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Nothing from Nothing Leaves - ?

By Janet Rankin Aiken
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Some years ago a friend of mine
was telling me how much he disliked
the very sound of the word compro-
mise. “Suppose I want to live in
Boston and my wife wants to live in
New York,” he ilustrated. “Well—
shall we compromise by living in
Bridgeport 77

The Graded Tax Bills which for
about a year have besh before the
New York City Council, and which
received a public hearing on Thurs-
day, April 20, 1929, were certainly a
compromise ‘with principla. They
provided that over a ten-year period
city taxes should gradually be shift-
éd from improvements to land val-
ues, until finally %0 per cent of the
municipal taxation should he on land,
It was calculated that these laws
would result ultimately in the con-
fiscation by the city, for purposes of
taxation, of approximately sixty per
cent of ground rent, leaving forty
ber cent available for the land sheéc-
ulators to play with, At present the
city collects Perhaps a third of the
ground rent.

The' real estate intéresis of the
city obviously preferred the present
taxatioh compromise to the one em-
vodied in the Relous-Quinn Graded
Tax Bills. Their attitude reflécted
the fact that Manhattan Island is
largely underdeveloped, the laiid be-
ing worth more than the buildings
resting on it, in the aggregale. And
50, these interests presented frank
and active opposition to the Hills, un-
der the leadership of Mr. George I..
Alen, represénting the Real Estate
Boards of Manhattan, Bronx, Brook-
lyn, Queens, and Richraond Bor-
oughs. If the atguments of M, Al-
len and his associates (as I shail (dat-
er suggest) involved occasional con-
tradictions, still they obviously im-
pressed the Finanece Committee of
the City Council, which under the
chairmanship of Joseph Kinsley sat
al the public hesring on the bills.

The city newspapers followed the
lead of the Real Wstate Boards in
their general attitude concerning the
bills, What littls Publicity they gave

to the hearing was mainly advance
bublicity of an editorial character,
pointing out alieged defects in the
proposed taxation plan. The tradi-
tional red herring was dragged across
the trail in the shape of the state-
ment that the public utility comipa:
nies would be the main beneficiaries
under the proposed changes, since
the value of their buildings and im-
provements materially exceeds the
value of the land they own, A typi-
cal newspaper comment was that of
the New York Sun of Thursday, Agpril
20, which bégan its news story, “The
old Henty George single tax, a pet
with theorists who like to dabble
with the fourth dimension, got a se-
vere kicking around at a meeting be-
foré the Coimmittee on Finance of the
City Council today.”

Favoring the bills, under the lead-
ership of Willlam Quasha, wis 4 long
list of representatives of civic or-
ganizations, including Walter Iair-
child, Chairman of the Graded Tax
‘Committee, William Jay Schieffelin,
Chairman of the Citizens' Union,
Harold Buttenheim, Editor of the
American City, Helen Hanning, Vice-
President of the Community Coun-
cils, ahd numerous others.

The arguments given in favor of
the Belous-Quinn Gradéd Tax Bills
were their demonstrable “effects -on
idustry, thousing, unemployment,
and - poverty, Through untixing
buildings and improvements, it was
urged, building would be encouraged.
O structures on valuable land
Woild be demolished to make way
for medern buildings, Vacant land
would be improved, with consequent
increase of employment  and Better-
ment of living conditions for the
Hass of -the péople. Such 4 tax, it
wag contended, met ‘all ‘the reeiire-
ments of equity, was easily collect-
ed, and would function to the Tt
therance of social progress.

The opponents of the billg -warned
the councilmen that the effect would
be materially to decrease the price
of land in the city, but i spite of
this fact they insisted there would
be even greater crowding, since land-
lords, to avoid the paying of the

higher land taxes, would use ag
small an ates as possible for build-
ing, thus denying light and air to
unfortunate tenants. In spife of low-
ered land prices also, the billy op-
ponénts prédicted that Federal hous-
ing projects would cost much mote,
sinée land owners would be compel-
led to recoup themselves for the
heavier taxes they had been com-
pelled to pay. And finally, these
real estate experts complained, in-
creaged land taxation would be in-
equitable, since it could not be borne
by the present holders of vacant land
yielding no tevenute but held in the
hepe of a speculative rise in value,
Buck people would ténd to be wiped
out,

Rents in lower-price apartments,
it was alleged, would have to be
Yaised $2.25 per room per month,
since most of these apartments are
located in practically worthless
buildings, all the value lying in the
land. Anhd on the other hand, the
utility companies would henefit ag
before mentioned. It was mnotable
that no  representative of a public
utility cornpany sappeared in favor
of the hills which allegedly would so
benefit them. And no tfenant ap-
peared to protest the threat of a rent
rise under a tax which all economists
agrée cannot he:passed on to the

-consurier,

There was a hearty burst of ap-
plause at the mention of the name
of Henry George, but this was quick-
iy suppressed by thé chairman,

The hearing on the Belous-Quinn
Graded Tax Bills was brief, since it
had to be fitted into an afterncon
with another heatring to consider the
laying of furthér sales taxes, pos-
sibly on food, to derive Tevenue for
necessary civic purposes. At this
second hearing Mr. Lancaster M.
Gréene, trustée of the HGSSS, spoke,
deprecating the possible effect of

‘such a tax on food as discouraging

further the consumption of this ne-
cessity of life,

Those Georgists who advocate
staying alcof from politics seem to
have one great advantage over their
politically-minded brethren, in that
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they avoid any sense of disappoint-
ment or discouragement over such
rebuffs as the hearing on fhe Belous-
Quinn Graded Tax Bills represinted.
Moreover, such Georgists avoid ail
possible temptation to that political-
mindedness which sees political ac-
complishment as a trading of lavors
and advantages, with perhaps a
somewhat lesseéning regard for the
well-being of humamnity in gefieral
They keep clear of the defeatist at-’
titude which tends to exaggerate the,
difficulties in tlie way of social prog-’
ress and to forget that a truly edu-
cated public ¢an have what it wants
and all it wants whenever it makes
the demand, ’

The fate of the Belous-Quinn Grad-
ed Tax Bills may conceivably be sal-
utary, in that long before their ten-
year course would have Deefl run, an
aroused public opinion may have
asked for and got a change which
will divert to public purposes not a
third or three-fifths but all of the re-
turns from land menopoly in our eity.
With the ‘phehomenal growth and
spread of George’s teachings, soch a
possinility is by nmo means visionary.
Once let society become aware that
taxes may be made unnecessary and
obsolete by the confiscation of ground
rent, and no compromise will he nec-
essary 'or evel possible. The prob-
lem of poverty will have been golved.




