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AN AUSTRALIAN CITY
SHOWS HESELTINE HOW

Committee of Inquiry into Valuation and Rating,
Summary, and Vols.I-II.
Brisbane City (1989)

DURING THE Major government’s frantic retreat from
the shambles of the poll tax, when Michael Heseltine,
desperate for an anodyne replacement, was busy ruling
nothing in and nothing out, one fact soon became clear:
few of the local-tax pundits, in politics or the press, were
prepared to take time to study the systems of local taxa-
tion in use overseas. It came as no great surprise, there-
fore, when the replacement nostra to which the political
| parties eventually nailed their colours were as wide-open
to criticism as the poll tax itself.

Long before the exit of Margaret Thatcher, the
Labour Party had declared its intention of returning to
a version of the old rates, a scheme at once branded by
the Tories as a “roof tax”. Yet, as the flagship foundered,
and after much burning of midnight oil by Mr. Heseltine,
they themselves came up with a roof tax: a more complex
Tory version, brazenly biased in favour of the duke in
his stately home, but still a roof tax. Neither party, it
seems, harbours the slightest concern for the way a tax
on houses places the mark of the pariah on the citizen
who dares toinvest in a good quality home, using noone’s
money but his own.

strated their current preference for the naive over the
radical. Elbowing aside their leader’s advocacy of a tax
on land values, published the previous year,' they opted
for nothing more subtle than a local income tax, a tax
as frightening to administer locally as the poll tax and
one whose primary side-effect is to exacerbate the dis-
incentives already dispensed nationally by the Chancellor
of the Exchequer.

None of three parties, it seemed, had been swayed
bythe plea of Professor John Kay, who had earlier appealed
for feet to be kept on the ground. “What we need”, he
had insisted, “is nota bright new idea...(but)...a measure
which we know, from our own experience and that of
| other countries, can be made to work.™

In referring to “other countries”, Kay was more
prescient than he knew, for around the time he was
writing, the citizens of a major Commonwealth city were
studying the report of an official review of their city’s
rating system, a form of local taxation that, with common
consent, had been in force for 100 years. And it was plain
from the report that the system had been given the seal
| of approval for a further 100 years.

THE CITY was Brisbane, capital of Queensland. Since
as long ago as 1890, in common with the rest of the State
and much of the rest of Australia, the city has levied its
local taxation on the site value of land.

To the citizens of Brisbane, the tax is firmly part of

The Liberal Democrats, in their turn, fully demon- |
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the Australian way of life, so long has it been a pillar of
their local finance. While, in the earlyyears of this century,
Lloyd George's Liberals were campaigning for the intro-
duction of land-value taxation in Britain - and being
thwarted by the House of Lords - Brisbane was operating
it as a matter of annual routine. And while, in the 1930s,
Herbert Morrison and his Labour and Liberal supporters
were introducinga billin the House of Commons designed
to allow the London County Council to raise London’s
rates on land values, Brisbane had been doing just that
for half a century.

So while today, the British Tory government defends
the taxation of people’s hearths and homes, and while
the unified rate on business premises continues to burden
the costs of British industry and commerce, the bricks
and mortar of Brisbane’s buildings - houses, shops,
warehouses, factories - remain free of taxation, as they
have done since the time of Queen Victoria.

IT WAS in May 1987, following complaints about the
effects of a delayed re-valuation, that Brisbane’s Lord
Mayor decided to set up a committee of eminent local
governmentand real estate experts, planners and econo-
mists, to study the city’s system of raising its local rev-
enues.

The committee were enjoined to make a wide-rang-
ing review, taking account of other “methods and
mechanisms for valuation and rating practised through-
out Australiaand overseas.” [tsreport, twoand a halfyears
later, contains 60 workmanlike pages of recommenda-
tions and comment. Cogent, pithy and succinct, it im-
presses as a valuable treatise for all concerned with local
government finance.

Right from the outset, the committee turned its back
on the principle of “ability to pay”. Income, they firmly
asserted, was not an acceptable basis for a local tax. Not
all residents of the city earned their incomes within its
walls; and not all those who earned their livings in the
city were residents of it. Moreover, income taxes fell
indiscriminately, regardless of the services used or the
benefits enjoyed. And, capping all these objections, was
the fact that the redistribution of wealth, implicit in
income taxes, was no business of local government.

The most equitable and rational basis for local taxes, the
commiltee declared, was the “benefils principle”: the principle
that, to the maximum possible extent, those who receive the
benefits of local services should pay for them.

Clearly, the broad spectrum of the city council’s
activities could be funded only on a communal basis, but
here the committee did what should have been done in
Britain: they reviewed exhaustively all the possible op-
tions - property taxes, poll taxes, sales taxes et al - testing
them all against the criteria of equity and efficiency and
their conformity with the basic benefits principle.

Without hesitation, the committee rejected the poll
tax, despite the fact that, at the time, the community
charge bandwagon was rolling strongly in the United
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Kingdom. Anticipating by a year or more the common
verdict of the people of Britain, it condemned poll taxes
as unfair to the lower income-earners, besides involving
major problems of collection and administration.

As for a sales tax, or indeed any form of consumption
tax, this was another “undiscriminating revenue-raising
device unrelated to the benefits and costs of city services.”

Finally, the committee came down emphatically, and
unanimously, in favour of the city’s existing system - a tax
on property but levied on the land alone, not on the
buildings or other improvements erected on the land. A
charge on buildings or other improvements, they insisted,
would penalise enterprise and development. In the com-
mittee’s view, every citizen of the city, and every activity
conducted in the city, used or occupied land. It followed
that, if every plot of land in the city were valued, taking
account of any planning restrictions upon it, “a land-value
charge should accurately reflect the benefit derived from
its use or occupation.”

Butfairnessasbetween citizenswas not the onlyattribute
that the committee saw in the landvalue system. They
declared that:

a. it encouraged development;

b. it discouraged the speculative withholding of vacant
land from productive use;

c. it was relatively simple and cheap to administer;

d. it was impossible to evade;

e. it did not affect the free-market allocation of
resources;

f. land owners could not pass it on to tenants;

g. it tended to make land cheaper.

They also stressed the vital importance of keeping
rating assessments up to date. Annual revaluations, which
they strongly recommended, would ensure that anomalies
and surprise increases - such as had led the Lord Mayor
to launch the enquiry - would be rare.

THE COMMITTEE were unanimous that a rate levied on
the value of unimproved land was an appropriate means
of local government revenue-raising. Indeed, most of its
members went furtherand considered thatsuch arevenue-
raiser was not merely “appropriate” but was “the most
efficient and equitable source of general revenue, both
in principle and practice.”

The Brisbane committee had full powers to recom-
mend to the city council any system of local taxation whose
merits appealed to them. Like Mr Heseltine, they had
complete discretion to rule anything in or out. Yet, despite
the virtues of the many alternatives they studied, they came
down in favour of the land-value tax, the system that had
been tried and tested on their home ground for over a
century, the tax method of which every member of the
committee had had first-hand experience. In these circum-
stances, the soundness and value of the committee’s
recommendation can hardly be open to question.

Certainly, as Mr. Major’s government contemplates
the debut of its untried scheme - controversial, carrying
a huge political L-plate, cooked up overnightin an attempt
to save his party from what was perceived as the threat of
electoral disaster - it must fervently wish that it could face
the future with anything like the confidence of the city
council of Brisbane.

1 The I , Feb.17, 1989.
2 The Daily Telegraph, Dec.6, 1990.
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RE-VISION OF THE PROMISED LAND

From Wasteland to Promised Land: Liberation The-
ology for a Post Marxist World,

Robert F. Andelson and James M. Dawsey,
Orbis Books, Maryknoll, New York/Shepheard-
Walwyn, London, £9.95

Liberation theology, much in vogue in South America, has
in spite of its good intentions been a failure because in
the main it operates through a vision blinkered by Marxist
theories.

This book, as the Bishop of Shrewsbury points out in
a foreword, answers the need for an alternative view, and
is written by authors with competence in theology, eco-
nomics and modern history. What emerges is a discussion
of the biblical vision of land and human community
informed with knowledge and directed with precision.

When the children of Israel sought the Promised Land
it was clearly understood that the earth was the Lords, and
not the landlords. That all had the right to use land
(provided they paid in some form a rent to the community)
but not the right to own the land. “The profit of the earth
is for all” as the Old Testament puts it. This was something
also understood by Black Africans, native Americans and
Canadians, and indeed by all early societies.

It was Western man who came along with a different
theory which at best was “finders keepers” and at worst
possession by force. As this book points out - does the first
passenger in a train have the right to scatter his belongings
over all the seats and exclude other passengers from using
them (or charging them if they do)? Of course not, but
that is what someone who takes more land than he can
use and rents out the surplus does. He takes what he has
not created and pockets the proceeds.

It is quite extraordinary that people do not see the
devastating fact that this has on the di ssed. The fact
that land is now bought and sold gives a kind of spurious
legitimacy to ownership, but does not hide the reality of
its original theft, nor of the fact that its value is created
by the community around it

In some measure this latter point is seen. For example,
the Jubilee extension to Canary Wharf was dependent
upon the owner, Olympia and York, putting £400,000,000
towards its cost. If Canary Wharf is to succeed it needs this
transport link, so it is perfectly reasonable that it should
contribute to its cost. The fact that Olympia and York is
now in the hands of liquidators is another aspect of the
land story which would need a book in its own right to
explain.

From Wasteland to Promised Land examines a wide range
of communities, and investigates their history relative to
the land question. It ends with a dissertation upon Henry
George, who the authors rightly describe as a Liberationist
for All Seasons.

This book is a valuable contribution to the debate
about the state of the world now and particularly about
the widening gap between rich and poor. The Los Angeles
riots must make even the most complacent of our poli-
ticians see what the breeding of an underclass does. Let
us hope some of them will at last tackle the causes and
not just try to alleviate the consequences.
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