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LAND VALUE LEGISLATION

DurING THE debate on the second reading of the Finance Bill
on May 16, the Chancellor of the Exchequer (Mr. Hugh
Dalton) said:

“ Whatever may be said on the merits or demerits of a
national tax on land at the moment there is just not the staff
to organise it. The Inland Revenue Department are hard
pressed, and I was glad to hear the right hon. Gentleman the
Member for Bournemouth (Mr. Bracken) pay a tribute to the

Civil Service which was well deserved. They have donc a

pretty good job, and they have had a hard task. I am anxious
to alleviate that task rather than add to it. It is really not
practical administration to add such a tax to what they have
to do whatever may be the merits of the project of a tax
on land values.

“On the other hand, if there are local authorities who
have the staffs and if they can do it—and many local
authorities in the past have passed resolutions in favour of
having it—that is a different proposition. I cannot, of course,
make any commitment on the matter, but I am interested in
the suggestion that my hon. Friend (Mr. Stokes) made about
that. We shall certainly consider not only the betting tax
[which had been advocated by another Member] between now
and this time next year, but also the possibility of such a tax
on land values, particularly in relation to the adjustment that
must take place between national and local finances and the
revision of the block grant to which we are committed. 1
shall be very glad to have representations made from any
part of the House, because many hon. Members may be
interested in this—on whether, into this new scheme of the
financial relations between the Treasury aid the local authori-
ties, it would be feasible to fit in some plan whereby the local
authorities who wish to do it—because there would, of course,
be nothing compulsory about it—would be able to raise part
of their revenues from a tax on site values within their own
area. Obviously, the suggestion is worth looking into, and I
undertake to have a look at it and to keep in touch with any
hon. Members or group of hon. Members who have any
views about it either for or against. It is a fruitful suggestion,
and one which, I think, ought to be pursued.”

Disappointment will be felt that the Government do not
feel able to introduce immediately a general and uniform
system of valuation and taxation of land values applicable_ to
the whole country.  This matter is of fundamental im-
portance, and more important than many new undertakings
for which the Government is finding the necessary staff some-
how or other. It is intimately and essentially connected with
municipal finance, housing, town planping and other matters
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which have admittedly the highest priority. Progress in these
matiers will be impeded and the public will stand
to lose very much so long as there is no national system of
taxation of land values, and, as a start, of wvaluation.
Experience in New Zealand, Australia and elsewhere has
shown that a central valuation system for the whole country
makes for accuracy, uniformity and economy in valuation.

Nevertheless we welcome the Chancellor’s promise to con-
sider between now and next year the introduction of a
measure which will empower local authorities who wish to
do so to establish their own valuations and to raise part of
their revenues by a rate on site values so reducing the amount
which is raised under the present system. But the Bill ought
to provide power to raise the whole of the rates from site
values cither immediately or by stages. Such a provision
would be in keeping with the optional nature of the measure.

The other matters of machinery to be included in such a
Bill need not detain us at present. A useful precedent will
be found in the London Rating (Site Vaiues) Bill which the
London County Council endeavoured to promote as a private
measure in 1938.

Many local authorities in this country have approved the
rating of land values, and have passed resolutions asking for
the necessary legislation. It is to be expected that they will
welcome the Chancellor’s statement. The inherent fairness of
relieving buildings and improvements from local rates and
of recovering for the community a value which the community
itself creates and maintains appeals to many people of all
shades of political thought. The urgency of doing something
at the present moment to lighten the burden of local taxation
is now greater than ever, for the local rates are rising rapidly
and will continue to do so. There is no time to be lost, and
the Government should be asked to implement their promise
with the utmost speed.

This is no novel and untested proposal. It rests upon
long and well-established economic principles. The mischief
of taxation upon the production and enjoyment of useful
things is one of the commonplaces of economic thought.
Local rates, as now levied in this country, are a, conspicuous
and most oppressive example of such taxation. On the other
hand the advantages of taxation levied according to the value
of the site (i.e., the opportunity), without waiver or remission
if the opportunity is not fully used, are also admitted and
well-established.

This proposal does not rest alone upon abstract or
theoretical arguments. These have been supplemented by
experience. In New Zealand the practical test has gone on
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since 1896, in Queensland since 1889, in New South Wales
since 1906, in Denmark since 1926. The policy adopted is to
remove or reduce taxation on houses and other buildings and
correspondingly shift it upon the value of land alone, dis-
regarding the use to which the land is put. Testimony to its
successful operation is provided also from towns and shires
in Victoria, South Australia and Western Australia; from
local authorities in the Transvaal, Orange Free State, Natal
and Cape Province; from the Western Provinces of Canada;
from Pittsburgh in Pennsylvania; from the Irrigation Districts
of California; and other examples could b? mentioned.

In the light of all these facts we hope that the Government
will proceed speedily and boldly with the legislation, will resist
all attempts to modify the clear, simple principle involved,
and will render all the assistance which lies in their power
to the local authorities to get the plan into operation at the
earliest possible moment.

THE PLANNERS AND THEIR
NEW TOWNS

THE NEw Towns Bill proposes that the Minister of Town
and Country Planning shall have power to designate an area
of land as the site of a new town, and this may include an
existing town. It also enables the Minister to establish a
corporation to develop the new town. The corporation may
be authorised by the Minister to acquire any land either inside
or outside the arca of the proposed mew town which they
require for the purposes of the town. Such land will be
acquired subject to the provisions of the Town and Country
Planning Act, 1944, that is to say, generally at 1939 prices.
The corporation will be empowered to develop the land itself
or to dispose of it to others, but it will not without the
Minister’s permission be able to dispose of land outright or
by lease for more than 99 years.

The expenditure on creating a new town of 50,000 popula-
tion is estimated at £19,000,000 which would be defrayed as
to £15,500,000 by the corporation and the rest by the local
authorities of the district. ~ The Bill provides for public
borrowing (advances from the Consolidated Fund) of up to
£50,000,000 which the Financial Memorandum says is esti-
mated to cover requirements for the next five years. One of
the dangers.implicit in this provision is that the Minister may
establish quite a number of new corporations to develop as
many new towns, and at the end of the five years the further
development of them will cast a moral obligation upon the
Exchequer or else the prospect must be faced of writing off
as a loss expenditure already incurred. There is something
here for the Chancellor of the Exchequer to ponder over.
The Minister (Mr. Silkin) in moving the second reading of
the Bill, admitted that Letchworth, commenced in 1903 and
planned by Sir Ebenezer Howard to an ultimate maximum
of 35,000 population, had at the outbreak of war attained to
only half that figure. Welwyn Garden City, commenced in
1920, had in 1939 reached only 15,000 of its planned 50,000.
The Bill contemplates that these enterprises will eventually
be self-supporting, but hope rises perennial in the breasts of
planners,

Planners may produce most plausible reasons why a town
should be established at some point, but no planner is
sufficiently intelligent to judge of all the economic and other
factors involved even at the moment when the plan is
initiated. Still less is he able to foresee those which may
emerge thereafter. It is very often overlooked that the
ultimate data of economic life are the valuations placed by
individuals, not one or two individuals but many thousands
or in some cases millions of them, upon the commodities
and services which they wish to acquire and those which they

are willing to surrender in exchange. This is what makes
planning the more uncertain the more ceniralised and more
extensive it becomes, and which in fact turns it into a mere
gamble. It may be one of the reasons why in the so-called
plans of the Soviet Union the projected outputs are in many
cases not reached, and by very varying percentages, or in
some instances even exceeded.

There is no doubt that anyone who could build a town to
accommodate 50,000 persons at the present moment could
easily fill it and at rents which would amply meet interest
and other annual charges. That is merely an index of the
present acute and abnormal shortage of houses. It proves
nothing about the ultimate soundness of the policy. At
present many people will be thankful to obtain accommoda-
tion even if it entails an hour's travelling to work. When
the shortage is abated, an entirely new condition will arise.
Many houses which people are willing to take now might
become vacant, or could only be let at rents which would not
meet the outgoings. '

These are some of the grounds for observing caution in this
matter.  There are others. The Bill introduces all the
injustices of the March, 1939, scale of values. Existing owners
of houses or other property may be expropriated at a figure
which will not buy them anything like equivalent accommo-
dation to-day. It is true that a duty is imposed upon the
corporation to secure in the case of residential accom-
modation the provision in advance of alternative accom-
modation for the person displaced. However, the decision
of a corporation or of a court of law on what is reasonable
alternative accommodation is a very different thing from
having in one’s pocket a sufficient sum of money to make
one’s own choice. Moreover, it would seem that the
corporation could meet the claim of the dispossessed owner of
a dwelling house by paying him compensation at 1939 values
and letting him other accommodation. In that event the
spoliation of the owner is not immediate, but is postponed
until such time as he wishes to leave the district when he
will find himself without sufficient money to buy at post-war
prices accommodation equal to that he lost. In the case of
non-residential accommodation there is not even an obliga-
tion to offer alternative accommodation.

It may be presumed that the corporation will try to avoid
expropriating people unnecessarily. In that event and
especially where the new town is built round the nucleus of
an old one, other anomalies and injustices will arise. The
owner who is dispossessed will receive 1939 compensation.
The owner who is not may enjoy not only the present inflated
value but also perhaps large accretions of value by reason
of the growth of the town round him.

Another point which may be mentioned is that no adequate
machinery will exist for fixing the rents of property owned
and let by the corporation. If they grant long leases, it is
certain that many anomalies will arise in the course of time.
If they grant short leases, there should be some effective and
impartial machinery for ensuring that the rents are revised
frequently and brought into accord with market value.

It will be seen that some of these difficulties arise out of
the decision of the State to pay compensation at 1939 values
although the action of the State has at the same time reduced
the purchasing power of money and increased the money
price of everything. They also arise out of the inherent
economic obstacles to planning. They arise further out of
the failure of the State to establish an effective system of land
valuation and taxation and rating of land values. This is the
indispensable means of preventing speculation, relieving
houses of rates and encouraging their erection to let at
reasonable rents, and recovering for the community the land
value which it creates as and how that varies whether upwards
or downwards. .




