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There is a crisis in the relationship between the 
state and the citizen in Britain.  The government 
is increasingly seen as being unable to adequately 
provide for the basic needs of its citizens. There are 
glaring inequalities of wealth and income, with a 
disproportionate share of the gains from economic 
activity continuing to be captured by the rich. 
Tackling the problem of wealth concentration is one 
of the biggest challenges we face in the early 21st 
century and the tide of inaction is beginning to turn. 
In recent months, a growing number of unlikely 
voices – including the IMF1, OECD2 and former 
Conservative MP, David Willetts3 - have added to the 
chorus calling for higher taxes on wealth.

Over the last half century public and private wealth 
have been on very different trajectories. Since 1970, 
net private wealth has risen from 300% of the size 
of the economy to over 600% today. 70% of financial 
wealth, mostly shares, is now owned by a tenth of 
the population. Moreover, while personal wealth 
levels have been climbing, net public wealth levels 
(assets minus liabilities) have contracted to such 
a degree that they are now negative, creating not 
just a serious public/private imbalance, but greatly 
weakening the national finances.  

In our report we argue for a novel approach to 
tackling some of these problems through a new 
policy instrument – the establishment of one or 
more UK collectively held social wealth funds.  These 
funds have the potential to tackle some of Britain’s 
most pressing issues, from strengthening the 

system of income support in today’s more insecure 
economic climate, to  providing enough affordable 
housing and  ensuring universal access to social 
care. By spreading the ownership of part of the 
economy to all and ensuring that part of the gains 
from economic activity are equally shared across 
society, the funds would be a powerful pro-equality 
instrument.  

 1International Monetary Fund (2017), Fiscal Monitor: 
Tackling Inequality. Washington, October. 
http://www.imf.org/en/Publications/FM/Issues/2017/10/05/
fiscal-monitor-october-2017/ 

2OECD (2018), The Role and Design of New Wealth Taxes 
in the OECD, OECD Tax Policy Studies, No. 26, OECD 
Publishing, Paris.  
https://www.oecd.org/publications/the-role-and-design-of-net-
wealth-taxes-in-the-oecd-9789264290303-en.htm

3Resolution Foundation (2018), ‘Baby boomers face a choice 
between higher capital taxes or lower take home pay for our 
children, warns Lord Willetts’  
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/media/press-releases/
baby-boomers-face-a-choice-between-higher-capital-taxes-
or-lower-take-home-pay-for-our-children-warns-lord-willetts/
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‘Social wealth funds’ are commonly owned 
investment funds, managed for long-term 
growth, with the returns used explicitly for 
the benefit of all citizens, including future 
generations. Social wealth funds would be 
transparently managed, provide direct benefits 
to citizens, and are kept in trust for perpetuity 
for the public good.   As well as offering a 
powerful and progressive way of managing part 
of the national wealth, social wealth funds can 
play a number of different roles in society. They 
can store and build public assets, redistribute 
the gains from economic activity, and by more 
direct linking of revenue and spending, boost 
public support for social spending. 

Although the majority of ‘sovereign wealth 
funds’ established in over 50 countries fall well 
short of the kind of model scheme set out in 
this report (most are lacking in transparency 
and have little explicit public benefit) , we 
have drawn on some existing schemes in the 
report’s proposals. We distinguish between three 
different models of social wealth funds: 

•  ‘Social Investment Funds` are largely state 
managed permanent investment funds 
established for clear social purposes, such as 
funding new universal services such as social 
care.  

•  ‘Citizens’ wealth funds’ are distinguished from 
the first model in being managed completely 
independently of the state and being owned 
directly by citizens. Such funds have a very 
distinct purpose: they are not a means for 
governments to manage budgets and spending 
commitments. The returns would go directly to 
citizens through cash payments. 

•  ‘Urban/regional wealth funds’ which have some 
characteristics of both models. They would be 
locally controlled and based on the transfer 
of existing public assets to a trust collectively 
owned and held in perpetuity for all. 

 

To illustrate the potential of this new policy 
instrument in the UK, this report examines 
in detail three quite distinctive approaches; a 
‘Citizens’ Dividend Fund`, a ‘Social Care Trust 
Fund’ and a series of Urban/Regional Land 
Trusts.

The Citizens’ Dividend Fund would be a pure 
citizens’ fund – with all citizens benefitting directly 
– that would continue to grow over time and be 
a permanent and enduring part of the economic 
and social landscape.  It would be controlled by an 
independent Board of Guardians, with the support 
of a citizens’ advisory council.  Once established – 
after around a decade - it would provide a modest 
dividend to everyone and a ‘next generation` 
grant of £5000 to each citizen at age 25; it also 
has the potential, as the fund grows, to form the 
foundation of a more comprehensive universal 
basic income. The Social Care Trust Fund would 
aim to fully fund adult social care, removing the 
inadequacies and unfairness of the current system 
and fostering inter-generational redistribution. 
The Urban Land Trust would make use of public 
development land to kick-start the building of 
more social housing by tackling the shortage of, 
and high cost of land for development. 

Social wealth funds have a number of key 
objectives. To: 

•    Tackle inequality directly by reducing the 
extreme concentration of the ownership of 
wealth and capital and raising the level of 
social ownership of the productive base of the 
economy  

•    Create a more equitable inter-generational 
distribution

 
•    Tackle the current bias of implementing short-

term fixes to deal with long term problems  

•    Contribute to the progressive reform of the 
current model of corporate capitalism by 
fostering inclusive growth and providing a 
counter to the power of private capital

•    Boost the size of public assets and improve the 
public sector balance sheet
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Different models achieve these goals in 
different ways and to different degrees. The 
model that perhaps embraces these goals most 
comprehensively is the citizen’s wealth fund. 
This model would ensure that part of the gains 
from economic activity are pooled and shared 
among all citizens (current and future). The 
French economist, Thomas Piketty4, has argued 
that the present economic model has a built 
in systemic bias to inequality – a force, as he 
puts it, for ‘divergence`.  Citizen’s wealth funds 
offer a way of creating a ‘new counter-force for 
convergence’5, one which locks in a new bias to 
greater equality.   

The Citizen’s Wealth and Social Investment 
Funds would be investment funds with the 
capital held in perpetuity on behalf of all citizens 
and managed by professional fund managers 
with a target rate of return.  The Land Trusts 
would become the owner of public land in 
perpetuity. 

The UK has missed 4 major opportunities to 
create a wealth fund; the extraction of North 
Sea oil (approx. £200bn), the sale of public land 
(approx. £400bn), the sale of council housing 
(approx. £100bn) and the privatisation of state 
owned enterprises (approx. £126bn). Building 
a fund therefore requires alternative sources of 
financing. Possibilities include the transfer of a 
range of existing commercial public assets (from 
property and land to a number of state owned 
enterprises) into the fund; occasional one-off 
taxes (paid in shares) on windfall profits and the 
issue of a long term bond. Another possibility 
would be to link such funds to higher wealth 
taxation. Paying revenue from reformed capital 
taxation directly into a fund which enjoys a high 
degree of public support might make reform of 
wealth taxation more politically palatable. 

One of the most pro-equality approaches would 
be to establish a citizens’ wealth fund through 
the dilution of existing corporate ownership, 
with large companies making a modest 
annual share issue – of say 0.5% - with the new 
shares paid into the fund. Such an approach 
would gradually socialise part of the privately 
owned stock of capital to be used for explicit 

public benefit. By taking established stakes in 
companies, such a fund could help align the 
interests of society and business. A variation on 
this model was applied in Sweden in the 1980s 
through the creation of ‘wage-earner funds`, a 
bold, decade-long social experiment to further 
develop their model of social democracy, though 
one that eventually came to an end in the early 
1990s6.

Such a fund does not offer a quick fix but a 
vision for a much more secure social future, 
paid for by a higher rate of national saving. 
Although fundamentally long-term, and such 
funds would take time to establish, we show 
that after a decade, a fund could grow to a level 
sufficient to boost key areas of social spending, 
including cash payments. Over time, as the size 
of the fund grows to command a larger share of 
the economy, such pay-outs could become more 
generous, and/or levels of payment into the fund 
reduced. 

The case for such funds are now being more 
widely acknowledged and funds with some 
of the ‘social’ elements have been established 
in Norway, Australia and New Zealand. The 
proposed citizens’ wealth fund would draw on 
the popular Alaskan oil-financed Permanent 
Wealth Fund which has paid a citizens’ dividend 
to all adults and children averaging $1150 
since 1982.  In the UK there is growing political 
interest in their potential.  

4Thomas Piketty,  Capital in the Twenty First Century, 
(Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2018)

5Stewart Lansley, ‘Reversing the Inequality Spiral: 
Citizens’ wealth funds’, IPPR Progressive Review, 24 (2), 
2017, pp. 137 – 146.

6 Stewart Lansley, A Sharing Economy, (Bristol: Policy 
Press, 2016).
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While the overseas models mostly differ 
significantly from the model we are proposing, the 
Royal Society of Arts7 and the IPPR8 think tank have 
proposed variants close to the citizens’ dividend 
fund presented in this paper. 

The overseas evidence is that such funds could gain 
significant public buy-in. By rebuilding the nation’s 
stock of depleted ‘family silver`, they would re-
establish the importance of social wealth, boost the 
ratio of public to private capital, and tackle extreme 
wealth concentration. Legally ring-fenced to prevent 
a Treasury ‘raid`, they would grow over time to play 
a significant social role. 

While the models being advanced here are at the 
radical end of the possible range of proposals, they 
offer a progressive way of managing part of the 
national wealth, provide a powerful new economic 
and social instrument that could command public 
support and build in a pro-equality bias that could 
transform the way we run the economy and society.

 7JSA, (2018), ‘Pathways to Universal Basic Income The case 
for a Universal Basic Opportunity Fund’. https://www.thersa.
org/globalassets/pdfs/reports/rsa_pathways-to-universal-
basic-income-report.pdf 

8 Carys Roberts and Mathew Lawrence, (2018) ‘Our Common 
Wealth: A Citizen’s Wealth Fund for the UK’. https://www.ippr.
org/research/publications/our-common-wealth
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The affordability of a universal basic income (UBI) 
has long been seen as one of the central issues in 
preventing its implementation at a national level. 
But, as Guy Standing points out, the question to 
pose to these sceptics is the following: “Would 
you support a basic income if it were shown to 
be reasonably affordable?”1 i.e. is your aversion 
to it really a question of affordability or, rather, is 
it one of desirability? The report’s proposal of a 
citizens’ dividend fund not only sets out how a UBI 
could be implemented in a way that is affordable 
and sustainable, but it also reframes the concept 
away from its less desirable associations with 
the state and the welfare system, to one of citizen 
empowerment and societal ownership. The report 
details how dividends from a social wealth fund 
could form the basis of an incremental UBI being 
paid to citizens on a weekly basis. Although the 
payments would start at a modest £40 - £60 per 
week (depending on age), the authors detail how 
it would only take 25 years in which to pay every 
citizen in the UK the payments stated above. Their 
version of UBI also contains an additional option 
of paying a one-off dividend of £5,000 paid to 
every citizen on their 25th birthday – what they 
define as a ‘next generation grant’. This would help 
in readdressing generational inequality, increase 
social mobility and redefine inheritance from one of 
exclusive private privilege to one of inclusive public 
responsibility. A UBI linked to a citizens’ dividend 
fund therefore offers a pragmatic solution to critics 
from both sides of the political spectrum who attack 
it for being either utopian and unaffordable, or 
from those who view it as dystopian and morally 
undesirable.

Citizens’ Dividend Fund – An 
Incremental Pathway To UBI
 Kyle Lewis

1Guy Standing, Basic Income: And How We Can Make It 
Happen (London: Penguin, 2017).

For the past few decades, the dominant economic 
model has operated as an indomitable force for 
social and economic divergence. The massive 
privatisation of public assets since the 1980s – 
council housing, rail networks, power plants, oil, 
water and more – has been one of the key drivers 
of this polarisation. The proceeds from the sale of 
these assets have primarily been used to fund tax 
cuts, rather than being invested in future social 
wealth. This consumption-based approach to 
public policy has little long-term financial benefit. 
As the authors of this report point out, the top 10 
per cent of the population own 45 per cent of the 
wealth while the bottom fifty per cent own just 9 
per cent. This facilitates continued and accelerated 
divergence, since the returns from this wealth, 
through dividends, rent and interest, are excessively 
accumulated by the already rich. This revenue 
could have been reinvested in public services and 
institutions. 

The authors of this report propose a much needed, 
“counter-force for convergence” through three 
financially viable vehicles for redistribution. These 
three ‘social wealth funds’ concentrate on funding 
a citizens’ income, social institutions such as 
necessary care services, and urban infrastructure 
such as housing. One of the most interesting 
methods suggested by this report is a 0.5% 
annual levy on all property, both household and 
commercial. This would eventually give the public, 
through a social wealth fund, a stake in all property, 
leveraging private wealth for public benefit. It would 
simultaneously help ensure the sustainability of 
a future housing supply, while lowering house 
prices for all. Implementing policies like these 
would represent a watershed moment in the UK. 
Through the progressive re-municipalisation of 
private wealth, this report provides a path beyond 
neoliberalism, investing in a future for the many, 
rather than the few.

A New Force For Convergence
Matt Cole
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The proposal for establishing a social wealth 
fund in the UK is certainly welcomed. The report 
offers a detailed account of the trends posed by 
the retrenchment of the welfare state over the last 
30 years and provides an overview of the current 
deficit in publicly-owned wealth, underpinning the 
necessity of a radical change. A social wealth fund 
could be a first step in taming the undesired social 
effects of capitalism, propose long-term thinking 
for future generations and act as a counter-force 
for convergence against rising income inequality. 
It is a good first step to a broader discussion about 
the public use of finance; however, some questions 
deserve close attention specifically regarding 
proposal for a citizens’ wealth fund in the UK. 

First, how will the citizens’ wealth fund enter the 
public debate? It would require a substantial change 
in how the general public sees the role of the state 
and long-term strategies for future generations, 
particularly after the negative changes to the 
national insurance system and state pensions. The 
citizen’s wealth fund would require a significant 
fiscal change on the country’s tax structure, either 
via the creation a new tax (p. 21 of the report), or 
a change in the current system to afford the social 
fund. Further, this also poses the question of 
ensuring that the fund represents part of a long-term 
strategy despite political changes (again, the UK’s 
pension and national insurance systems are clear 
examples that demonstrate such change).

Secondly, and more specifically, the portfolio 
composition of the fund should be considered 
in more detail, ensuring diversification and the 
acknowledgement of risks by its managers and 
board guardians. The authors rely on the UK’s 
substantial “public assets of land, infrastructure 
and property, as well as a range of commercial 
state-owned industries” (p. 19). However, they do 
not provide a risk-free buffer against value losses 
or capital depreciation. How will we ensure these 
will not affect the returns of the fund? It will require 
sovereign state protection against fluctuations 
in the sense of a ‘lender of last resort’, especially 
given capitalism’s inherent instability. An increase 
in the contribution rates and/or levy rates during 

Practicalities And Possibilities
Danielle Guizzo 

economic growth could ensure an anti-cyclical 
measure to offer a capital buffer against the 
downturns in the business cycle. Also, the fund 
gives greater importance to taxing household 
private wealth – why not extend the proposal to 
other income sources, such as rents and profits from 
financial activity? Indeed, the UK cannot propose a 
social wealth fund on the same grounds as Alaska 
or Norway by relying on natural resources, but it 
can introduce a levy or a tax based on “financial 
exploration”, given the country’s relevance to global 
financial markets; the revenue generated from this 
activity would be redirected to the citizens’ fund, 
benefiting the entire society.

Lastly, the proposal also addresses other underlying 
social and educational issues. As for the possibilities 
for paying the dividends to the citizens, (ch. 5), the 
introduction of a wealth fund would perhaps require 
greater investments in the financial education of 
young adults in order that they can make informed 
choices, particularly if model number 2 (a larger 
unconditional capital grant) is adopted. The 
universality of the benefits could also generate social 
distress regarding non-British citizens: following 
the Alaska case, benefit holders are entitled to 
receive the dividend after living in the state “for a 
full calendar year and need to make a commitment 
to remain in the state for the future” (p. 28). How 
would this be sensitively applied in the case of the 
UK, particularly following recent initiatives from 
the Home Office to reduce the number of migrants 
in the Britain? Overall however, the fund is certainly 
welcomed, and it introduces a sharp discussion 
about offering long-term strategies.
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