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THE ONE PERCENT

Jamie Johnson’s first film, BORN RICH excited critics and audiences with its candid, sometimes titillating look at some of America’s wealthiest young adults, among them Johnson himself and his relationship to his own (Johnson & Johnson) family.  Indeed, the opportunity to watch subjects with names like Trump, Bloomberg, Newhouse and Hartford talk candidly about the normally taboo subject of money was so unprecedented that executives at HBO decided to air BORN RICH under its “America Undercover” banner.
With his second film, THE ONE PERCENT, Johnson, who studied history at NYU, takes his access to and understanding of wealth one step further, a step that we see makes his family and their advisors very uncomfortable.  His thesis: The gap that separates the vast majority of our country’s wealth and held by only 1% of the population has in the last quarter century grown to a point that it is a danger to our very way of life.
It’s a big idea and he tackles it by seeking out big names on all sides of the issue: Robert Reich, Adnan Khashoggi, Bill Gates, Sr., Milton Friedman and Steve Forbes among others.  He also focuses his lens on such brick and mortar examples of the wealth gap as they play out in the so-called gentrification of Chicago’s South Side and the human toll of the economics of Florida’s sugar industry.

But THE ONE PERCENT is at its most powerful when it reveals how the super rich work to preserve their own dominance in society.  We learn, for example, that Roy Martin, the owner of Martin Lumber Co. and the largest private landowner in Louisiana is guided by Judeo-Christian principals when it comes to issues of wealth and employee management.  Johnson also gets rare access to a “wealth conference” at which the super-rich learn and discuss techniques for “keeping it in the family.”

THE ONE PERCENT makes it clear that Johnson’s own family and consigliere are still uncomfortable with his work as a documentary filmmaker.  But they can take some comfort that Johnson him has demonstrated with his second feature that he makes films for the greater good.  As he puts it, his goal with THE ONE PERCENT is “to raise awareness of America’s growing wealth gap and encourage people to reevaluate their opinions about our social and economic divide.”


Director’s Statement

Since 1979 the wealth gap has been growing in America.  Forbes Magazine just reported that there were 793 billionaires last year, the most ever.  History tells us that no society has been able to sustain a growing wealth gap, and all that tried to ultimately fell from greatness.  I made THE ONE PERCENT because I fear America will not be an exception to this historical rule.

My movies ask certain people to look more honestly at their circumstances in life and are made to inform not only those who watch them but also those who appear in them.  I hope this particular film sheds some light on how the one percent operates and preserves their dominance over our society.










Jamie Johnson

WHO’S WHO…in THE ONE PERCENT


James Hughes, Jr. – family wealth advisor.
James Johnson, Jamie’s father – Is uncomfortable with Jamie making the film.  At one point he tells Jamie, “Take your camera and your film and do another family.  It’s not going to happen here.”  

Brian McNally, Johnson family asset manager.  Is against Jamie making THE ONE PERCENT and openly disagrees with the thesis of the film.
Edward N. Wolff, Professor of Economics at NYU, explains the history of the Wealth Gap in the U.S.  He explains that “wealth inequality is at an all time high,” at a level “seen only in the oligarchies of South America.”

Karl Muth, investment banking heir and wealthy pioneer on Chicago’s South Side.  On a visit with Karl at his friend’s new condo and in a drive around the neighborhood, Jamie learns about the consequences of gentrification and how poor families are forced out of neighborhoods to make way for wealthier people.

Greg Kushner, Lido Wealth Conference director.  Explains the average family in the group is worth between $300-400 million.

Milton Friedman, Economist and Nobel Laureate – Often credited as the brain behind the theory of trickle down economics (aka “Reganomics”).  Johnson asks Friedman if it makes him “nervous when you see so many powerful and extremely wealthy individuals sitting there, directly influencing those politicians when we’re in a democracy?” Friedman answers, “They’re not influencing anything.  They’re playing a role in the political system, but Congress is ultimately going to be influenced by public opinion, by what the public wants. The public will get what the public wants.”   


Steve Forbes, CEO, Forbes Inc., tax reformer and Presidential candidate – “Everybody has a talent.  In a free society you should have the opportunity to discover what that talent is (everyone has a knack for something) and develop that talent.  By developing your talent, you’re not only helping yourself, you’re helping others.”

Paul Orfalea, founder, Kinkos – “It’s not a sin to make money.”  

Roy Martin, President, Martin Lumber Co. – His family business is among the top 30 private landowners in the US, and is the largest private landowner in Louisiana.  “Do unto others as you would have done unto yourself works in business as well as relationships.”

Kevin Phillips, former Nixon Aide – “It’s been the case for the last 25 years in the United States that the amount of money flowing into the system in the form of political contributions has become a major shaper of who gets what within the economy.”

Michael Hakim, real estate heir and Beverly Hills City Council candidate – tries to make a case for the diversity of Beverly Hills while campaigning door to door, though he has a hard time getting to the doors.

Adnan Khashoggi, Saudi arms dealer and Iran Contra figure – “As business people, we have ways of manipulating the government officials, and they have ways of manipulating us.”  Insists he is not an arms merchant, rather that is a label given him by the press.  Sums up his involvement in the Iran Contra scandal as “marketing.”

Greg Schell, Attorney Migrant Farmer Justice Program – Explains how government price supports keep the price of US produced sugar artificially inflated and how harvesting sugar cane in the everglades by hand is not only the least expensive way to get the job done, but also the most dangerous to the workers.  Also explains how the US government, with a combination of import quotas and a guarantee that the government will buy any surplus, keeps the US price of sugar artificially high.  

Nathaniel Reed, Undersecretary of the Interior, 1971-1976 – Explains that the cultivation of sugar in the everglades is the second most profitable crop in the country next to tobacco and that it’s made the Fanjul family extraordinarily rich.  He goes on to point out that as the country is running an annual $500 billion deficit, it’s also subsidizing sugar production in the everglades, “which is damaging the same system that we’re spending hundreds of millions of dollars to repair.   If you really think about it, it’s so nonsensical, it’s even comical.  If it wasn’t so hideous it would even be laughable.”

Claude R. Kirk, former Governor of Florida – explains with a laugh that the political favoritism bought by the Fanjul’s in the form of political contributions is an example of “free enterprise.” 

Cody Franchetti, Italian Baron – “Americans rejected inequality at the inception.  They said ‘no’ to aristocracy.  At the same time, when you shed your sins you retain a secret desire to have them back.”


Nicole Buffett, granddaughter of Warren Buffett – Explains that her family takes care of living and education expenses only while family members are in school.  Today she works as an artist and in the home of a wealthy San Francisco family as a provider of child care.  

The Estate Tax Debate
Roy Martin, President, Martin Lumber Co. – Calls the Estate Tax “an anti-American” tax.

Cody Franchetti, Italian Baron – Calls taxes on estates “criminal” and “unethical”

Ralph Nader, consumer advocate – “The federal Estate Tax, in about five years, will only apply to about three to four thousand estates, each worth roughly $10 million and above, maybe less.  But the propaganda by the Republicans and the rich has been so relentless that most people think the federal government shouldn’t tax its inheritance.”

Chuck Collins, great grandson of Oscar Meyer – Early in the film discusses why he chose to give all of his wealth away.  Later, Chuck recalls “in 1997 there was this big push to abolish the inheritance tax and at the time I was, like, ‘wow where did this come from?’ Now I know that the Mars family and the Gallo family and all these enormously wealthy families bankrolled an effort to abolish the inheritance tax.”  Chuck recalls that Bill Gates, Sr. was an early ally against an abolition of the tax.  

Bill Gates Sr. – Seen on Capitol lobbying Senators to preserve the Estate Tax.  “We are developing a very serious wealth disparity and the fact of the matter is the disparity has developed even though we have an estate tax.  So I hate to think how bad it would be if we hadn’t had an estate tax all this time.”

Robert Reich, US Secretary of Labor, 1992-1996 – Echoes Nader’s assertion that the estate tax is meant only for “the wealthiest people in the country.”  Later Reich says: “If we continue to reduce the estate tax on the schedule we now have, it means that we’re going to have the children of the wealthiest people in this country owning more and more of the assets of this country…We’re going to have family dynasties of the sort that we had in the late 19th century. Meanwhile the rest of the country is going to have to pay more and more in taxes to keep us safe from terrorism, to make sure we have roads and bridges and health care.  It’s unfair.  It’s unjust.  It’s absurd.”

About the Filmmaker

THE ONE PERCENT is 26 year-old Jamie Johnson’s second documentary feature.  His first, BORN RICH, drew acclaim upon its world premiere at the 2003 Sundance Film Festival and later that year when it aired on HBO under the channel’s “America Undercover” banner.  BORN RICH captured the rituals, worries and social customs of the young Trumps, Vanderbilts, Newhouses and Bloombergs while offering candid insights into the privileges and burdens of inheriting more money than most people will earn in a lifetime.  
While making BORN RICH, Johnson “learned a lot about the importance of doing meaningful work,” he says today.  He also realized that he could make films that “force people to look more honestly at their circumstances in life. My films are meant to inform those who are watching them as well as those who are in them.”
