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%4, Lovis Rewsigw Shaff Writes

Mothing is more frustrating than an idea
whose time never seems 1o arrvive, particularly
if you have been advocating that idea, year
after year after vear.

MNoah Alper is an advocate of an idea—land-
valuation taxation—which has been areund for
at least four centuries, perhaps since the time
of Moses, but has not caught on yet. But Alper
is not discouraged-—far from it. As the presi-
dent of the Public Revenue Education Councii,
a nonprofit, nonpolitical foundation based at
705 Olive st., Alper has worked for the idea
for the past 25 years, and his enthusiasm re-
mains strong.

The idea, basically, is this: if you have a
jor with an apariment building on it, vou are
taxed partly on the land, partly on the apart-
ment building—the improvement of the land.
Alper is an advocate of the social theories of
Henry George. George, who lived from 1829
to 1897, felt that if there were one tax placed
on real estate, and that tax set by the polential
value of the land, with no tax whatsoever on
improvement, many social evils would be elim-
inated. In particular George thought that slums
would disappear. George thought that his land-
value tax idea would discourage land specula-
tors. If real estate owners were forced to pay
high taxes on potentially valuable land, they
wolud soon build on the land and stop holding
it for speculation. )

“Henry George formuiated this idea in his
book Progress and Poverty,” Alper told the
5t. Louis Review in a recent interview, “but it
had beer around for a long time before George
wrote about it. It was written about and dis
cussed in sixteenth century Italy. Why, you can
even go to the Bible, back to the time of Moszes
and his ideas on redividing the land every 50
vears.”

Alper’s devotion to the land-value tax is
really based as much on religion as it is on
£CONOMIcs.

“The Bible comments directly and clearly .

on man's equal rights to land,” Alper says.
“Many are {amiliar with these guotations
which, unfortunately, are largely ignored in and
out of the pulpit. “The heaven, even the heav-
ens, are the Lord’s; bui the earth hath He
given to the children of men’—Fsalms. ‘The
fand shall not be sold forever, for the land is
Mine, for ye are strangers and sojourners with
me’—Leviticus. ‘We are many; the lapd is
given us for inheritance’—Ezekiel. “The profits
of the earth is for all'—FEcclesigstes.”

Alper does not see these as vague principles
but as precise moral statutes, to be cbeyed to
the letter.
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“WMorally and legally one man has as much
right toc the use of the natural gift of land as
another,” he savs. “Since access to land in
some form is essential to everyone’s existence,
to say that some men have the right to use
iand while others do not is the same as saying
that some men have a right to exist while
others have no such right. The very concept
of the brotherhood of man, economically and
morally, rests on an egual right to exdet, and
therefore on an egualized right to God’s ma-
terial gift of the universe.”

Is Alper a lone voice? Does he have good
reasons to helieve as he does? Who agrees
with his view of real estate taxation?

It could be argued that he places {oo much
emphasis on the land-value tax and has hopes
for a better land, once the real estate tax laws
are changed, which are too optimistic. But he
does have allies. There are repulable econ-
omists whoe agree with Alper’'s {or Henry
George’s or Meses’s) confention that taxation
shonid be placed upon land and not upoh im-
provements. One who agrees with this is Pro-
fesgor Richard Netzer, dean of the Graduate
School of Public Administration of New York
University.

Professor Metrzer wrote a2 hook entitied The
Economics of the Property Tax, published by
the Brookings Institute. In it Netzer states:

“The preseni property tax, with its weight on
improvemenis, tends to discourage investment
in new construction and rehabilitation. In con-
irast, a change to the site-value tax will encour-
age building and rehabilitation. Heavy taxa-
tion of land values would increase substantially
the holding costs of land and thus encourage
its more intensive use.”

The effects of this, Professor Netzer told the
Review, would be beneficial in every way.
While such a change in taxation “would not
pave the streets with gold, and I think Mr.
Alper is z little optimistic about what it would

" accomplish and how fast, nevertheless it would

have every advantage over the present system
of taxation.”

One difficulty with making changes in the
real estzie tax structure, he said, iz that no
matter what the predictions are for benefits
under a new taw structore, “‘there are ire-
mendous vested inferests in the tax structure
that now stands. These vested interesis are
not about fo see change come withoul a fight.”

Another difficulty, he said, is with people
who actually wounld benefit from change but
might be afraid of change. These might in-
clude middle-class home-owners whose taxes
under a land-value gystemn would be reduced
but who “‘would rather live with the devil they
know than fly to a devil they know not of”
Netzer said, .



tand-vaiwe tagation i3 not anknown, though,
and it has been fvied in several places, with,
Mounh Alper and othor ey claim, great
success, Al present it is in effect in Denmark,
Mew ZFealand, and Austraba,  In the United
States it has been iried in Pennsylvania, When
the Pennsylvania legislaiure passed a siate
statute permiiting cities to institute the system,
Pittshurgh pul it info effect. Noah Alper claims
that it has worked well in Putsburgh; others
say that it has made littie difference.

“The effect in Phtsburgh has been muted,”
Netzer said, “because improvements are now
taxed at only half the usual rate. Also the land
value tax only applies to the municipal portion
of the tax—not (o the part that goes for schools
and other things. You ecan’i really tell what
effect 1t's had.”

On the other hand there is the experience of
New York City, immediately after World War 1.
At that time legislation was passed exempling
improvements from taxation in New York and
during the li-vear period following the end of
the World War there were 282,006 housing units
buiit in the city.

Because of the New York experience other
cities across the country tried the approach of
abating tax on improvements as a way (o spur
building booms,  Redevelopmeni abatement
laws were passed in many states (Missouri
ameng them) aimed at stimulating building
in run-down areas by granting tax abatements
for a number of years for the redevelop-
er who bought the land and made improve-
ments.

But even this, some say, has only part of the
desirable effect which is aimed at.  According
i Roger Starr, execuiive director of the Citl-
zens Housing and Planning Council of New
York:

“We must recognize that granting iax ex-
emption or abatement on one set of buildings
merely shifts the burden to other properiies,
thus adding 1o their upkeep, discouraging their
renewal, or forcing their occupants to leave
town. Mo one knows how far any city can go
in continuing to erode its tax base—and that’s
what tax exemption does.”

In recent years the idea that Noah Alper has
worked for these last 25 years has begun to
gain some backing from men who are more
than just thoerists in the field of public tax
policy.

In 1866 the Missouri Joini Senate and House
State Tax Study Commission heard testimony
trom experts on ways that the stale tax system
could be changed to advantage. One of the
speakers was the Compiroller {and former
Assessor) of the City of 5t Louis, John H.
Poelker.  Poelier urged the comumission to
study ways a ‘“more specific and definitive
base of assessment could be developed . . .7

“1t would be desirable to establish separate
formulae for assessment of land and the hm-
provements thereto,” Poelker said,  “‘Some i_;f
the problems encountered in receni y£ars in
sound developrent of urban areas are the re-
sult of actions of land speculators who re-
tarded the orderly expansion by withholding
desirable development tracts from the market
and thereby reaped the advantage of both puil-
lic and private area development costs which
increased the land values without any contribu-
tisn on the part of the land speculator. With

continued, 1st col., page 4

lew Study

Eimer . Smith, the BUD area direcior
who opened a new office in 5t. Louis this
week, is reporiedly very concerned with
the high price of unused land encircling
the downtown area. Clearly the rising land
price discourages private urban invesi-
ment and impedes downtown housing de-
velopmenis. Yet, if this cleared and vacant
property is so valuable, why is it so un-
marketable? As a solution to the slum-to-
derelict-to-cleared wproperty pattern Mr.
Smith suggests the possibility of a 1ax in-
centive for individual home improvements.
Such a scheme may prevent tomorrow’s
slums, but does not offer even symp-
tomaiic relief to the presently diseased
neighborhoods, nor does it address iiself to
the problem of the unused land.

Perhaps Mr. Smith will eventually turn
to those wrbanologists who are currently
reviving the single-tax philosophy of Henry
George. The relevance of George's 1878
classic “Progress and Poverty” ig pre-
cisely the contemporary problem of un-
used land. Aimed at the 1%th cenfury land
speculator who paid little in taxes but in
time received plenty in the ultimate rise in
market value, Mr. George's idea was to
propose a shift from a tax upon land hm-
provemenis te a tax upon the potential
value of unused or underused land. In the
Hth century free market context, these
reforms were branded as seocialistic and
unAmerican. However, in today's partially
artificial market, tax benefits are avail-
able to urban developers as well as to off-
shore oil speculators.

Since the government encourages a
market by rewarding urban investment,
should it not alse penalize the speculator
who obstrucis urban redevelopment? Tax
evaluation based on land use rather than
building improvements would not only
encourage urban investment and force
land onto the market, but would alse {ree
the individual home improver from a dig-
proportionate tax share in maintaining city
services. Henry George's single tax has
complex ramifications and should not be
embraced as a panacea, yet we can no
longer dismiss his logic. Presently the pub-
lic anrd the urban develaper may both
henefit from city remewsal, while the land
speculator may gain at the public expense.
During the urban crisis such a condition is
intolerable. Mgy, Joseph W, Boker
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How about letting George do i — or at least part
of it?

The “George” we have in mind is the jate Henry
George. Arcund the turn of the century, he proposed
a single tax on land and oo 12% at all on the improve-
menis to the land in order o encourage its mores
productive use. This confuses some, makes others
suspicious, bul wing passionaie and enduring support
from those who have stedied it more thoroughly.

You would have a hard time finding anyone who
would disagree that the present administration of the
property tax is vicious. Why worry about communists
and revoivtionists when you have the property iax
steadily eating the guis oul of the economic system?
& Wew Jersey study commiszion said tartly, “If some-
one were to aim at enacting legisialion to prevent our
econoric systemy from functioning, a most effective
weapon would be the property tax as wiilized by Mew
lersey municipalities.”* Just change the name of the
staie to your own. You will find it as applicable. This
study suggests that when a property tax approaches
6. 7% of true value, you snuff out any new construc-
HOn,

I Henry George’s single tax s ioo strong a2 medi-
cime, his supporiers offer o sort of halfway house that
should take much of the evil sut of the present prop-
erty tax performance. Tax the land separstely from
the improvements, they say. Place a value fivst on the
land and next on the mprovements. The present sys-
tem is primarily 2 tax on the improvements and not on
the lamd at sil

This present systemn has produced some atrocious,
anti-social results. In zlmost any great city, and also
in many small ones, vou can find vicious slum prop-
erties with low assessed valuations occupving ex-
emely valuable land. They produce little in iax
revenues and  reguoire much in expensive  tax-
supported services. Moreover, you will often find that
these cruel slum propertics bring their landlords a
higher raie of return than can weli-operated, civilized
clevator apartmenis that bring m generous {(ax in-
comes and reguire virtually nothing in fax-supported
services. And they do so legally. Society not only
countenances this, if encourages it

Of course, applying the half-way system will be
painful. The slem landlord will have o pay 2 fat
increase in his taxes based om the great valve of his
bamd. He then may bave te raise his remts to the sham

*A Blueprini for Solving New Jersey’s Fiscal & Tox Problems, "
P Bernard Nertman, Chief, Gfice of Econcmic Development,
Mewark, M.

tenunts which will scarcely be populer, or he may
Bave io demeolish the atroclous old building and pot &
to more preductive use, This can canse even gresier
anguish, can start the picket Hnes churning, snd gen-
erate passionate Jimmy Breslin-iype copy i the
popular press, When the painful part of reform comes
along, the press is generslly vour cuemy.

¥ou don’t have to go to the sium aress for horrible
examples of property-fax misadministration. Consider
the case of the swav-backed barn. Here in these
beautiful New England hills, there is 2 man who
owns & magnificent piece of property abutting 2 small
lake. He bas a charming house, bt the most outland-
ish sagming barn you ever saw, 3o decrepit that it
has appeal. One can’t conceive of how it manages to
stand, buf it has stocd as long as any resident can
remember, and has withstood some terrific, gale-force
winds that have desivoved modern, well-built struc-
tures,

One day we asked him why be didn't tear 1 down
and build himself a neat little garage compatible
with the rest of his property. “Well,” he said, “1
would, buf i iz handy as 2 lax gimmick.” With it
standing, the assessor doesn’t comsider the beautiful
properiy. He concentrates on the decrepilude of the
quaint and tumble down barn.

As we said earfier, George can't produce all the
tax reform by himself — Henry George, that is. Nor
can a hali-way single tax produce the complete re-
forim. Other corrective action is needad.

Education ought to be siaic financed. Financing
with local taxes means that some children get a
splendid education, but for others, the school system
is iittle more than a place for the kids o go during
the day.

Welfare ought fo be a Federal responsibility rather
than local. To a large extent, it is now. It should go

“all the way. One could recognize local responsibility

during the horse-and-buggy days when people ravely

Crmoved out of their county. But this no longer 15 true.

Today, nobody stays put, expecially the poor.

Of course, moves like these would mean that the
same amount in taxes sull would have to be paid.
However, imposition of the taxes would no longer
hamper the productive znd constructive growth of
society. Actually, it would stimulate them,

Taxes meed 2 lot of reforming, especially local
taxes, and most especially property taxes. When reform-
ing, keep George in mind — Henry George, and
especiatly his balf-way single fax.

Reprirted from the AMERICAN CITY, October 1970. Copyright Butfenheim Publishing Corporation 1970.
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thiz in mind and recognizing the age-old theory
of the ‘economic wealth and production from
famd’ | recormend 2 separate formwla for
Iand assessment as distinguished from improve-
ment assessment, It would seem to justify leg-
islation to assess all land at 108 per cent of its
true productive-economic value within ag as-
sezsment formula and o assess improvements at
25 per cent of ity deprecisted reproduction costs,
This approach would incite more fruitful
planned use of land and would encourage the
development and improvement thereon.”

Whethey or not the Pitisburgh Plan is recog-
nized in Pittsburgh as suecessful, it is imitated
in other areas, Alper said—ihe State of Hawaii
just adopted sorething that they refer fo as
the *‘Pittsburgh Plan,” although, according o
Alper, it goes even further than Pittsburgh did
in getting away from the tax on improvements.

“Mey matter what you call i, the basic idea
is the same—that the land be used for public
purposes so that everyone gets the benelit of
it,” Alper said. “But thiz is not the national-
ization of the land and if is not the state owning
the land, 1 just believe that every baby born is
entitied o the land. The Bible is full of guoia-
tions like ‘the land shall not be seld forever)
And § agree with these, 1 am Jewish, reformed
Jewish, and I believe in the Bible, 1 think i's
ridiculous that 200 vears after Adam Smith
we stili have real estale faxation in the mess
i’s in. ¥ think 2 better day is coming.”

Eeproduced from The Swuiet Lovis Review,
Hovember 27, 1978 with pormisgion.

We Desperately Need

CREATIVE REAL ESTATE TAXATION!

A Columbia University economist makes this understandable by say-
ing: "The real estate fax is fwo Faxes, nob one” and that one s
“horrible: the other, "one of the best”.

SREATIVE BEAL ESTATE TAXATION meaus wsing fhe best morg
the *horribla” one less, or betier — nol of ails

CREATIVE REAL SSTATE TANATION WILL GIVE US:

* + State-wide, not piecemeal, urban, suburban and reral renewsl
without subsidies;

4 + Renewal of hard-cors inner-city dead or dying areas with smali
indusirial parks for clean, noiseless factories, mini parks and
playgrounds, and much “walkdo.work” bousing nearby;

4+ A squeeze-out of speculative high lend prices now a scandalous
handicap to free-enterprise; and 2 principal cause of destructive
tnflation:

+ 4+ Lowsr consumer prices dus Yo increased produchion based on
untfaxed improvements and lower priced land.

4 Ap increased capability of Free Enlerprise fo defeat Gome
munist or Fascist challenges by competition snd not by war.

Write or phone for eavelops DPF-ID70 condaining literature that re-
wealy the HOW and WHY of CREATIVE real estate Saxation,

Haoah D Alper, Presidest, Publlz Bevenue Educsbional Council,
705 Oiive 5%, Room 308, 5%, Lowis, Mo. 37107
Telophone: (314} 247-4350

Film: Onz Way io Beffer  ifies, Silver Awsrd Wirner; 36 mm Sound—
Lalor—29 minutes—cleated for television. Scheols, Organized Community
Groups, Building Trades and Associsted Orgapizations. Availzble—subiect
Yo price scheduies—eontact us.

Tues., Ot 20, 1970 ST LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

Feonomie Science,
The “Single Tax,”

And Our

We live under conditions today that cause people to
talk about the “single tsx” idea, This came into promi-
nence in the United States when Henry Goeorge wrote
his fustly famous beook Progress and Poveriy, in 1878,

ousing Problem

George, & San Francisco printer and newspaper man,
wrote a small bock in 1871 entitled “Our Land and Land
Policy.” In it he questioned the growth of iand grabbing

and land monopoly in California. A business man {okd
hime he had barely scratched the surface of the problem
and that he should read the “Weallh of Nations” by
Adam Smith and other books on economics he could
borrow from & private library. He jumped at the op-
poriunity, After some eight vears of reading, thinking
and discussing the land policy problem he was able to
write his masterpiece, a two and a half vear tashk.

Cleorge zaw that no man a8 a worker or provider of
{true) capitzl, or both, could become well-off or rich
withoui producing products and services for the use of
others. Only landholders, as such, to the extent their
income was what they could get renting the land io
others, or as much by use of the land themselves could
do this.

He alsoe learned what all economists of the elassical
achogl and sound students of the reazl estate business
know, that a tax levied on the site or location value
of land, or on its rent~of-land income, cannot be shifted
to others, users or consumers, in higher prices. Such in-
come he reasconed was natural public revenue.

He also realized that the only way holders of title
to land eould have a net rent-of-land income since, as
mere landholders they produced nothing, was to mis-
arrange taxation so that divectly or indirectly govern-
ment would take (tax) the great bulk of iis income from
people who eayned and lived from wage and (true} inferest
incomes. Hig logical conclusion was that the country and
its people would be far better off in all material and
social ways if, as far as possible, this natural public
revenue, rent-of-land, rather than personzlly earned in-
comes of wages and interest was used to pay for public
services,

The two ediforials reproduced in this brochure throw
Yight on how, under “single tax” environmental conditions,
our amazingly good building trades industry could pro-
duce more angd better housing at lower cost for all in-
come clasgses of people, and do much to lessen housing
costs, our ferribly costly “urban sprawl’ both to govern-
ment and private industry, and to decrease the overall
problem of “paverty with progress” as well.

You are invited to write for a copy of “Let’s Abolish
Taxes and Use NWatural Public BRevenue” and oiher
literature on land value {axalion (with Improvements
exempted}, the modern concept of the so-called “single
tax,”

Noah Do Alper,

President,

Public BEevenuye Education Council,
Saint Louis, 3o, 6310% (314) 214-3450



