
BART the Catalyst 

CALIFORNIA readers were quick 
to observe that the Erie Canal was 

built with a tax on land values (see 
page 15). This was brought to their 
attention by the British economist and 
urban authority, Barbara Ward, on a 
recent visit when she stated that the 
Erie Canal was largely financed by an 
"old fashioned American method. 
a specially assessed tax on the lands 
whose value its construction had very 
greatly enhanced." Lady Jackson chal-
lenged the Bay Area Rapid Transit 
system (BART) to have "the courage 
of the old American pioneers, the 
builders of the Erie Canal." 

Readers may recall a letter in the 
November HGN, stating that a bill by 
Senator James R. Mills was passed in 
the California legislature last August, 
opening the way for the rapid transit 
system to be financed "by assessments 
which shall be levied exclusively upon 
the taxable land." Mary Rawson, a city 
planner in Vancouver, in a letter in 
the January HGN, said she hoped this 
statement was true but she was some-
what doubtful. 

Miss Rawson's doubts are borne out 
by the attempt now being made to levy 
a ½ percent sales tax, as "an emer-
gency short-term boost" (4 1/2 years). 

The first bond issue for the transit 
system was voted in 1962 for $792 
million, secured by general property 
taxes. Directors underestimated the cost 
by about $150 million and that amount 
is needed now to finish the system. If 
the sales tax measure passes this month 
a $28 million federal grant is virtually 
assured for the purchase of the first 
125 cars. Legislators are afraid to ask 
for a supplementary bond issue under 
the original act or the Mills Act, for 
fear it will be rejected. If the sales tax 
structure is passed this can be imposed 
without going through the time-con-
suming process of taking a vote. 

Senator Mills succeeded in putting 
on the books the first Georgist legisla-
tion that has appeared in years, and the 
bill was passed without opposition. 
However it is concealed under so many 
layers of burlap that it remains inactive. 
All power to initiate the program is 
vested in the BART board of directors, 
and the chairman is a real estate man. 

This Act, Senate Bill 443, enables 
directors of BART to form one or 
more benefit districts within which 
taxes would fall on land only. Spokes-
men for the transit board say it would 
take six years to create these districts 
and get the legal challenges disposed 
of, even if all issues were resolved 
favorably from the LVT point of view. 
"We might get a thousand taxpayer 
suits outof the 33 districts," a director 
said. "At the end of ten years the courts 
would still not have heard all of them 
and we still wouldn't have our money." 

A group of California Georgists, 
with Mrs. Elmer A. Weden, Jr. as co-
ordinator, and other interested persons, 
have urged that the Mills Act be im-
plemented instead of increasing the 
sales tax from 5 to 5 1/2 percent in 
three counties: San Francisco, Alameda 
and Contra Costa. As a counter pro-
posal this group suggests that one 
single benefit district be set up to com-
prise the three counties, excluding only 
remote portions. 

Under the terms of the Act all 33 
subway stations could establish special 
benefit districts if and when it was 
deemed that land would be specially 
benefited. Each district would have a 
board of directors to hear protests, im-
pose uniform assessments, and call for 
a vote on the issuance of bonds to be 
paid in whole or in part from assess-
ments on land. Issuance of such bonds 
would be permitted if 66 1/2  percent 
of the electors voting on the proposi-
tion favored it. Representatives of the 
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Georgist group—Bay Area Citizens to 
Save BART—urged instead that this be 
reduced to a simple majority or at most 
to 60 percent of the voters, the re-
quirement for the original bond issue. 

The Mills Act, as journalist Harlan 
Trott pointed out, "empowers the dis-
trict to levy an ad valorem tax on just 
the benefited land and not on buildings 
and property." He considers that it will 
be the worst kind of political malprac-
tice if BART, the "tremendous cata-
lyst" is allowed to generate windfalls 
for the landowners at the expense of 
poorer people, since the Act was de-
signed for the purpose of averting that 
injustice. He urged therefore that it be 
allowed to do the work it was designed 
to do. 

The known advocates of LVT are 
not the only ones who are aroused 
about the apparent failure of this bill 
to do its work. Another columnist, Guy 
Wood, writing of "The BART Hy-
pocrisy" in the San Francisco Examiner 
(Jan. 7) says "vindication is sweet." 
However he opined that opposition to  

the sales tax from the "tardy dissi-
dents" who want to "save BART" 
comes too late and "doesn't stand the 
chance of a snowball in a sauna." The 
boondoggle was so obvious, he says, 
that Barbara Ward heard about it 5000 
miles away and Perry Prentice in New 
York came and "told us to our faces 
we were fools if we didn't tax the 
BART-spawned increase in the value 
of land." 

"In this case," wrote Mr. Wright, 
"the hypocrisy is compounded. BART 
is mainly an escape route to the suburbs 
for the affluent, but the sales tax puts 
an undue share of the cost on the poor 
cluck who is being left behind in the 
ghetto." 

The scattered minions who already 
bear a disproportionately large share of 
taxes, are so harried they cannot find 
energy enough to protest, and so they 
will be saddled with the added tax to 
pay for the subway which will take 
them to work for the salary dollars that 
will shrink rapidly as the ground swell 
of land values rises. 

"COOL AND CANDID" 

"What of Henry George's ideas today? They're making a comeback—the 
argument being that private builders would replace the blighted areas of our 
cities without expensive government subsidies, if they were sure that improving 
the land wouldn't increase their taxes." 

This was the concluding comment by Michael von Moschzisker in a column 
in the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin on December 19th, "Paging Henry George." 
Something stirred in his memory as he sat in a City Council meeting listening 
to a discussion about the gross receipts tax. Brokerage firms were threatening to 
move out of town along with the stock exchange. But the loudest noise came 
from the parking garage operators. A 20 percent tax was being levied on 
business done by the multi-story parking facilities. 

"Tax our competitors who have parking lots on unimproved land 
we're already burdened by the real estate tax on our garages." Something about 
the heated argument that they shouldn't pay more taxes than possessors of the 
vacant land, brought to the reporter's mind a man born at 413 South 10th 
Street in Philadelphia in 1839, who later wrote Progress and Poverty. 

He must have read the book because he remembered about never taxing 
the buildings, the goods manufactured in them, or the wares sold from them. 
Fine and useful buildings could be erected and the taxes wouldn't be boosted 
a cent, and it would make "behind-the-times property a luxury no landowner 
could afford." The single tax would spur efforts to employ land more fruitfully. 
"Every parking lot proprietor, for example, would build a multi-story garage." 

So Mr. Moschzisker's advice to the Mayor and Council was that they had 
better give some thought to the single tax. 
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