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"Takings" Debate Brings Henry George to the Fore 
A legislative provision in the Contract 

With America has placed a key piece of 
Georgist analysis right before the noses of 
the U.S. Congress, and perceptive members 
of the press are taking note. The so-called 
"takings" provision, which the House has 
passed, would require the federal govern-
ment to compensate property owners when 
federal regulations diminish the value of 
their land by 20% or more. 

"Now let's just stop here a minute and 
take a look at what makes land valuable," 
demands Molly Ivins in her syndicated 
column of March 9th. 

Any real estate dealer will tellyou that the 
first three factors are location, location and 
location. What's a good location for a piece of 

government). Near a school (built by the gov-
ernment). Near an airport (often built by the 
government). And it needs water and sewer 
lines and access roads (built by the government). 

Also, the value and desirabil4y ofyour 
land is increased by the growth ofany commu -
niy near that property. 

All of this is what caused Henry George 
around the turn ofthe century to come up with 
the single-tax theory: There should be only one 
tax, and it should be on real estate because all 
increases in the value of real estate - exceptfor 
whatyouyourself build on it - are cause by the 
communiy at large. Consequently, all profits 
(exceptfor whatyouyourself build on it) from 
real estate should belong to the commun4y at 
large through taxation. 

The regulations that property owners 
are upset about are mostly environmental 
laws that seek to protect the common heri- 
tage of wildlife and its habitats, or to charge 
polluters for the otherwise external costs of 
befouling the air and water. "It's the pollut- 
ers," Ivins points out, "who are ruining our 

them?" 
The conventional answer is that such 

regulations depress incentives, stifling en- 
terprise and forcing entrepreneurs into other 
markets. Ifwe were to accept the (fallacious) 
principle that the rent of land belongs to 
private landowners, then the proposed com- 
pensation would be a way to make the 

general taxpaying public pay the cost of 
environmental regulations. It!s the same old 
"broad-based tax" argument. 

That is essentially the position taken 
by David Frum (author of DeadR:ht) in the 
Wall Street Journal on March 16th. In his 
view, the Contract only goes too far when it 
extends the takings argument to include 
values that are lost when landowners are 
charged market value for federally-subsi-
dized water! He notes that "Beneficiaries of 
California's Central Valley Water Project, 
for example, are now paying less than $20 an 
acre-foot for water that the Interior Depart-
ment estimates costs more than $1,850 pr 
acre-foot to deliver." The rest of the cost is 
paid by the federal taxpayerandthis11W 
eous imbalance is-repeated-across-the West. 
Large -landholders lease out their lands to get 
around the requirement that farms receiving 
subsidized water be less than 160 acres. 

Frum declares that "the removal of a 
subsidy is not an abridgement of a property 
right" Newt's gang would "hoot and holler if 
a welfare recipient claimed her 'property righe 
in her welfare payment was being denied by a 
two-year cut-off." Yet, when the takings argu-
ment is applied to wetlands or endangered 
species cases, he calls it "basic justice." 

Frum is not alone among conserva-
tives who are confused about the rightful 
basis of property. Henry George has any 
number of reasons to be, as Ivins puts it, 
"down there in his grave spinnin' like a 
cyclotron." Indeed, George would agree with 
Frum's view that private property is "the 
indispensable prerequisite for both progress 
and freedom." But does that private prop-
erty include land values that are created by 
the community's labor - or are decreased by 
the community's decision to preserve its 
natural reutes? Nn said Hemy ceorge 
and Molly Ivins agrees. Furthermore she 
brings the matter up now (interrupting 
ongoing reports of the culture war) because 

it seems to me someone shou14 urn, notice 
Someone should maybe stand up and say some-
thing about it Like, this is wrong. This is stupid 
This is wicked folly. 


