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The Federal Estate Tax Survives a Near-Death Experience
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It looks like the estate tax will survive its neaath experience.

For months, the tax has been public enemy No. fiscal conservatives, who have given it the ominsasading nickname of "the death tax." Under
the Bush-era tax cuts, the levy was suspended fi§,30elding a bonanza for families of the superalthy who went to the great country club in the
this year, such as New York Yankees owner George SteindreHis heirs saved a repor&sD0million on their tax bill.

The tax, however, was set to return next year ateaaf as much as 55% on estates valued at maréthanillion,which would also have affected me
middle-class taxpayers, whose assets could havg baghat level when property and investments wamasidered. Buthe deal announced Monday
President Barack Obama and congressional leadessrpes the levy for two years at a more reasondlerate, with an exemption of up to $5 million
for individuals and $10 million for couples.

Some critics of the tax, though, still aren't hap|ior all of this year, there has not been a [umiand immoral tax imposed on people simply beeaus
they die," writes Daniel J. Mitchell of the libertami Cato Institutein a post on the think tank's bldge argued that he was pleased that the tax wasn't
worse, but he still believes ". . . there is noificsttion for this class-warfare levy."

" A Backstop" for the Gover nment

For now, investors are happy that the larger tax fign Capitol Hill seems to be over and sent stedesing in early trading Tuesday. The agreement
also extends the Bush tax cuts for two years andowallide unemployed people an extra 13 months oéfits.

Wealthy people, many of whom get large portionshefrtincome tax-free, will do fine. "Since the wégltan control the time of sales of their assets,
they generally time them for low rate or for abilityuse loses to offset gains, further ensuringttrey minimize the taxes paid," writes Wayne State
University law professor Linda Beah her blog "Accordingly, the estate tax serves as a backstepsure that they contribute something to the
government that has facilitated their wealth."

Among the many critics of the estate tax, some atigaieit unfairly penalizes small businesses amnahéas, along with people who prudently invest
their money. Before its repeal, the U.S. estatevas the third-highest in the world, according to Ameerican FamilyBusiness Institute, which suppo
repeal. Other critics claim that a permanent repealld create more than a million new jobs.

"Americans spend about as much hiding from the diatlas it generates ($28.8 billion in 2008, actaydo the latest revenue data),” writes Deroy
Murdock, a fellow at the Hoover Institution on Wagwlution and Peace at Stanford University indbeservativeNational Review Online.

"Americans understand the death tax's intolerahleltr. They believe that people of all income levahould be free to bury their loved ones in peace
without enduring family quarrels and worse, referegePAs and financial advisers. Bereavement is eiating enough without having to inspect
spreadsheets and tax schedules."

A Victory for Buffett

Unfortunately, Uncle Sam could not afford to be mgeaerous. According to thiéenter on Budget and Poli@riorities,permanently repealing the
estate tax would add almost ¢ trillion to the deficit between fiscal years 201&12021. This includes ! trillion of lost revenues and $277 billion
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higher interest payments on the national debt, wbickently tops $1 trillion.

Some billionaires, including Warren Buffett, haymken out in favor of the tax, which was establisteeldelp
fund World War 1. In fact, the legendary investaidsrepealing the levy would be'@rrible mistake."For now,
the Oracle of Omaha has won the day.
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Financial Writer and Media Columnist

Jonathan Berr is a former reporter with Bloomberg NeWvase wor has appeared The New York Times, BusinessWeek andThe Philadelphia
Inquirer. In 2000, he won the Gerald Loeb Award, one of thetrpeestigious prizes in business journalism.
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