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Requiem for the Land Act

’l‘l{[i latest in a series of ill-con-

ceived attempts to deal with
the land problem—the Community
Land Act is widely considered
to be a “dead duck” before it has
begun to come fully into operation
(see comments following this edi-
torial).

Its fiscal sister, the Development
Land Tax Act, is generally no
more highly regarded having, as
the Estates Gazette suggests (see

our last issue), made its own con-
tribution toward the drying up of
the supply of development land on
the market. The Conservatives,
however, say that this is because
the rate of the tax is pitched too
high and while they are pledged
to repeal the Community Land
Act, they intend to retain the De-
velopment Land Tax at a lower
rate.

The fact is that neither of these

Acts is wanted in any form. What-
ever their political or social aims,
they are defeated by the operation
of economic laws. They are thus
doomed to follow into oblivion the
development  charges of 1947
Town and Country Planning Act
and the betterment levy of the
1967 Land Commission Act and
no more tears should be shed for
them when they finally expire than
were shed for their forbears. Their
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demise has been predicted by
many professional bodies and of
course by this journal.

Why then were they ever writ-
ten into the statute book? Their
stated objectives were in part
commendable: “. .. to restore to
the community the increase in the
value of land arising from its
efforts.” Those of the Land Com-
mission Act were: “l) To secure
that the right land is available at
the right time. 2) To secure that
a substantial part of the develop-
ment value created by the com-
munity returns to the community
and that the burden of the cost of
land for essential purposes is re-
duced.” The stated aims of the
1947 Act were in a similar vein.
Not only did all these Acts fail
to measure up to their aims, but
they actually aggravated the situa-
tion they were intended to remedy.

That the Conservatives have
promised to repeal the Commu-
nity Land Act when they are next
returned to power is undoubtedly
a good thing but their proposed
retention of the reduced Develop-
ment Land Tax can in no way be
regarded as tackling the land prob-
lem. The last Tory government's
proposals for the taxation of de-
velopment gains were, of course,
adopted by Labour and embodied
in the current legislation. Hugh
Rossi, opposition spokesman on
housing, has claimed that the
Tories have learned from the mis-
takes they made in their previous
plans, and has ascertained from
discussions with the property in-
dustry and bankers that a develop-
ment tax of between 50 and 60
per cent is “perfectly tolerable”.
So, far from having learnt by their
mistakes, Conservatives can see
no further than objection to the
taxation of development gains on
the grounds of degree instead of
principle.

Both of the major parties see,
or think they see, the necessity for
this kind of legislation, not be-
cause of any all-embracing prin-
ciple, but rather because of public
indignation over massive “wind-
fall profits” consequent upon the
granting of planning permission,
and because of the high cost of
land. The ex-farmer who becomes
a millionaire overnight, the prob-
lems of inner-city decay—these are
subjects that have caught the pub-
lic eye and these are the manifes-
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tations of our land tenure system
that the politicians are pressured
to combat.

The result is that, in an attempt
to appease the people, legislation
is introduced that appears to
tackle that part of the problem
that makes itself most noticeable,
while fundamental principle is
ignored. Clearly such a patchwork
approach is doomed to failure from
the start.

The solution to any problem
lies. not in chasing desirable objec-
tives with hastily conceived ad hoc
measures but in first establishing
the underlying reason why the pro-
blem has arisen in the first place
and then enacting a suitable policy
to rectify the situation at root.

The various manifestations of
our land problem-—-speculation,
shortage, high cost—are all the
effects of permitting the private
appropriation of the rent of land,
together with its concomitants the
taxation of labour and capital.
Once this is understood, it be-
comes clear that what is needed is
the restoration to the community
of that which rightly belongs to
it, all economic rent.

Without this, we shall be con-
demned merely to go on repeating
past mistakes.

STILLBORN LAND ACT

A CCORDING to a recent report
“™in The Sunday Times, Labour's
Community Land Act has been put
into cold storage by a Whitehall
directive to local authorities. The
December public  spending  cuts
knocked £70 million off the bor-
rowing capacity of local authori-
ties, leaving them no elbow room
for acquiring land by borrowing
(the only way they could afford to
acquire ). Every individual pro-
posal from local councils to
acquire land will be vetted by the
Department of the Environment.
Nor can local authorities now step
in to interfere with private develo-
pers in order to carry out the
development  themselves.  Says
Ihe Sunday Times, “Councils will
have to trim their staffing budgets.
The Government is already em-
barrassed that the Development
Land Tax, the Scheme’'s fiscal arm,
will gross the Treasury only £l
million by 1978/79, as against
£950,000 of administrative costs
already incurred.”
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According to Michael Latham,
Tory M.P. for Melton, and a Direc-
tor of Shelter, who specialises in
building and land affairs, the Act
a “dead duck.”

* - *
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[N spite of the attitude of some
professional bodies towards the
Community Land Act—they seek
to modify it rather than repeal it
the President of the Incorporated
Society of Valuers and Auctioneers
has unequivocally called for its re-
peal (Estates Gazette, April 2).

“Any suggestion that the Act
should be retained and amended
because the threat of repeal causes
a greater level of uncertainty,
should be opposed. A bad Act is
a bad Act. A house of cards is
no sounder because it has mosaic
tiles on.”

According to the President,
civil servants in large offices are
still today assessing betterment
under the Land Commission Act,
which was repealed in 1969. May-
be old Acts never die, but they
take a long time to fade away.

THE CONSERVATIVE “PLAN"
FOR LAND SPECULATORS

(‘ONSERVATI\'E plans to curb

“property” speculators when
they return to power at the next
general election, as they seem con-
fident of doing, is a special capital
gains tax of between 50 per cent
and 60 per cent on “wind fall” pro-
fits when the value of a site is in-
creased by the granting of planning
permission for development. Un-
der Labour's Act, it is now 80 per
cent, (rising to 100 per cent very
soon), and with a reduced rate of
66 2/3 per cent for the first
£150,000 of chargeable value in
cach of the next two financial
years.

The argument is that a 100 per
cent development value tax (or
near that figure) dries up develop-
ment.  The medicine makes the
patient sick. So the dose is halved
in the hope that the patient doesn’t
notice it.

The proceeds of this tax, an-
nounced Mr. Hugh Rossi, the
Opposition spokesman on housing
at a recent meeting, would go to-
wards  offsetting  infrastructure
costs in the development (which of
course help to keep up raw land
prices).

INNER CITIES" HIGH LAND
VALUES

"THE Secretary of State's recent

announcement in Parliament
on his policy for the inner cities
has raised the question of the high
value of inner city land. A Con-
servative member, Mr. Timothy
Raison, asked Mr. Shore in Parlia-
ment recently if he had any plans
to deal with these “artificially high
land values” and with the problem
of land hoarding by public authori-
ties which has been made worse by
the Community Land Act.

Mr. Shore conceded the prob-
lem of private and public land
hoarding while rejecting that his
Government's  Community Land
Act had aggravated the problem.
He appeared to have no plan for
getting the public-sector holders
of land to release surplus land ex-
cept to make it “very plain” to
them that they should do so at the
carliest possible moment. As for
land values being artificially high
in the inner city areas—he could
not say as there was no market
and this needed to be tested by
“deliberate sales.”

Commenting on this, the Estates
Gazette, April 23, rejected the idea
that land values could be artifi-
cially high, something that both
the Conservative and Labour par-
ties seemed to agree upon, and
feared that further intervention in
the market might be in the wind.

“If more inner city land is to be
brought into the market, other
than by forcing sales on unwilling
vendors, how can it be achieved?”

Well, it can certainly be left to
the market and we need not con-
cern ourselves with compulsion, or
Development Land Tax-—nor need
we  bother about land hoarders
holding land for a rise in value.

With a substantial ad valorem
annual tax upon all land values,
to begin with, we may safely leave
matters to the market and the
landowners' self-interest including
that of the local authorities who
could pay the land-value tax like
anyone else. If anyone then left
usable land idle, it would be at
their own cost and a mighty use-
less and profitless exercise this
would prove to be. The revenue
thus obtained could off-set rates
and thus reduce to consumers the
cost of buildings as well as land.
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