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Speclal Message to Memhers of
The Citizens Action Comumittece
Erle, Peunsylvania

Gentlemen:

We reallze that our prestige as a group of Eri
ls not as high as that enjoved by yeur distinguished
Some of you might think L% presumptuous of us to iule o
thoughts into your council, but 1deazs are the swulf out ¢
every physical advance in civilization is mzde. We belie
some ol cur ideas at thls time are partlicularly relevan
preblems which we understand your committee wiil be con
n the next few days,
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No doubt you are familiar with the fact that Erie, as a
Third Class City, 1s now entitled by law to shifi its Gity Tax
Y at

from buildings te land value, XLTA is organized to educate the
citizens of Erie on the many advantages of adoptlng this vro-

ceodure. We know that you are wrestling with the problem of downe
town reconstruction, and we would like to rresent some pertisnt
facts which might have some bearing on the problem at hand.

By 1925, Pitisburgh had finished the process taking
S0 of its city taxes off bulldings and improvements, snd trans-
ferring them to land value. Today in Pittsburgh, taes ol
cn land conslsts of a levy of 37 mills on all land assessmernts;
ard 18% mills on all bullding assessments.
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By the time the City Planning Commission in Pittsburgh
declded to move toward the problems involving the propessi
"Golden Triangle", this shift of a heavier tax to land vaiue had
already substantially lowered the selling. price of ail downbown
land sites, When the commission moved in; armed with the right
of eminent domain, it aiready had a powerful weapon at hand.
Land prices had been partlially deflated.

As we 21l know, when 1t becomes known that sofie. respon-
sible group is interested in certain sites, the holders of these

‘8ltes demand excessive prices. PRut the City Commission had two

vowerful weapons to Tight off this usual condition. Firsv, land
prices in all downtown Pittsburgh had been lowerad by the opers-
tion cof the Graded Tax Iaw. For years Firms dzzliring to buy lznd
sites had enjoyed this advantage even though the amount of land
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value taxatlon enjoyed in Fitteburgh was srall,
Tox Land, Not Buildings — Clear Slums, Create Jobs
| 9263
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econd, Lhe 15508 n went to work armed with the right
of eminent domain. Fr ventually paid landholders were high
enough. They aiwuys awe wbem commissions condsmn certaln areas,
However, the prices were much lower than they would have been
had the two above mentioned condlitions not existed,
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Equitable Life snd the Bell Telephone Companies were able
to get possession of this land more reasonably than they could
have done normally. Despite the fact that many people are
suspliclous of this tendency of a land value tax to deflate the
price of land, it remains a fact that progress is literally
"hung up" because of the exorbitant prlces being demanded every-
where for prime land.

When the land in the Triangle became available at such
reduced prices, and when buyers were found who were willing to
pay the prices being asked, there came into play the third im-
portant Tactor which made the project so remarkable. Builders
discovered that they could plan good, high-rise buildings with
mush leas tax penalty than was being imposed in any other city
in the country.

It is not generally recognized by natlive Pltisburghers
that these were the factors that made pogsible the Pittsburgh
Golden Triangle Development. Insiders understood these facts,
but they were not heralded in the press, nor explained to the
public. You can go to Pittsburgh today, and not one person in
one hundred could give you any reason why the City Planning
Commission was able to do what it did. It was assumed that the
Commlission just worked harder and "hung in there” with more bull
dog tenacity than 4did officials in other sitles. This is pure
nonsense, If such advantages had been available, Pittsburgh
would not have been the only town of 1ts type to crash through,

A1l this can be grist for the mill as the CAC wrestles
with the problems of Erie's downtown obsolescence. You are
about to hear a speaker with considerable experience in the field
of city planning. Unless she 18 the exception, she will know
nothing about the potential of land wvalue taxation. New York
does not have such a law and the ldeas involved are practically
never mentioned in officlal circles, there, or anywhere else in
the country.

Pennsylvania does have a law, and Erie is the one town
that 1s best equipped to deal with this problem. More people
in Erlie know about land value taxation than in any other town in
Pennsylvania., We know only too well that the idea is belng
looked upon with misgivings in many high circles. We know that
there are strong under currents of opposition inspired mostly
by a natural reluctance to institute a basic change in our local
tax policey., But we also know that this idea is too good to pass
up, and that as more and more people come to understand how it
works, there will be lncreasing numbers whe will favor it.



Page Three Citizens Action Commltiles

How can it serve ithe purpose of the CAC in dealing with
the downiown problems? There are two ways of looking at this,
One 18 the long gieady puril toward renewal of bulldings which
would autcmatlcally folliow the adepiion of land value taxatlion.
Lower land pyices and dscrsaged taxes on bulldings would briag
about the resulits needed in due time,.

However, we know that the CAC i3 thinking in ferms made
pepular by the current business and zovernmsntal philoscphy
which sees nothing wrong in Uh ldea of uSLnD Tederal funds to
fight urban obsolescence. We see plenty in this philicsophy
which is fundamentally wrong, bul we see no sense at this juncture
in "fighting clty hall.'™ This is how the city fathers of towns
all over the country are goling to deal with this issue, and we
know Erie 1s planning to be in there with its share of requests.
We are alsgo familiar wilth the basic nlan now under advisement.

What can land value taxation do for Zrie if the authori-
ties decide to go for & downtown urban renewWsal project involiviug
State Btreet from Sixth to Fourteenth?

First, of course, landholders must be satisfled. This 1s
now = part of the plan. It is tco late to expect land value
taxation to reduce the price of land on State Street in tine
for 1t to be a consideration. 2But, the federal funds fake care
of this aspest anyway, and owners of prime iand can get out un=-
scathed. fThey should be very happy, for under the present
cireumstances, many of thelr land sites are falling rapidly in
Vaiuz, ”hey ULlL cont1¢ue to fall until 2 major opsration
arrests the itrend.

Second, a shift of the tax burden from bulldings to land
vaiue will set the sitage for some real bullding plans. True;
taxes wlll be changed only on City taxes, but this will represent
approximately 37% of the totel tax burden., In Erie, the Cilty
Tax represente a substantial part of the tax on real estate,

When wou forgive that much of the tax on buildings, you are
really cutting into the tax bite,.

This will mean that planners can put some wonderful Build-
ings on their drawing boards. The results could make Rrie the
show case for the naticon. With such a prospect, a plamning
commission can do a marvelous Jjob. There will be many details
with which we, the writers of tkis letier, have no desirs to
beccome Involved, We know that whoever does have thls respongi-
bility will find their work a real delight. The downtown section
cf Erie can become a subject for articles in natlonsl wagazines,
and it could set the trend for the Tulure in the U.5.A.

& clofing thought. Without using lond woliuo
tha bw’?}cwg of new bulldirngs In +n@ Gowvr towmy geniicn
froght®.2iy handieapped, Bub whas is Torse, 11 W2 go
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spend all this federal money and cdo nothing to correct the
condition that cauled the btroubtle in the Lifst piace, wWe only

Ja

get the stage for fubure coecisacense and aeva} In fiity

years we wiill have To do it all over age in, The present system

of s xiﬂg bull .un rs is the fathsr of urban obaclesesacc. Wo must
T l_

3 faolb neiled down so thet 1t is a part of what we "inow®
ke, LF we do uce federal Tuads on the assp&p0wcn that
cae buad:ed years of taxing uuildings hag brought our city to a
state of rear ruin, let us ,narge the course of nistory, and
demard an intelligent approach to the tax problem, It 1s only
too clear that the pregent tax policy has ol worked for the
renewsl of our ¢ilbv. Lot us not cortinue the pellioy ilato the
future When wo have an copportunity to shift the tax from bulld-
ings to land value.
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If the Rotival firm had been appralsed of the potential
£ land value saxabtion, arnd if this had been included in the
riginal plans, you can be sure of one thing. The bullidings
onoged would have Lesh even uO;” rretentious thar they are.
)4 is even meore important, ihe plans projested would be within
the reach of the eccuomy of IErie.

You who have responsihility for over%eoln this redevelop-
ment, can have a "pall® ae you plan Tor the iu piure. araed with
a law which takes Li*y taxes off bulldings, and places vhexn on

L
1and valiue insdtesd, Whaen Lris sees what this kind of a policy
can do Tor 1ts builders, 14 can set ebout p*e‘slﬁzﬂg the Statbe
Lezislature to have the ssme idead appiiad to School and County
tmh@ua Tndsed, toose who bulld anew wlght well be premiced that
the axes Cn *heir buildings will oe }ight in ths hops that
within a few yearg, il nuaXs n b : huitdings. I
80T 01ty r»al¢y wanhs it, willing to grant

the nrl "..?’l,,h,F..~‘.‘C"’—3

If vou need some bviefing'on thils idea, we enclose one
of our racenr’ bulletins which we call "The Key"

Cordlially ard respectiully yours,

Charles A. Hall, Fresident
vd o Tand Tax Afscoianiuion
:“} e ’;')f
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