Development land

tax - kill or cure?

A conference, held in October in London by
the Chartered Institute of Builders, critically
examined the government’s land tax plans.
The event asked: would land-based taxation
deliver development or would it strangle it?

Development land tax is the solution the
Government seems most to favour. But
many advocates of land-based taxation
were critical. Some say DLT is a deeply
flawed proposal. Leading that charge was
Ted Gwartney - who spoke of successfully
establishing land taxation in the US - as
well as Transport for London vice-chair
Dave Wetzel, and Vince Cable MP.

Symptoms of the

‘winner’s curse’?

The RICS reports in its September housing
survey what it sees as the healthy re-
energising of the housing market. It reports
buoyant prices and increased market
activity - evidence of “a stabilising of the
market” - the hankered-after ‘soft landing’.

Meanwhile research from the Halifax
shows the north-south price divide
closing fast - now at its slimmest for
8 vears. Prices outside the south-east
are continuing to rise - sometimes
spectacularly. Areas previously thought
undesirable are being looked at in a new
light by buyers, as they compare the
relative benefits one location will give
them over another.

These are symptoms of the boom/bust
phase which author Fred Harrison calls
‘the winner's curse’. Are we now finally
entering - as Harrison predicts - the last
stage of the housing cycle leading to
bust, debt, negative equity, reposession
and homelessness? Or is this just the
continuing and healthy economic
growth of the market - the view of the
‘professionals’: a market from which
Gordon Brown really has helped us say
goodbye forever to boom/bust?

Scottish Civic

Forum on the line

The Scottish Civic Forum, the Third
Sector institution created to ensure citizen
participation in the new Scottish political
settlement has had its core funding
withdrawn by the Scottish Executive.

Its future now looks bleak. BBC's
Newsnight called SCF *a basic plank

of devolution.” For the past three years
Peter Gibb has sat on SCF’s Council,
with responsibility for economic policy.
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Local government
finance under
review

The independent Local Government
Finance Review in Scotland, led by

Sir Peter Burt, rolls on. As previously
reported (L&L spring 2005) the review’s
terms of reference explicitly include land
value tax ideas. Initated last summer by
the Scottish Executive, the Review is

the equivalent to the Treasury-sponsored
Lyons Review for England and Wales.

The Foundation’s second written
submission to the Review was presented
in July. It assesses in detail the different
systems and options available to fund local
government services and infrastructure. The
submission concludes that the way forward
is the evolution of the existing system.
According to HGF Communications
Officer Lars Rindsig “improvement of the
existing system - rather than its wholesale
abolition and replacement - is, for the
moment, with Labour, the only political
show in town". Rindsig points out that
many key components of the existing local
tax system are quite proper for retention
within an evolved system. “The existing
system already directly collects for the
public purse a good amount of community-
created land value.”

The Foundation’s submission to the
Review sets out “the 11 key elements of an
evolved system”. The principal evolution
required, according to the submission,
is that “the basis of [tax| assessment
shall be the unimproved value of the site
only and shall exclude the value of any
‘improvements’ such as buildings or plant.”

The Foundation has now been called
to give verbal evidence in November. A
team including experts from the US has
been assembled for the day.

Later this month a presentation is
also being made by the Scottish Green
Party. Their team includes HGF member
and Land Reform Scotland co-founder
Prof Roger Sandilands, and Toby Lloyd,
former HGF deputy chief executive.

Meanwhile Tony Blair ordered the
significant broadening of the terms of
reference give to Sir Michael Lyons’
Review. The increased ground the Review
now has to cover effectively kicks into the
long grass the delivery of its final report.
Commentators reckon that whatever
Lyons comes up with will present a thorny
political problem for the government of the
day. Lyons is not expected to report back
until after the next general election.




