The Problem of City Taxation

By William A,

Wen mre rvacking their brains over faxation,
Statistics are ink,.d up mountain kigh to prove or
disnrove theorics, The most persistent sfforis
are h{w to reduce the foiz] tax burdens of Siale,
and citiss, Efficiency in government is
gver-worked, Consolidation schemes have cayshi
*l‘i«s public fancy, losing sight of sociad and cco-

wmic effects such schemes would have if carried

:‘}:fzé, President  Roosevell has mié his voice o
thiz program. “! favor a Nationa! movement to

repreanize local goverpment in the divection of

gliminating some of the tax burden which now
bears so heavily on farms. There are too many
digtricis: ftoo many lecal unite of governme
oo many unnecessary offices and functions. The
wovernmenial underbrush  which has sprouted
for wears should be eleaned awsy.” This is a
very sweeping  statement and ¥ carried into
practice would destrov the very fundamentals of
demecratic zociely. The preservation of ocur k-
herties depends on the direct action of our peo-
ple in the affairs thal touch the daily life, inti-
mately and closely,

We can check up on our schools, police and fire
deparviments,  sanifary  regulaltions  and sivee
cleaning. Fvery ecitizen con inform himaely
sur ¢ities are carrying on the services Lhey g
dev. It is far more difficult for the average man
to check up on the State and utierly impossible
to follow the intricacies of the Federal govern-
ment the past year and keep a sans mind, yet
wa avprove of this rapid tendency toward cen-
tralized buregucratic contrel by our silence.

Some vears ago D, Frod Howe wrote a book
§';hmig ¥The (itv, the Hope of Democracy.”
he title ilself challenyged &,"Eemz{m, I was pube-
lished about the close of our “muckraking” era,
when our large cities ran riot with business cor-
rupilon, We are still waiting for o model city
But a candid survey of the past thivty years will
stisclose the fact that our citisg arve better man-
aged and ithe be ople getting more {or the money
than they did in the era of the muckrakers,

i Enue chosen Houston as an example of ail
Cexas cities. They all have the same fune-
the “mw problems and like peoples. Al
ranized to render similar 1*&.1“1(,6555, a0 the
B 'nudmw Houston can in a measure be ap-
ied 1 o ali the cilles of our State. While Houston
5 is more rmoney per capita than any other
city in the State she hag decidedly the best lax
set up of any. For twenty years and more Hous-
ton has collecied a larger percentage of her re-
venues Trom her lot values and proportionately
less on tmprovements and personal property than
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it s difficult o make men understand that a
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©in the other hand a tax on improvements nie-
cessarily discourages improvements and a Iax
on personalty even more than on improvements
enters into the cost of living and conseguently re-
duces our purchasing power. These are harsh
facts but they are in accord with economic law
that no man or =zet of men is able to repeal or
ignore,

Now suppose we speculate  a liftle on what
might be. Thiz hypothetical speculation is an in-
teresting pastime with some profit from it. If
we divide the $139,000,000 lot values into the
$9.218,300 taxes charged out we find that it
would require a 6.6 per cent levy on lots only to
raise the reqguired revenues, but that is only 8%
per cent more than iz now collected from the
lots and the effect is guite worth considering.

Compare the result of & 6.6 per cent rate on
the land values of nine large Houston industries,
with the effect on two central city blocks. These
nine industries pay taxes on $4,943,850. At 3.15
per cent rate their taxes are $161,978. The land
of these nine industries is assessed at $491,500.
At a 8.6 per cent rate their taxes would be but
$32,432, a saving to these very enterprising ins-
titutions of $129,646.

Now for the two central city blocks. The total
assessed values are $3,961,120. At 3.15 per cent
the total taxes are $124,973. Herve iz where lot
values come in. These two blocks are assessed at
$3,153.860, which at 6.6 per cent rate wowd have
to pay $208,154. Increase of $83,181.

These figures may seem difficult to some, but
they are important cnough to turn over to the
cost accounting experts if nothing else. The 3129,-
546 seved to these nine industries would be dis-

trilluted in three possible ways, Each concern
would keep all 1 conld for increased dividends or
betterments. They might have to pay better wa-
wes or render improved service at lower cost o
the customers, Any and all of thess is now need-
ed.

What about these poor lot owners? First they
will be encouraged to build better. They would
have to write off the capital value of their lotg,
but the merchants would have more business and
relieved from taxes on their personal property
would be able to pay their reniz and employ
more people at better wages. T might add that
this method of raising city revenues would lower
the direct taxes on at least 60 per cent of the
homes.

It is impossible to apply  this method of fax-
ation in Houston or any other city under our pre-
sent constitutional set-up, so for the present it
is only interesting speculation. For the time
those twe central city blocks along with a hun-
dred other like lots will be saved a few million
more added taxes. Likewise these nine indus-
tries along with hundreds of others, large and
small, will continue to pay a few million added
hurdens that will have to come out of wages and
interest.

Some of these business men are going to think
things through. They expect to be in business for
years to come and are really anxious about what
is ahead of them. Small business and wage earn-
ers have a hopeless outlook unless a change like
that suggested above is brought about. Then
this arrangement is very simple and would
avoid the necessity of having supermen regulaie
our every day affairs.
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