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Amid a flurry of microeconomic reform proposals, the Institute
for Fiscal Studies has thrown its weight behind OECD proposals
for a shift away from income taxes to consumption and wealth
taxes. In particular, the IFS said: “Replacing business rates with
a land value tax would remove a damaging bias against prop-
erty-intensive production.” The IFS’s recognition of the property
problem is welcome. Across the western world there is a mania
for investing in unproductive property as a way to boost living

standards. There is a case to be made that property speculation,
seen as a bona fide job in some circles that deserves respect,

is a way not to do any real work, but let’s leave that to one side.
The last property bubble, which precipitated the financial crash,
has entirely failed to diminish the appetite for making gains on
property speculation as a substitute for making gains from work-
ing. For 30 years wages have stood still. But no matter, we can
speculate on property to increase our income.
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The OECD has been a strong proponent recently of land

value taxes, which date back to Adam Smith but were most
vigorously promoted by 19th century economist Henry George.
He promoted a land value tax—which is assessed on the
unimproved value of underlying land, not penalizing intensive
development like many property taxes today—as a replacement
for all tariffs and levies, however the OECD has settled on a
more moderate position, instead advocating a shift in emphasis
away from other taxes and towards the land value tax.
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Today, billionaire Manuel “Matty” Moroun, 84, was sent to jail
for contempt of court. Moroun is owner of Detroit's Ambassador
Bridge, the most important border crossing between the U.S.
and Canada. He wants to stop Michigan and Canada from
building a second bridge nearby, and says he’ll build his own
new and improved bridge instead. But right now, he’s in trouble
for failing to complete a joint project with the state of Michigan
to improve access to the existing bridge.
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If terrorists knocked out the Ambassador, the Michigan and
Ontario economies could run losses of $3 billion a month. But
no government can do much to fix this — not the Feds or the
Mounties, not the state of Michigan or the province of Ontario.
The Ambassador Bridge isn’t owned by the U.S. or Canada — it
is owned by one recalcitrant man: Manuel (Matty) Moroun. He
controls the best monopoly you never heard of. The Ambassador
rakes in an estimated $60 million a year and turns a hefty profit.
In the 25 years he’s owned it, unfettered by much regulatory
oversight, he has more than doubled toll rates for trucks and has
nearly quadrupled rates for cars.
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