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Try Something ... Anything ... Even Henry George! 
Across the country, governments at 

every level are in a public-revenue crisis. 
Evidence of it is everywhere, in dwindling 
school budgets, dilapidated public transit 
systems and blighted downtowns. Even so, 
we can see unprecedented levels of despera-
tion in some recent public-revenue schemes. 
The absurdity has gotten so pervasive that 
otherwise sensible pundits are actually re-
examining Henry George's remedy. 

New York City's parks policy in 1995 
follows Mayor Guliani's calls for "privatiza-
tion" with some considerable confusion 
about the nature of public and private 
property. One splendidly enviable thing 
about New York City, after all, is its sublime 
public space of Central Park. "There is 
nothing like it, anywhere in the world," 
rhapsodizes Russian urban planner Yuri 
Bocharov - and indeed, there are few land 
parcels anywhere that are more desirable 
than those bordering the park. The Great 
Lawn in July is a nonstop festival of New 
Yorkers of all colors and tongues.... 

Uhh, well, except for this July, when 
the city rented out the Great Lawn - the 
entire Great Lawn, mind you - to Disney for 
the premiere of Pocahontas. Now, many 
concerts and other public events have been 
held here. But this premiere was not public. 
It was by invitation only. There were 10,000 
assigned seats, and security was very tight. 

What did the city get for rendering 
the Great Lawn off limits to its citizens for 
more than five weeks? Well, after Disney 
quite graciously fixed the fencing and re-
seeded the turf, New York reportedly cleared 
about $1 million. Compared to the untaxed 
land rents along Central Park West (or to the 
profits from Pocahontas and its many tie-
ins), that's not a lot. 

Nor is New York City getting all that 
much, really, for leasing out DeWitt Clinton 
Park, in the working-class neighborhood 
called Hell's Kitchen, to an exclusive, $100-
a-plate cotillion known as Pomp Duck. As 
the deal is currently structured (neighbor-
hood residents are resisting), Pomp Duck 
would commandeer the park from Septem-
ber through April. It would leave the dilapi-
dated park with many refurbishments, and 
leave the city with an undisclosed bit of 
change - a "win-win situation" for an en-
thusiastic Parks Department, who has done 
no fixing of DeWitt Clinton's equipment 
in over fifteen years. 

Hell's Kitchen residents have far to 
walk to any other park. But it's not far at all 
- only five short blocks uptown - to the 
abandoned Penn Central rail yards, fifty-
odd acres which have been fenced in and  

gathering value, under the controlling inter-
est of Donald Trump, for more than a 
decade. 

Meanwhile in the state of Washing-
ton, yet another casino referendum is mak-
ing the news. The initiative, which is backed 
by three American Indian tribes and Ballys, 
maker of slot machines, and would allow 
unrestricted gambling in the state, is 
unremarkable in itself. The newsworthy 
thing about it is a novel voter-motivation 
strategy. The promoters have promised to 
pay every Washington citizen who votes - 
either way - an annual dividend of a share 
of ten per cent of the profits from slot 
machines. According to the New York Times 
on August 18th, supporters claim they are 
"cutting out-the middleman - the tax collec-
tor - and offering to give a chunk of their 
revenue right back to the people." Appar-
ently the strategy was inspired by polls 
noting high levels of "voter cynicism and 
distrust of government." 

There is a palpable sense of casting 
about for a solution, any solution. This 
plaintiveness would be more persuasive if 
no one were actually proposing a suitable 
remedy—but we know otherwise. Little by 
little, people are starting to notice. 

Investor's Business Daily published an 
article on the front page of its "Economics" 
section on August 8th called "Flat Tax, by 
George." The writer of this good-sized ar-
ticle has read about Henry George and 
endorses his remedy, abeit tepidly. The jump-
ing-off point is the current debate on vari-
ous forms of flat tax. "If Congressional 
reformers really want to change things, they 
might look to a man who had some really 
radical ideas about taxes, namely George." 

The article goes on to describe the 
negative effects of land speculation, allow-
ing that "the idea has a certain logic: Why 
should a landowner be penalized for devel-
oping and keeping up his property and 
rewarded for leaving it idle and vacant?" 

Unfortunately, the article leaves the 
clear impression that Henry George was out 
to tax vacant land only, implying that devel-
oped land would be essentially tax-free. 
George made it clear, of course, that im-
provements should always be tax-free, and 
location value should go to the community. 

In its last paragraph, the article gives 
a hint about why it is finally occurring to 
Investor's Business Daily to examine George's 
remedy: "At a time when Congress is talking 
about abolishing federal taxation and other 
previously heretical ideas, not even the wild-
est reform can be dismissed? Let's hope not! 

- Lindy Davies 


