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U N D E R S T A N D I N G 
T R U M P  A N D  H I S
B I L L I O N A I R E
S U P P O R T E R S  I N
C A L I F O R N I A

During the current presidential race,
Donald Trump has come under fire for
outrageous and offensive positions on a 
range of issues. His history of bragging 
about how he would profit from the
real-estate market crash that fueled
the Great Recession has drawn
considerable scrutiny.

For a 2006 Trump University audiobook, 
he was asked about “gloomy predictions 
that the real estate market is heading for 
a spectacular crash.” At the time, Trump 
said, “I sort of hope that happens because 
then people like me would go in and buy. 

If there is a bubble burst, as they call it, you know you can make a lot of money. If you’re in a 
good cash position – which I’m in a good cash position today – then people like me would go 
in and buy like crazy.” [1] 

When the crash did happen, Trump took 
full advantage of it. In 2008, his supposed 
institution of higher learning offered
workshops to students on how to make 
money off the foreclosure crisis in hard-hit 
places like California. 

In a 2008 slide aimed at convincing
students to sign up for three-day, $1,495 
workshops, Trump is pictured along with a 
quote “I’ve always made a FORTUNE in 
FORECLOSURES, and YOU WILL TOO. 
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The timing will never be better than NOW! My recommendation is that you attend our
retreat. ENROLL TODAY!”[2]

In recent years, three of Donald Trump’s most prominent donors - Steven Mnuchin, Thomas 
Barrack, and Geoff Palmer - have fueled and profited from the continued foreclosure crisis 
and the loss of affordable housing in California. 

Their Trump-style banking, speculation, and real-estate development together generate
billions in profit by making housing and home ownership unaffordable for a growing number 
of Californians, especially in communities of color.

As this report from California Hedge Clippers shows, Mnuchin, Barrack, and Palmer are 
guided by the same reckless greed that has driven Trump’s career and even his infamous
workshops at Trump University. It’s a worldview that would also inform a Trump White house.

In recent years, three of Donald Trump’s most prominent donors - 
Steven Mnuchin, Thomas Barrack, and Geoff Palmer - have fueled 
and profited from the continued foreclosure crisis and the loss of
affordable housing in California. 

FINDINGS: HOW TRUMP’S TOP DONORS MAKE BILLIONS FROM CALIFORNIA 
REAL ESTATE WHILE DESTABILIZING COMMUNITIES:
This report closely analyzes the business deals of Mnuchin, Barrack, and Palmer. 
The way their predatory practices work together to destabilize communities is systematic and 
far-reaching.

Mnuchin foreclosed on thousands of California homes, while Barrack purchased these
foreclosed properties and turned them into rental properties. Meanwhile, Palmer invested in
high-priced luxury apartment buildings in major cities with no affordable-housing
requirements, forcing rental prices to climb and displacing longtime residents in the process. 

Here are the key facts about Mnuchin, Barrack, and Palmer that we examine:

• Steven Mnuchin, Dune Capital. Mnuchin
is Trump’s National Finance Chairman and
a member of his economic advisory team.
He is also the former Chair of OneWest Bank, 
which carried out more than 36,000 foreclosures
in California from 2009-2015 and engaged is a
laundry list of predatory practices including
robo-signing, dual tracking, and peddling reverse 
mortgages to senior citizens.



• Thomas Barrack, Colony Starwood. Barrack
started the pro-Trump Super PAC “Rebuilding 
America Now” and spoke in support of Trump at 
the Republican National Convention. He is the 
Co-Chairman of Colony Starwood, a real estate 
speculation firm and “Wall Street landlord” that 
bought up thousands of foreclosed homes in the 
wake of the housing crisis and turned them into 
rental units, thereby precluding thousands of
Californians from achieving affordable ownership 
of those properties. Colony Starwood Homes owns 
30,677 units of housing across the country, with at 
least 2,819 in California.

• Geoff Palmer, GH Palmer Associates.
Palmer is one of Trump’s largest donors, having
contributing $2 million to the pro-Trump
Super PAC “Rebuilding America Now.” Palmer is 
a Los Angeles area real estate developer who
owns 10,400 rental units in Southern California.
He has also been one of the most prominent
opponents of mandatory affordable housing
policies in Los Angeles, calling California’s
affordable housing requirements “immoral”
and “not American,” while successfully suing
the city to preclude inclusionary zoning for
rental properties in cities across California.

Palmer is one of  Trump’s largest donors, having contributing $2 million to the pro-Trump
Super PAC “Rebuilding America Now.” Palmer is a Los Angeles area real estate developer 
who owns 10,400 rental units in Southern California. He has also been one of the most
prominent opponents of mandatory affordable housing policies in Los Angeles, calling
California’s affordable housing requirements “immoral” and “not American,” while
successfully suing the city to preclude inclusionary zoning for rental properties in cities
across California. 

 3



 4

S T E V E N  M N U C H I N
–  B A N K I N G  O N  T H E
F O R E C L O S U R E  C R I S I S

Before being named Donald Trump’s
National Finance Chairman, Steven Mnuchin 
was primarily known as a Goldman Sachs 
partner turned hedge fund manager, member 
of one of New York City’s most influential
families, and financier of Hollywood
blockbusters including Avatar.[3]

a “foreclosure king”and “the 
worst of  Wall Street.”

Mnuchin’s high-profile role in the Trump 
campaign has put him in the national spotlight 
and prompted increased scrutiny of his career, 

including his role as the chair of OneWest Bank, an egregious bad actor in California’s fore-
closure crisis.

In the weeks after Mnuchin joined Trump’s team, news articles about his role at OneWest 
sprang up, calling him a “foreclosure king”[4] and “the worst of  Wall Street.”[5]

MNUCHIN’S TIES TO TRUMP
When Mnuchin agreed to be Trump’s National Finance Chairman last May, he pledged to 
raise $1 billion for Republicans 
and the Trump campaign
--although that goal has now been 
amended to about half that.[6]

He himself has contributed 
$42,500 to Trump’s joint
fundraising committee.[7]

Mnuchin is also a member of 
Trump’s recently-announced
economic advisory council, the 
team of real-estate investors, hedge 
fund managers, and bankers who 
are crafting Trump’s economic 
policy.[8] 
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Mnuchin is a longtime friend and business associate of Trump. After Trump announced his 
pick for his National Finance Chairman, Mnuchin told the New York Times:

“I was there at the beginning when [Trump] decided to run for president, and I’ve been 
a supporter and quiet adviser behind the scenes to him.” Mnuchin’s hedge fund, Dune 
Capital, was part of a group of lenders for the construction of the Trump International 
Hotel & Tower in Chicago, as well as invested in the Trump Waikiki in Hawaii.[9] 

Many of Mnuchin’s friends were shocked when he accepted Trump’s offer to be National Fi-
nance Chairman.[10] Recent speculation as to why Mnuchin would align himself with Trump 
suggests Mnuchin saw the role as opportunity to grab the powerful position of Treasury
Secretary. According to a recent Bloomberg article:

“One theory bouncing between Manhattan and Beverly Hills holds that an investor with 
so much Wall Street blood in his veins spotted the trade of a lifetime. In exchange for a 
few months of unpaid work, Mnuchin gets a shot at joining President Trump’s cabinet. 
Goldman partners have wealth, and movie producers befriend stars, but the secretary of 
the Treasury gets his signature stamped on cash.”[11]

MNUCHIN AND ONEWEST BANK
Mnuchin’s hedge fund Dune Capital is perhaps best known as the owner of OneWest Bank, 
one of the most egregious bad actors in California’s foreclosure crisis that carried out 36,382 
foreclosures in California between April 2009 and April 2015.[12] 

In 2009, Dune Capital led a consortium of investors that purchased the failed mortgage
lender IndyMAC, one of the largest mortgage lenders in the country and a purveyor of
Alt-A mortgages[13], a subprime product that  allowed loans often made without requiring
borrowers to obtain a loan without accurately stateing their incomes. In the summer of 2008, 
the government had taken control of IndyMac after customers withdrew deposits in droves
amidst growing concern over the collapsing housing market. It was the third-largest bank
failure in US history.[14]
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Led by Dune Capital, the investors re-named IndyMac “OneWest Bank” and installed 
Mnuchin as the company’s chairman.[15] Over the course of 2009 to 2015, OneWest engaged 
in numerous predatory fraudulent practices that included all of the hallmarks of the
foreclosure crisis. Some of those practices are outlined here.

ONEWEST’S FORECLOSURE PATTERNS 
The California Reinvestment Coalition (CRC) has done extensive research on OneWest’s 
foreclosure patterns in California,[16] including conducting a series of surveys of housing
counselors and nonprofit attorneys in California. across the United States. In those surveys, 
OneWest emerged “as one of the most challenging servicers [for housing counselors]
to work with.”[17]

According to the CRC:[18]

• In a July 2010 survey, thirty housing counselors cited OneWest Bank (OWB) as the worst 
offenders for not offering affordable loan modifications, more than all fifteen of the other 
servicers surveyed. 

• In June of 2011, 50% of responding counselors rated OWB as “terrible,” a higher
percentage than for all other eleven servicers considered.

• In a February 2012 survey, 95% of responding counselors said OWB was “terrible” or 
“bad”, the second worst rating of all servicers considered.That same survey year, OWB 
was voted second “worst servicer.”

• Survey responses suggest that OneWest foreclosed on large numbers of people after 
purchasing IndyMac, even though they had agreed to modify mortgages when possible as 
part of the purchase agreement.[19]

CRC also found that during Mnuchin’s time 
as chairman, OneWest carried out 36,382
foreclosures in California. Investigation into 
where these foreclosures occurred suggest
OneWest’s foreclosures disproportionately 
impacted communities of color, much like the 
foreclosure crisis on the whole. [20] 

According to CRC’s analysis, of the 35,877 
OneWest foreclosures in California that had 
a zip code listed in data from PropertyRadar, 
68% occurred in zip codes with a majori-

ty non-white population and 35% of the OneWest California foreclosures were in zip codes 
where the non-white population wasis more than 75% of the total
population.[21]

OneWest’s foreclosures disproportionately impacted communities of color.
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ROBO-SIGNING
“Robo-signing” was one of the mortgage servicing abusess that came to light during the
housing market crash.  The term refers to a variety of practices in which employees of
mortgage servicing companies signed foreclosure documents without reviewing them,
just assuming the paperwork was correct and signing it automatically (like robots),
thereby allowing them to process large volumes of foreclosure paperwork faster.  

In a July 2009 deposition, a OneWest vice president of foreclosure and bankruptcy admitted 
that OneWest employees robo-signed 6,000 foreclosure-related documents per week. She
admitted to not reading the documents before signing them, not knowing how the records 
were generated, and not signing in the presence of a notary.[22] 

OneWest employees robo-signed 6,000 foreclosure-related documents 
per week.

DUAL TRACKING
OneWest also engaged in “dual tracking,” the illegal process in which a mortgage lender
processes a homeowner’s request for a home loan modification while simultaneously
putting the homeowner through the foreclosure process. In September 2013, a San Luis
Obispo County couple won a seven-figure settlement and title to their two houses from
OneWest when a judge determined the bank had engaged in dual tracking.[23]

SERVICING REVERSE MORTGAGES
OneWest was also heavily involved in servicing “reverse mortgages” for senior citizens.
According to a Freedom of Information Act request CRC submitted to HUD, OneWest
subsidiary Financial Freedom executed 39% of all foreclosures on federally insured reverse 
mortgages from April 2009 through April 2016, even though they only serviced an estimated 
17% of the market.[24] In other words, Financial Freedom foreclosed on twice the number of 
families and heirs as would be expected, given the amount of the market they serviced.

A reverse mortgage is a type of loan in which the bank places a lien against a senior citizen’s 
house in exchange for periodic or lump-sum payments. The full amount borrowed is not due 
until the borrower dies, moves out, or sells the house.[25] This type of loan has been widely 
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criticized for high fees and
predatory origination.

Reverse mortgages can lead to 
numerous negative outcomes for 
senior citizens and their families, 
including “widow foreclosures.” 
Frequently, reverse mortgage
brokers encouraged senior couples 
to leave a younger spouse off of 
their loan title, telling them that 
there was no danger of the other 
spouse losing their home if the 
person on the title died. But this 
was not the case; the practice left 
thousands of surviving spouses vulnerable to foreclosure.

In some cases, OneWest subsidiary and reverse mortgage servicer Financial Freedom notified 
surviving spouses that they were being foreclosed on just days after their spouse died.[26] [27]

The Consumer Finance Protection Bureau 
has introduced some new rules to protect
widows from foreclosure, although not spe-
cifically from reverse mortgage related
foreclosures. It seems these protections are 
sorely needed to stop Mnuchin from engag-
ing in the practice. According to its most 
recent annual report, CIT Group (which 
purchased OneWest in 2015) is currently 
under investigation for its reverse mortgage 
operations.[29]

In some cases, OneWest subsidiary 
and reverse mortgage servicer
Financial Freedom notified
surviving spouses that they were 
being foreclosed on just days after 
their spouse died.
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ONEWEST RECEIVES $2.4 BILLION IN CORPORATE WELFARE 
Despite its proven track record of predatory practices, OneWest receiveds billions of dollars
in corporate welfare. When the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) sold off
IndyMac to OneWest in 2009 and then La Jolla Bank to OneWest in 2010,[30] it entered into 
shared loss agreements with the billionaire investors who bought the banks.[31]

Under the agreements, once the bank has foreclosed on a certain threshold of mortgages, the 
FDIC begins picking up the costs for OneWest foreclosing on families.

According to the FDIC’s response to a Freedom of Information Act Request from the CRC, 
the FDIC has already paid $1,028,404,397 to OneWest. At the time of the FOIA, the FDIC 
and estimated it would pay out an additional $1,430,023,160[32] bringing the total amount of 
corporate welfare going to OneWest $2,458,427,557.[33]

ONEWEST PAYS OFF FOR MNUCHIN
OneWest’s predatory and fraudulent practices
have paid off big for Mnuchin and other
investors including John Paulson, Michael Dell, 
and Christopher Flowers. In 2015, CIT Group 
purchased OneWest for $3.4 billion, producing 
a return of 3.35 times the investors’ original
investment.[34] When the deal was announced, 
the Wall Street Journal ran an article entitled 
“Bet on Failed Bank Creates Windfall for
Investors.” [35] Mnuchin personally made $17.4 
million over the past year and a half for his role 
as vice chairman of the CIT board.[36] In 2015, 

he received $6.5 million in compensation from CIT[37] – all while still holding his “day job” as 
the head of his hedge fund Dune Capital. When Mnuchin stepped down as the Vice Chair of 
CIT in March, he received $10.9 million as severance.[38]

Mnuchin is putting those millions to use on the 21,000 square foot Bel Air mansion he bought 
for $26 million.[39]
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T O M  B A R R A C K   
S P E C U L A T I N G  O N 
T H E  H O U S I N G  C R I S I S

Billionaire real estate investor Thomas Barrack Jr.
is the founder and Executive Chairman of
Colony Capital, a real estate investment trust 
(REIT), and Co-Chairman of Colony Starwood 
Homes, one of the increasingly prevalent “Wall 
Street landlords”[40] that bought up foreclosed 
houses in the years after the housing market crash 
and then turned them into rental units, destabiliz-
ing communities and taking affordable home
ownership out of the hands of Californians.

TOM’S TRUMP TIES
Though little-known before, Barrack received
ample media attention when he announced
the launch of his pro-Trump super PAC,
Rebuilding America Now, and after his glowing
endorsement of Donald Trump at the 2016
Republican National Convention.[41]

Armed with $32 million in fundraising commitments, Barrack was enthusiastic about the role 
his super PAC would play in the general election.[42]

“These super PACs have meaning, they have purpose, but they have been viewed historically 
as being not so trustworthy,” Barrack said on CNN’s “OutFront.” “So the idea of having a 
solid, trustworthy – with no skimming, no float – that’s aligned with the candidate but is not 
coordinating with the candidate, is key.”[43]

However, Barrack’s idyllic image of his organization is not entirely accurate. Rebuilding
America Now has already flouted campaign finance law intended to deter campaign
coordination by hiring a former Trump staffer to lead its efforts and putting Trump
campaign logos in its ads.[44] [45]

Barrack has poured $415,000 of his own money into Trump Victory, the Trump and RNC 
joint fundraising committee.[46] In May 2016 he hosted a $25,000-a-head fundraiser at his 
home, where he claims to have raised $9.5 million for Trump.[47]
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Trump “played [him] like a Steinway piano.”

When discussing Trump’s presence at the fundraiser, Barrack beamed:

“He was amazing. He was funny. He was charming. He was totally indulged in the
individuality of the crowd,” Barrack said. “He was his real, usual class act.”[48]

Barrack has been close to Donald Trump for years. As the head of RMB Realty he
negotiated the sale of New York City’s Plaza Hotel to Trump in 1988. Reminiscing on the
deal, he quipped that Trump “played [him] like a Steinway piano.”[49]

Barrack has also kept an apartment for years in Trump Parc East, a building at 100 Central 
Park South on the same floor as Eric, Trump’s second son.[50]

BARRACK’S ROLE IN THE CA HOUSING CRISIS
Tom Barrack specializes in speculating on distressed assets. He got his start in buying up loans 
from the federal government at rock bottom prices during the savings and loan crisis.

After the 2008 housing collapse, during which 
thousands of Americans, including victims of 
predatory mortgage lending, lost their
houses, Barrack snapped up tens of thousands 
of homes.

Through Colony American Homes (and later 
Colony Starwood Homes), these houses were 
converted to rentals, effectively removing
thousands of houses from the market that could 
have been purchased by California residents 
and posing the threat of driving up rents to
increase Colony Starwood’s bottomline.

This profit scheme – called REO (Real Estate 
Owned) to Rental – plays a major role in
destabilizing communities. A 2015 report from 

the California Reinvestment Coalition found that long-term tenants were being displaced and 
first time homebuyers were losing out on bids to all-cash offers by rich investors like Barrack’s 
Colony Capital.[51]

California Congressman Mark Takano responded to the report by pointing to Colony as a 
prime example of the kind of investor that harms California communities:

“With more than 80 percent of respondents saying the investors have a negative impact 
on their neighborhoods, and 65 percent of local real estate professionals saying they have 
hurt their business, it is clear that companies like Blackstone and Colony Capital are 
changing our communities.”[52]
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The report noted that Colony American Homes, Colony Capital’s real estate arm, and
Waypoint Real Estate Group were two of the three largest Wall Street landlords in California 
and were consistently cited by respondents to their survey as “problematic” to communities. 
Waypoint was one of the first to seek 
private investors specifically to fund 
the purchase of foreclosed homes.[54] 
In January 2016, Colony American 
Homes merged with Starwood
Waypoint Residential Trust, a publicly 
traded real estate investment trust
created by Waypoint and
Starwood Capital Group, in a
mammoth $7.7 billion deal. [55]

Colony as a prime example 
of the kind of investor that 
harms California
communities

The post-merger Colony Starwood Homes is now the primary vehicle for Barrack’s
residential investments – Barrack is a 35.1% shareholder of Colony Starwood and his private 
equity firm Colony Capital owns a further 14.5% of shares.

In a 2013 interview, Barrack said that Colony was “purchasing as many single-family
foreclosed homes as it possibly can.”[56] Colony Starwood Homes now owns 30,677 units of 
housing across the country, with at least 2,819 in California, according to SEC filings. These 
are mostly single-family homes converted to rentals.

According to California Hedge Clippers’ analysis, Colony Starwood’s California properties 
are primarily located in communities of color. Our analysis shows:[57]

• In the California zip code where Colony Starwood owns the most properties (Vallejo,
California, 94589), 83% of the population is non-white,[58]  as compared to 61% of the 
state on the whole.

• 64% of Colony Starwood’s California properties are in zip codes where more than 70% 
of the population is non-white.

Colony Starwood also has liens on homes underlying 3,997 “non-performing” loans, at least 
197 of which are in California, that the firm will either modify and hold, resell to another 
lender, or foreclose to add the home to its rental portfolio or sell.[59]

Colony Starwood’s California properties are primarily located in 
communities of color.
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BARRACK’S BACKGROUND
Barrack’s professional background shows a willingness to take on high-risk deals with
controversial clients. He was hired out of law school by Nixon’s personal lawyer, Herbert W 
Kalmbach. He later spent years working directly for the Saudi royal family after working with 
them through Kalmbach’s firm.[60]

In one noteworthy deal, Barrack negotiated an agreement between the Haitian dictator
Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier and two Saudi princes to allow the construction of an 
oil transshipment terminal by Texas businessman, Lonnie Dunn.[61] Dunn had oil interests 
stalled in Haiti due to new OPEC regulations that required a contract between the Haitian
government and Saudi Arabia. Barrack was called in by Kalmbach to broker the deal and 
play diplomat, which proved successful (and profitable) for Dunn and led to Barrack’s next 
career; real estate.

In the wake of another financial crisis – the savings and loan crisis of the late 1980s – Barrack 
led RMB Realty to buy a portfolio of distressed mortgages from the federal government and 
sell them back to the original lenders, earning a $400 million profit.[62]

This was his introduction to investing in distressed assets. Soon after, he formed Colony 
Capital, which Fortune magazine calls “the first vulture fund for S&L debt.”[63]

LIVING THE LUXE LIFE
One look at Barrack’s personal
wealth and anyone can tell that he does 
not experience the housing insecurity 
felt by many Californians. His
numerous estates include the 1,200 
acre Happy Valley Vineyard on Piocho 
Ranch, outside of Santa Barbara, where 
he lives with his family.[64]

In addition to the vineyards and winery, 
the ranch is home to horse stables and 
two regulation polo fields (Barrack is an 
accomplished polo player).[65] His
personal residences also include a
relatively small pied-a-terre in the
Donald Trump developed Trump Parc 
East in New York City, where he is 
neighbors with Eric Trump.[66]

Barrack recently listed his Santa
Monica mansion - the site of his recent 
$25,000-a-head Trump fundraiser
- on the real estate market. He is asking 
$46.5 million for the 7 bathroom, 13 
bedroom manse that he purchased two 
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years ago for $24.5 million.[67]

He is also the owns much of Costa Smeralda, a coastal area in northern Sardinia that is bot 
renowned for its beauty and for its exclusivity.[68] Costa Smeralda is one of the most expen-
sive destinations in Europe.[69]

In addition to his residences Barrack 
has several curious luxury holdings. He 
took his taste for scouting out distressed 
properties and turned it on distressed 
people, making a cottage industry out 
of investing in “distressed celebrities.” 
To this end, Barrack’s Colony Capital 
is the owner of Michael Jackson’s iconic 
Neverland Ranch, which the firm
purchased in 2008 to avert foreclosure.
[70] The deal worked much like one of 
his real estate purchases. Jackson, now 
purchased out of financial distress, 
would have to go on tour to “generate

revenue.” Tragically, the pop star passed away shortly before the tour began.

These holdings, which also include touring revenue from famed photographer Annie
Leibovitz and the Miramax film library, prompted Barrack to build a $500 million dollar 
fund specifically to target celebrities in distress. A New York Magazine profile of Barrack’s
business venture highlighted how he does not see people, but opportunities to profit:

One of the adages in a list of “rules for success” that he sometimes distributes to
employees is “befriend the bewildered.” And when you start applying the thought
process of a vulture investor to pop culture, suddenly the world can seem dizzy with
opportunity. Is Lindsay Lohan a drug-addled train wreck or an underestimated future 
cash machine? What about Mel Gibson?[71]



G E O F F  P A L M E R  –
P R O F I T I N G  F R O M 
L U X U R Y  H O U S I N G

California luxury real estate developer 
Geoff Palmer is notorious in his home 
state for his ornate housing complexes 
and his ongoing assault on affordable 
housing policieslegislation. Now he is 
earning national attention for his
outsized contribution to a super PAC 
supporting Donald Trump that has 
already run afoul of campaign finance 
law by hiring a former Trump staffer and 
putting Trump campaign logos in its ads. 
[72] [73]

Palmer became one of Donald Trump’s largest individual donor with a $2 million
contribution to Rebuilding America Now, the pro-Trump super PAC founded by fellow
developer Tom Barrack. That Palmer would be such an enthusiastic supporter of the
Republican presidential candidate has surprised few. He has been described as Trump’s west 
coast doppleganger due to his penchant for “building ostentatious luxury projects that draw 
ire” and his belligerent attitude toward his critics. [74] [75]

Palmer became one of Donald Trump’s largest individual donor with 
a $2 million contribution

In Los Angeles, Palmer, like many 
real estate developers, is known for 
using campaign contributions to city 
council and mayoral candidates to 
ensure his real estate projects are
approved.

Since 2000, Palmer, along with his 
wife Anne, his brother Dan (his
one-time partner who has now
started his own development firm), 
and Dan’s wife Ashley have
contributed at least $63,350 to
Los Angeles city candidates.[76]
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That number is significant, since Los Angeles has campaign contribution limits of $700 per
person to city council candidates and $1,400 per person for Mayoral, City Attorney, and 
Controller candidates.[77] Palmer and his family have even made contributions to candidates 
competing for the same office.

Palmer’s $2 million dollar check to Trump and other federal campaign contributions reveals 
he is not content with just using his money to get his local real estate projects approved. He 
has a national ideological agenda and uses his money to forward that agenda.

So far in 2016, his major donations have included a $100,000 donation to John Bolton’s
national security focused super PAC, $89,600 to the National Republican Congressional 
Committee, and a maximum individual donation to Paul Ryan.[78] 

Not including his $2 million contribution to Trump, since 2000 Palmer has contributed 
$1,436,160 to Republican candidates for president and Congress as well as to conservative 
political action committees, including the Tea Party Express and the Tea Party-connected 
FreedomWorks.[79]

PALMER’S MASSIVE CALIFORNIA REAL ESTATE HOLDINGS
Palmer’s company, GH Palmer Associates, owns 10,400 rental units in Southern California, 
together worth over $3 billion. His properties are widely derided as “faux-Italian fortresses” 
that stand in contrast to the neighborhoods in which they are built. Rents for a studio in the 
Orsini complex start at $1,700, while a 2-bedroom apartment starts at $2,350 per month.[82] 

Palmer is the biggest residential real estate developer in downtown Los Angeles, owning 3663 
units in the area. His properties include the Orsini (1072 units), the Medici (632 units), Piero 
(560 units), the Visconti (297 units), the Lorenzo (913), and the Skyline Terrace (198 units).
[83] 

The LA Times summarized Palmer’s development development formula: “purchase
comparatively inexpensive land next to freeways or on lower-income streets, then construct 
luxury apartments on a large scale, with hundreds of units in a complex.”[84] 

The properties are generally imposing and inward facing structures, blocking their amenities 
from public view. Popular LA real estate blog Curbed called the buildings “vacuums
designed to suck the life out of a neighborhood that has worked so hard to become lively
in the past decade.”
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For one complex Palmer even sought to build a pedestrian bridge for the property’s residents, 
allowing them to bypass sharing the street with the homeless population. [86] 

The City of Los Angeles filed a lawsuit against Palmer in February 2016 for not having an 
adequate fire protection plan after one of his mammoth projects went up in flames.[87] The
development, The Da Vinci, was constructed with a wood frame rather than the traditional 
steel and concrete used in most large downtown buildings.

PALMER’S ATTACKS ON AFFORDABLE HOUSING
Geoff Palmer has a long history of fighting affordable housing requirements.

Palmer has a long history of fighting affordable housing requirements. In 1998, after purchas-
ing land for his first downtown project called “the Medici,” Palmer objected to a 1991 Central 
City West plan requiring that 15% of the units be made affordable to low-income households. 
Palmer negotiated with city officials, eventually reaching a reluctant agreement to make only 
9% of the project below-market units (60 units total). But Palmer still refused to set rents to 
be affordable to the poor. Instead, the city allowed him to target the 60 units for moderate-in-
come residents, which violated the spirit and substance of the set-aside rule.[88]  

A few years later, in 2001, Palmer sought approval for his latest downtown project – the
Visconti at Third and Bixel streets. Again, he refused to comply with the affordable housing 
mandate. In an interview with the Los Angeles Times about the controversy over the
Visconti’s lack of affordable housing, Palmer said, “Why should one developer be responsible 
for all of society’s ills? I’m a businessman. I want to build what the market dictates. Don’t tell 
me who we should build for.”[89]

Criticism from affordable housing activists delayed the project, but eventually the city let 
Palmer off the hook again. In 2004, he agreed to pay $2.8 million to avoid having to include 
any low-income units in the Visconti.[90]

By 2006, Palmer had had enough 
with what he viewed as unwarranted 
government interference with his 
property rights. When city officials 
insisted he comply with the
affordable housing set-aside for his 
Piero project, Palmer again refused. 
Then, he sued the city.  

In his lawsuit, Palmer argued that 
the affordable housing rule put 
the city in the position of setting 
the rent for his units. Palmer’s suit 
centered on an interpretation of the 
Costa-
Hawkins Act – a state law enacted 
in 1995 after heavy lobbying by the 
real estate industry, which sought to 



eliminate rent control in California cities. The law didn’t entirely do away with rent regula-
tions, but it insisted that landlords had the right to raise rents to market levels once a tenant 
vacated an apartment.  This time the city would not negotiate a settlement, hoping to defeat 
Palmer in court.[91]

Geoff Palmer has a long history of fighting affordable housing
requirements.

In a 2006 editorial about downtown development, the Los Angeles Times criticized Palmer’s 
resistance to complying with the city law. “Builders who invested in the land, such as Palmer, 
did so with their eyes open. They can’t now credibly claim that the area’s development
template is government regulation run amok.”[92]

 
But the courts disagreed. In 2007, a trial court and then the Second District Court of Appeal 
ruled in Palmer’s favor, claiming that LA’s affordable housing set-aside rule violated the
Costa-Hawkins law. The court of appeals also sided with Palmer in 2009.[93] The court
decision put “inclusionary zoning” laws in 170 California cities in legal limbo. 

The ruling meant that housing advocates and city officials who lost one of the few tools 
available to them to help address the severe shortage of affordable rental housing.  In 2013, 
housing advocates sought to narrowly amend the Costa-Hawkins law by excluding local
inclusionary zoning ordinances under the statute. The legislature approved the bill, but
Governor Jerry Brown, under heavy pressure from the real estate lobby, vetoed the measure,
thus keeping the so-called “Palmer decision” in place.[94]

Last year, the Supreme Court of
California upheld a San Jose law 
requiring developers of large, for-sale 
residential projects to include some 
units at below-market rates or pay 
into a city fund to build affordable 
housing.[95] That decision gave cities 
and counties the power to address the
affordable housing crisis through
inclusionary zoning of for-sale
properties, but the Palmer decision 
still bars inclusionary zoning for
rental properties, presenting an 
enormous obstacle to policymakers 
aiming to make California’s rental 
housing affordable.[96]

While there is a growing chorus calling on Governor Jerry Brown to and state lawmakers 
to enact legislation that would allow cities to require affordable housing in new for-sale and 
rental developments, it seems Palmer has no plans to soften his stance on affordable
housing.
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At a Q&A organized by the Urban Land Institute last fall, Palmer vilified the very concept of 
affordable housing as “immoral” and called affordable housing advocates, “poverty
advocates.”[98] He also said:

“We don’t need social engineering. Why is it that these people think that real estate
developers should give 15% of their profits away? They’re not asking from grocery 
stores, gas stations, haberdasheries. They only ask real estate developers. Why is that? 
Private individuals should be subsidizing these people?” he said, jabbing the air with his 
hands. “It’s not American.”[99]

GEOFF PALMER’S DARK
MONEY DUMPS
The affordable housing fight is not 
Palmer’s first over-the-top effort to 
get his way. In 1991 he was charged 
with 15 campaign finance violations 
for illegally obscuring the source of
contributions to the Southern
California Caucus, a political action 
committee opposed to Santa Clarita 
cityhood. Palmer’s company wanted 
to exchange some infrastructure
improvements for the right to build 
1,452 condominiums and the city’s 
new status could have resulted in tighter regulations.[100]

Palmer was caught reimbursing his employees through his company for their contributions to 
the anti-cityhood committee and slapped with a measly $30,000 fine.[101]

The LA Times reported that he used a “similar scheme to disguise the source”
of contributions to an LA Councilwoman in a district where he wanted to build.[102]

Additionally, a previous California Hedge Clippers paper identified Palmer as one of the
donors to Americans for Job Security, the dark money group that funneled massive sums
into efforts to oppose Proposition 30, a millionaires’ tax, in California in 2012.[103]

ILLEGAL DEMOLITION OF
HISTORIC BUILDINGS
In another instance, Palmer was work-
ing on a new luxury complex that was 
being built adjacent to the last Victori-
an building in Bunker Hill, the Giese 
House. The house, which stood in the 
way of his construction progress, was
protected under local preservation law 
and would need to be moved away 
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from Palmer’s new development site. But before the house could be relocated Palmer’s work-
ers destroyed it by backing into it with a bulldozer then razing it without a permit. Palmer 
claimed that the demolition was accidental and paid a $200,000 fine but not before attempt-
ing to sue the city for $10 million for fining him in the first place.[105]

Palmer was caught for illegally reimbursing his employees through 
his company for their contributions to the anti-cityhood committee 
and slapped with a $30,000 fine.

PALMER’S MANSIONS
It is clear from his words and actions that Palmer cannot personally relate to how the
housing crisis impacts Californians on any level. His opulent lifestyle only strengthens that 
point. Palmer’s residences include a $21-million mansion in Beverly Hills, a $17-million 
house in Malibu – which LA Times columnist Steve Lopez noted had “solid bronze doors, 
teak cabinets and his-and-hers bathrooms,”[106] an estate in St. Tropez and his own Boeing 
727 to cart him between them and whisk him off on worldwide golfing jaunts with his
buddies.[107] [108]

 20



W H O  A R E  T H E
H E D G E  C L I P P E R S ?
Every day, the most unscrupulous hedge fund managers, private equity firms and Wall Street 
speculators impact the lives of Americans. They play an outsized role in our political process, 
our education system, and our economy. Hedge Clippers is a national campaign focused on 
unmasking the dark money schemes and strategies the billionaire elite uses to expand
their wealth, consolidate power and obscure accountability for their misdeeds. Through
hard-hitting research, war-room communications, aggressive direct action and robust
digital engagement, Hedge Clippers unites working people, communities, racial justice
organizations, grassroots activists, students and progressive policy leaders in a bold effort 
to expose and combat the greed-driven agenda that threatens basic fairness at all levels of 
American society.

The Hedge Clippers campaign includes leadership and collaborative contributions from 
labor unions, community groups, coalitions, digital activists and organizing networks around 
the country, including the Strong Economy for All Coalition, New York Communities for 
Change, Alliance for Quality Education, VOCAL-NY and Citizen Action of New York;
Make the Road New York and Make the Road Connecticut; New Jersey Communities
United; the Alliance of Californians for Community Empowerment (ACCE) and Courage
Campaign; the Grassroots Collaborative in Illinois; the Ohio Organizing Collaborative;
ISAIAH in Minnesota; Organize Now in Florida; Rootstrikers, Every Voice, Color of Change, 
350.org, Greenpeace, the ReFund America Project and United Students Against Sweatshops; 
the Center for Popular Democracy and the Working Families Party; the United Federation 
of Teachers and New York State United Teachers; the American Federation of Teachers, the 
National Education Association, and the Communication Workers of America.
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