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The Fifth International Conference on Land Value Taxation and
Free Trade in London, September, 1936 (succeeding Ronda in Spain,
1913 ; Oxford, 1923 ; Copenhagen, 1926, and Edinburgh, 1929) was
promoted by the International Union and considered a wide range of
subjects which had been set forth in a series of 28 printed papers dis-
tributed to the members. Of the sessions we recall in particular those
devoted to the practical application of the land value policy. Special
significance attached to them because of the attendance of as many
as 109 delegates officially appointed by 55 local governing authorities
in Great Britain—cities, towns and counties. They came from metro-
politan boroughs and towns surrounding London, from the Midlands,
and from as far away as Yorkshire, Lancashire, Devon, Wales and
Scotland, cities being represented like Cambridge, Cardiff, Glasgow,
Hull, St. Helens, South Shields, Stafford, Sunderland, Swansea, Wakefield
and Warrington. The invitation to these bodies had been issued by the
United Committee for the Taxation of Land Values ; and as far as the
municipal representatives were concerned the business of the meetings
they had been called to was confined to the municipal question from
the thoroughly practical point of view. o

Presiding on this occasion was Mr Charles Latham, the Chajrman
of the Finance Committee of the London County Council. The papers
on the agenda were : Land Valuation in Denmark, General Summary
of Legislation in operation in various countries, Official Replies to
Questionnaire as to Working and Results, the Pittsburgh Plan, Town
Planning and Taxation, Ten Years Experience in Denmark, the British
Municipal Demand for Land Value Rating and the Report on Site
Value Rating of the London County Council Finance Committee. The
last-named was an official report of the highest significance. The
London County Council was taking action. It was that .circumstance
which most impressed the Conference members, especially those from
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other countries, who saw in it, and in the interest of so many local
authorities, that the question of land value taxation is * in politics ** in
Great Britain in the truest sense of the term.

It would require much writing to trace the history of events back
to the time when in 1895, largely at the instance of Peter Burt, the Glasgow
City Council accepted the principle of land value rating and obtained
the co-operation of numerous Scottish local authorities in promoting
it. It is an interesting and instructive story outlined in the Report
already mentioned of the L.C.C. Finance Committee, which rightly
gives credit to London for having led the English demand for the reform
with the Bill it introduced in 1901. During the Liberal administration
1906 to 1914, the Government’s attempts at legislation for Scotland,
twice passed through the House of Commons, were frustrated by the
House of Lords. In 1909 a Budget incorporating provisions for land
valuation, which were imperfect but could have been improved by later
amending legislation, and imposing certain so-called ‘“land value
duties,” which were highly defective but could have been reconstructed
on right lines, was regarded by the landed interests as a beginning that
must be defeated at all costs. The House of Lords scorned all precedent
by rejecting the measure and there had to be two General Elections upon
the constitutional issue that arose. The Parliament Act, 1911, prevented
the House of Lords from obstructing Money Bills (that is Bills dealing
with national revenues and- national taxation), but the Lords can still
delay the passage of other legislation for a period of three sessions or
two years. Since legislation affecting local government is not in the
category of Money Bills, it is apparent that the House of Lords could,
if it wished, hold up for all that time a Bill for the Rating of Land Values
presented to it by the House of Commons. But how far the Lords
would be prepared to go, risking their own fate, in resisting the Commons
determined upon local taxation reform or any other radical measure,
remains to be seen. L

In Great Britain we are accustomed to speak of the * taxation of
land values ” when referring to national taxation, and the rating of
land values ” when referring to local taxation. In regard to the latter
it should be explained that local governing authorities in Great Britain
have no option in raising the revenues required for local needs. They
have to operate the law as they get it from Parliament, and it is only by a
parliamentary Act that the system can be changed. . The present local
rating system is based on the rental which the composite subject, land
and buildings, without separating one from the other, can command if
let for a year in its existing condition ; a formula which results in vacant
Jand having no assessed value however valuable it may be. Accordingly
it is entirely exempt from local taxation. ~ So also in the matter of national
taxation, except that, as property, land is subject to death duties on its
capital value ; but the amount of taxation so levied on any piece of land
altogether depends on the total value of all the property that the degeased
has left ; and that, too, with a considerable abatement in favour of agri-
cultural land. Further as to local taxation, since the levy is imposed

2



A. W. Madsen and Eustace Davies

on the occupier, no rates are payable on unoccupied properties (England
and Wales—the Scottish law differs in some respects). Land used for
agricultural purposes (even if, so used, it was in the heart of a city) is
free from local taxation and there is a special dispensation in favour of
“industrial ” premises, namely, factories and workshops, which are
relieved from three-quarters of the rates. Both these reliefs are, in fact,
subsidies out of the public revenues which sooner or later pass out of the
hands of the immediate beneficiaries into the hands of landowners by
way of increased prices and rents of land. The system of national taxation
is equally bad and unjust, if not more so, because it includes a mass of
price-raising indirect taxes, and now (since 1931) the customs tariffs
that have fastened the iniquity of protectionism on this country. The
fiscal regime locally and nationally penalises production and development
and exchange. Far worse, it protects and endows the land monopoly
which is responsible for high rents, low wages, unemployment and the
derived social conditions which every right-thinking person knows to be
perfectly unnatural. We seck the remedy in Acts of Parliament which
by just taxation will appropriate the value of land for the benefit of all
the people, and correspondingly remove taxation from the backs of
producers and consumers, *“ from the work of man’s hands ”* to use the
happy phrase of the one-time able advocate, the late Alexander Ure.

If the Conservatives have any pledge, in addition to protectionism,
it is to stand by the landed interests and preserve the private appropriation
of the rent of fand. In 1920 they had brought about the total repeal of the
1909-10 Finance Act ““ land value duties ” the proceeds of which were
repaid to the taxpayers.

Since 1914 and the years of war there have been but two brief periods
when the Conservative party and its allies were not in power, the periods
of the Labour Governments, 1923-24 and 1929-31, supported by the
Liberals. But why the Labour and Liberal parties did not take befter
advantage of their opportunities, even during the short periods when in
combination they could promote the reform to which both are pledged,
by many declarations, is another question, which along with the causes
of the 1924 General Election debacle, need not be gone into here. In
July, 1931, the Finance Act, on which high hopes were raised, was passed
with its provisions for land valuation and a tax on land values. The
growing acuteness of the economic depression gave to the opponents of
the Labour Government the opportunity to throw the blame upon it,
and they exploited, as they knew how, a financial and industrial crisis.
The Labour Government was driven from office, and a coalition or
“ National ” Government was formed. In the immediately succeeding
General Election, and in an atmosphere of much worked-up panic the
National Government was returned with an overwhelming majority.
Disgracefully dishonouring the pledges it gave, the new Government at
once suspended the land value tax, and two years later repealed it ; and
with equal disregard to pledges or without any mandate the Free Trade
system of the country was uprooted. The previous administration had
been charged with extravagance that was a danger to the State, but the
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present administration seems to know no limit to the subsidies it is
handing out to its favoured interests, and to see no financial crisis ahead
of its huge additions to the national debt.

But let the immediate prospects of a progressive Parliament be as
they may, the sentiment for the land value policy is steadily cultivated
with the help of many agencies, and not the least influential are the
local authorities demanding the reform of the rating system. More
by accident than design various municipalities have taken their turn
in leading that agitation—Glasgow, Cardiff, Manchester, Sheffield,
Newcastle-on-Tyne, Bradford, Leeds, Stoke-on-Trent, Edmonton, Totten-
ham and the London County Council, either by official conferences they
have held, or the publication of reports, or representations made to other
City or Town Councils for co-operation.

The joint author of this paper (Mr Eustace Davies) would speak
especially of the developments in Wales with a necessary passing reference
to the background of the work conducted by the Welsh League for the
Taxation of Land Values, and (although so many others could be men-
tioned) putting on record the municipal services of Mr P. Wilson Raffan
when he was associated with the Monmouthshire County Council before
he settled in London and became Member of Parliament. Unfortunately,
owing to ill-health, Mr Raffan is retired from public life. So Monmouth-
shire took a leading part. But after the war, the Cardiff City Council
was the first among British municipalities to renew the demand by reso-
lution adopted in October, 1919, and communicated to county and
municipal authorities throughout the country. Cardiff is perhaps
exceptional in that the rating of land values is less a dividing political-
party issue than elsewhere, shown not only in the voting when the question
comes up in Council, but also in the pledges that candidates give when
canvassed, as they are, at the annual municipal elections. In April,
1935, the City Council, confirming its declaration in favour of the policy,
decided to call a representative conference of local rating authorities in
Wales and Monmouthshire, and while the invitations to that conference
were going out, the United Committee and the Welsh League com-
municated with every individual councillor and alderman in the urban
and rural districts seeking their support and sending relevant explanatory
literature to each. The Conference was held in September, 1935, at
which 50 local authorities were represented by 99 delegates, and with
but one dissentient vote the policy was affirmed with instruction to send
the resolution to the Government and Menibers of Parliament, and to
request all the local authorities in England and Wales to pass resolutions
in similar terms. While that invitation went out, the United Committee
again took parallel action by writing to all the clerks of the local autho-
rities offering the explanatory literature for distribution among their
members ; and the response made it necessary to despatch more than
3,200 of each of the publications offered. All that made for open debate
and discussion as a wealth of newspaper reports showed. By the end
of the year, the Cardiff Town Clerk was able to report to his Council that
replies had been received from 339 local authorities of which 148 declared
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in favour, 22 referred the matter to the Association of Municipal Cor-
porations, 28 were against, and 134 took no action.

Representative Conferences, national or regional, have been suc-
cessfully called by the United Committee from time to time over many
years, the bodies participating including local authorities, political asso-
ciations, co-operative societies and guilds, trade unions, etc. At the
National Conference in Manchester, in 1930, there were present 182
councillors and aldermen from 71 local authorities. The proceedings
and the demonstrations in support of its resolutions both before and
after it took place were, as we know, a pointer to Mr Philip Snowden,
and conclusive evidence of the popular support behind the question when
he was framing the land values provisions of the 1931 Budget; and in
his speech introducing that measure he found justification in the muni-
cipal demand, and justification also in the fact that the principle had
been in the programme of the Liberal party for about 40 years, and in
the programme of the Labour party ever since its inception.

In Ireland, the Association of Irish Municipalities has in recent
years been giving considerable attention to the problem of local taxation
and has been pressing the Government to empower local authorities to
rate land values.

In 1934, the triennial election for the London County Council
resulted in a resounding victory for the Labour party, after 27 years of
rule by the Conservatives calling themselves “ municipal reformers.”
Steps were quickly taken by the new Labour Government of the L.C.C.
to implement its pledge to promote the rating of land values. The
Finance Committee was requested (on the motion of Mr F. C. R. Douglas)
to consider and report upon the present system and make recommenda-
tions. The Report, occupying 28 quarto pages, was completed in June,
1936, and was adopted by the Council the following month. It is a
public document of first-class importance, which will inevitably be referred
to in all future discussions of the reform of local taxation, with its reyiew
of the present system, its statement of the objections thereto, the various
attempts of Parliament to deal with the question, and setting forth the
merits of land value rating; a text-book and guide for all municipal
councillors. It concludes with the recommendation :—

That the Council is of opinion that the present system is
inequitable in its incidence, that site value is a subject peculiarly
suited to local taxation by reason of its arising from community
influences including local expenditure and that it is accordingly
“desirable that the present burden of local expenditure should be
transferred either wholly or in part from rates to a rate on site
values. That H.M. Government be informed of the opinion ex-
pressed in the foregoing resolution and be urged to introduce legis-
lation at an early date to empower local authorities to levy a rate
on site values.

The Council petitioned the Government in vain, reply being that
no action would be taken for such legislation, and the Council, after
resolution virtually censuring the Government for this curt refusal,
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decided to promote a ‘Bill of its own. In the circumstances this had
to be what is known as a ‘¢ Private Bill > applying-only to London. The
Bill being drafted with extraordinary care and ability—as to be a standard
for future legislation either for the national or the local taxation of
land values—was fully debated in the Council and approved by them
for presentation in the 1938 session of Parliament. It provided for
making a start with a rate of 2s. in the £ of annual land value. The
amount of discussion'it evoked, with Press articles and correspondence
all over the country was remarkable. Even though “only a London
Bill,” it ‘was regarded on all hands as a challenge to the institution that
passes the public value of land into private pockets ; if London could
make a breach in the ramparts of that institution the rest of the country
would not be slow to follow suit. Many local authorities passed resolu-
tions supporting the Bill. On the other hand the vested interests were
aroused to energetic opposition, understanding well that the land mono-
poly tackled anywhere is tackled everywhere ; and their petitions and
protests against the Bill poured in from many parts. So the Bill applying
only to London and with its moderate proposal to begin with a land
value rate of 2s. in the £, raised the principle and made it a national issue.

In London itself the Labour party organized a great campaign of
bill-posting and leaflet distribution. But the fate of the Bill was soon
determined. The opponents were alert to seize on any technicality to
prevent discussion, and they obtained a ruling by the Speaker of the
House of Commons that it was not in order that a measure of such
importance should be introduced as a “ private bill.”” Upon motion
made by Mr Herbert Morrison for leave to re-introduce the measure as
a “ public bill ”” they were forced into the open and obliged to record their
votes against the motion, which was defeated.

In spite of this, local authorities have not ceased to demand powers
to rate land values, and in the last few weeks two of the largest county
councils, Middlesex and Essex, have passed resolutions in that sense.
And undismayed by the fate of the London County Council Bill .the
Edmonton Town Council has reaffirmed its demand for the rating of land
values and sent its resolution to all the local authorities in the country,
as quite recently the Tottenham Town Council did within the county
of Middlesex. More than 240 local authorities have in the last few years
declared for the policy. These things are evidence that the public demand
for the taxation of land values is no less strong than it was at those periods
when Parliament actually passed the legislation that has been referred to.
On the contrary, the sentiment in favour of the policy is much greater,
and is only waiting upon a progressive Parliament to give effect to it.

(ssued for the International Conference celebrating the Henry George
Centenary, New York, 1939, by the International Union for Land Value
Taxation and Free Trade, 34 Knightrider Street, London, E.C.4.—Additional
copies, price 2d. each or 5 cents.)
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