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‘Mr. Mason to Mr. Woodlock

(Below we quote a letter from Mr. J.
Rupert Mason to Mr. Thomas F. Wood-
lock, Contributing Editor of The Wall
Street - Journal, whoge articles on the
Georgist objective appeared in the June
and "August issues of The Freeman.

Mr, Mason, a San Franciscan, is one of
the mnation’s foremost irrigation and. rec-
lamation experts, He has long been iden-
“tified with Georgist activities, and as a
speaker and writer and one of the edi-
tors of ‘‘Our Commonwealth,” a West
Coast publication devoted to the cause of
human freedom, is known to many Georg-
igts throughout the country.—The Edi-
tors.)

Pursuant to the kind invitation to
Georgists, extended in your “Think-

ing It Over” eéolumn of June 17,

first may I thank you for the em-
inently fair-minded approach you
have displayed throughout. »

You suggest that Georgists do not
believe that “unimproved land in the
‘hands of an individual person is
“ducts of human labor are property.”
‘I would remind you that there are
many millions of acres of “unim-
‘proved land” on this planet in which
‘mo one is sufficiently interested ev-
en to claim it as his “property.” For
‘exainple, about half of all the land in
California is the property of the fed-
‘eral and state governments, because
no private person wants it as his
“property.”” Hence, is it not a fact
‘that, broadly speaking, it is not
"“land” which persons desire to
“own,” but those values which arise
as the result of improvements, both
‘public and private, such as water
supply, roads, schools, shops, all of
‘which render cértain locations more
‘desirable than others? '

Few of us would be willing to pay
for the “privilege” of working and

Jliving in a community without sew-

-ers, water, roads, schools and other
social services. We would not live
there at all if we could possmly
-avoid it.

- A million Americaﬁs can ~produce
far more on a given amount of land
than can a million Hottentots. Is not
the reason largely “because we are
an improved people. and have the in-

property in the sense that all pro--

telligence to locate where the requi-
gite conveniences are at hand? The
urge to “own” land, as such, never
arises until a  particular piece of
land takes on & special value, until,
that is, it becomes more desirable
than other land ‘as a location for a
skyscraper, factory, store, home or
farm. T '

.. Henry George never for one mo-

ment advocated. any kind of a tax
on. land, He urged only that the
value of the location be paid by the
user-of the land to the state, instead
of to private interests. Obviously
land which is of such jnferior qual-
ity, compared with other lands, that
no one will pay rent for its use—
even though it may be land of con-
siderable productivity —would be

-completely tax-free. Since the tax

method George proposed was not ac-

tually a tax at all but merely the
.collection of = economic . rent, there
could, of course, be no tax nor col-

lection where there was mno rental
value.

Rent of land, as mnot every one
knows who should, is determined by
the excess of its produce over that
which the same application can se-
cure from the least productive land
in wse. In other words, the rent of
any given land or site is determined
by the demand for the land, based
on its desirability as compared with
that of the least desirable land in
use, i.e., the most desirable free land
or location avaﬂable :

Now it must be-clear that for each

dollar of ground. rent which the gov-
-ernment - fails to colect, -a dollar
must be collected from those who

work. The only possible way, there-

fore, for those dependent 'on wages

or interest to escape having their

-earned income expropriated by tax-

ation, as.is now the case, is to in-

sist that the government collect
‘more from those individuals and cor-
jporations pocketing ground rent, as

well as from those others who are
holding out of use for speculative
advance valuable land (urban, min-

eral timber, agricultural) which, in
this time of national need, should
be producing “guns or butter.”
George never claimed that this
method of raising money for govern=
ment support would abolish poverty,
but he did insist that it would
abolish undeserved poverty. It would
promote equality of opportunity. and
would put an end to the present in-
iquitious system of taxdtion which

confiscates earned incomes and in- -

terest from sound :investments. If
our present tax policies do not “so-
cialize” private enterprise in toto,
and kill the goose that lays the gold-
en eggs, 1 shall be more than de-
lighted, but I wouldn’t wager a nick-
e1 that they won 't.

_In order to wbrmg about the neces-
sa.ry changes ce,rtam, ‘laws would
have to be amended, but that would
present no constitutional difficulties.
Precedents galo re are already at
hand.

In 1909 the Ca.hforma, ".leglslature
amended the Irrigation District Act
to permit communities to collect
their necessary revenues from the
rental value of all land within their
boundaries, and to exempt from tax-
ation any and all buildings, planted
orhards or other “improvements” of
whatsoever kind or ' description.
There are today more than 100 dis-
tricts getting their revenues from
this. _source, and none of them pen-
alizes the industrious citizen who
builds -on or ‘otherwise improves.the
land he “owns.” He pays no more
taxes than does- the person holding
similar land idle and unimproved.

‘These irrigation districts embrace
about four million acres of the rich-
est ‘and ‘most productive land in all
California today, and the people in
the districts are enthusiastic sup-.
porters of the system. Its applica~
tion has forced the breaking up of
many Spanish “grants,” and absen-
tee landlords have learned by costly
experience that there is scant oppor-
tunity for them ‘to profit from the
rent ‘of the land in these districts. In
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California we have also adopted this
‘tax plan for drainage systems, tun-
nels and certain roads. Where once
adopted, there has mever been a re-
version to the former system of pen-
alizing the industrious by taxing
buildings or other labor - products.
Few laws have been the object of

more vicious attacks than this Cal-
ifornia law, but it has weathered
them all, and the credit standing of
the older and better known districts
today is on a par with that of our
leading cities and counties.

In every state, is not all land now
in -private possession given an “as-
sessed valuation” for the purpose of
taxation ?How is this ‘“value” arrived
at? In most states the assessor must
“value” land separately from the
“improvements.” In such states, it
would be necessary only to omit the
“improvement” column when the tax
rate is calculated; leaving the total
in the column headed “land values”
to be the amount taxable. The shift
may be made gradually or speedily
as the people may elect. In the Nine-

‘teen Twenties New York City ex-

empted new buildings from taxes
for a period of years, as a stimulant
to construction. As will be recalled,
the move was highly effective in
achieving its aims.

You ask, “What would be the na-
ture and extent of the disturbance to
existing conditions in either case?”
It is my profound conviction that un-
less this shift is_made, and made
soon, even “existing conditions” can=
not continue to exist.

Believe me, -

Cordially and sincerely,

J.  Rupert Mason -




