year, but estates the size of Adelson’s will certainly 
be among those that do.26

Adelson’s net worth is estimated at $19.7 billion.27 Based on the difference between 
President Obama’s estate tax proposal and Gov. Romney’s total abolition of the estate 
tax, Adelson’s heirs could benefit by a staggering $8.9 billion from estate tax cuts if 
Romney wins—89 times the amount that Adelson is spending to elect Gov. Romney  
to the White House.28

That $8.9 billion could fund Pell Grants for more than 2 million students. It could fund 
entire federal programs including Head Start early education; the nutrition program for 
women, infants, and children; cancer research at the National Institutes of Health; or all 
activities of the National Science Foundation for one year. Or it could help pay down 
our national debt. Gov. Romney’s plan would choose a multibillion-dollar windfall for 
Adelson’s heirs over these priorities. (See Table 1 for a complete breakdown of Adelson’s 
potential return on investment in a Romney presidency.)
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TABLE 1

Estimating Sheldon Adelson’s return on investment

$100 million invested in electing a Republican president could return more than $2 billion  
in tax cuts over four years of a Romney administration 

Investment in electing Gov. Romney $100 million

Tax cuts on CEO compensation $1.5 million per year = $6 million

Tax cuts on dividends $119 million per year = $476 million

Permanent tax exemption for corporate overseas profits $300 million per year = $1.2 billion

Special “holiday” for overseas profits $600 million

Total tax cuts for over four years $2.3 billion

Return on $100 million investment 2,200 percent

Total including elimination of estate tax $11.1 billion

Return on $100 million investment 11,000 percent

Note: See text for explanation of these estimates. Gov. Romney’s proposals on capital gains and corporate tax rates, which could add to the windfall, are 
not included in the table above.

One of 32 billionaires

Adelson is not the only super-wealthy individual spending money to elect Gov. Romney 
to the White House. At least 32 billionaires have opened their wallets for the Romney 
campaign or pro-Romney “super PACs.”29 

Like Adelson they would undoubtedly receive giant tax cuts if Gov. Romney is elected and 
implements his tax plan. The nonpartisan Tax Policy Center calculates that the 0.1 percent 
richest Americans—those with annual incomes exceeding $2.5 million—would receive an 
average tax cut of at least $247,000 from Gov. Romney’s plan.30 For billionaires, as we have 
seen with Adelson, the windfall could be larger by several orders of magnitude.

A tax cut for Sheldon Adelson and a tax increase for you

By cutting the tax rates paid by the richest Americans on their compensation and invest-
ment income, by cutting corporate taxes by $1 trillion, and by eliminating the estate tax, 
the Romney tax plan would drain huge amounts of revenues from the U.S. Treasury. Yet 
Gov. Romney also claims that his plan would be “revenue neutral”—meaning that he 
would hold revenues to the levels generated by our current tax policies. Therefore, the 
only way his plan adds up is through a massive tax increase on middle-class and low-
income Americans.

An analysis of Gov. Romney’s tax plan by the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center, using 
extremely generous assumptions, found that the plan would increase the tax burden 
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on the 95 percent of Americans with incomes of less than $200,000. Families with 
children whose incomes are less than $200,000 would see an average tax increase of 
more than $2,000. All Americans with incomes of less than $200,000 would see an 
average tax increase of more than $500. Though the Republican presidential candidate’s 
plan is vague in key respects, the specific tax cuts he has promised to the rich would 
“mathematically necessitate a shift in the tax burden of at least $86 billion away from 
high-income taxpayers onto lower- and middle-income taxpayers,” according to the 
nonpartisan study.31

Translation: Sheldon Adelson’s tax cut will be coming out of your pocket.

Conclusion

A 2008 magazine profile of Adelson described how the casino magnate’s political views 
were formed: “[A]s his wealth grew, he began to favor tax-averse Republican economic 
policies.” Then the third-richest person in America, Adelson was quoted asking, “Why is 
it fair that I should be paying a higher percentage of taxes than anyone else?”32 This year, 
Adelson will spend $100 million to shape the tax code to his liking through the policies 
of Republican presidential nominee Gov. Romney. If Romney wins, Adelson and other 
billionaires will receive giant tax cuts at the expense of most other Americans. 

Seth Hanlon is Director of Fiscal Reform at the Center for American Progress Action Fund.
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