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The acquis{-tion of land reserves
by municipalities for low rent hous-
ing, recreational areas, parking,
spaces, etc., ‘is the solution of these
major mumicipal problems offered hy

Mr. Harold S. Buttenheim and Phil- .

ip H. Cornick, in an article entitled
“Land Reserves for American Cit-
iest

Al'though our authors, whose in~
tellectual integrity is unassailable,
approve a progressive decreasing of
the tax rate on all i-mprovemen—ts'
and an increasing of the rate on land
values,they fail to see that this very
proposal would make unnecessary
their cumbersome and imipractical
scheme of acquiring land.

As far back as Queen Elizabeth,
“greenbelts” surrounding cities were
encouraged, And like our modern
zoning boards, even the willful Vir-
gin Queen was unable to make the
- plan effective, despite numerous at-
fempts. Land speculation could noti
then, as #t cannot today, be con-
trolled by legislation. “The folly
of allowing further unrestricted ex-
panéion and disorderly sprawling of
cities into rural areas,” say our au-
thors, “turning green fields and for-
ests into dreary city streets and
making the countryside inaccessible
to the poorer inhabitants of the in-
terior districts is gaining incresasing
recognition. ...” TFhat if is folly,
we agree; bul that it can be stopped
by establishing greenbelts sround
cities and prokibiting hbuilding with-
in a certain radius permanently is
an utter impossibility. There is no
such thing as permanent legislation.

Difficulties stand in the way of
the four methods suggested for ac-
quiring municipal land reserves. The
first, that of Federal subsidies, car-
ries the warning that the Govern-
ment “ ‘should be careful not to sub-
sidize the development of neighbor-
hoads of jerry-built houses, nor of
surplus residential sections, nor of
poorly planned communities. It
should offer financial assistance on-
ly when municipalities follow a prop-
er and well-considered housing and

land-use policy.’”* The interpreta-
tion of such wvague -adjectives as
“poorly-planned” and “proper” can-
not wisely be left to the distributors
of patronage, S
A second proposal, loans by state
governments, is open to rejection on
several scores, The present consti-
tutional restrictions on the powers
of states to incur debts grew out of
the abuse of their previously unlim-

"ited powers to borrow and expend

money. With the burden of debt
already onercus in most states, it
hardly seems practical to relax those
restrictions teday. The state gov-
ernment, too, like its Federal sister,
could use this imcreased power to
serve a most corrupt political pur-
pose.

The +third propdsal, whieh under-
standably enough, has “ardent ad-
vocates” is to ekempt loans for hous-

[ing purposes from Imunicipal debt

limits. Surely, this is not a wise
course for municipalities already
weighed down with debt. Such ex-
emption would increase the tax bur-
dens on the very houses built as 2
result of this encouragement.

The most practical proposal, say
the authors, is the setting up of a
land aecquisition fund by resart to
recurrent annual tax levies. This
method has not been widely used be-
cause of constifufional tax limits,
restrictions on the purposes for
which tax levies may be imposed or
opposition to the expansion of mu-
nicipal budgets.

Kven were there ways to acquire
such land reserves on a large scale,
it is open to question as to whether
the communitly would really gain
by such acquisition. Zoning boards
in the past have been guilty of great
waste of public funds, In their zeal,
the boards have often allowed seri-
ous over-zoning for business and
mutti-family uses, as well as in the
highty restricted one-family resi-
dence areas. However, Mr, Butiten-
heim and Mr. Cornick are confident
that the repetition of such mistakes
could be aveided by the application
of intelligence (sic) te planning.

The only sure way of putfing land
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to its best use is by allowing the
laws of supply and demand to op-
erate freely—which they cannot do
under our present system. The au-
thors’ suggestion to increase taxes
on land value and decrease them on
improvements would tend to free
these natural laws: They cannot op-
erate effectively, however, until all
taxes are removed (£rom -improve-
ments and the community is allowed
fo collect all ground rent. The end
of speculation in land would throw
all land open ito use and obviate the
necessity for over-crowded areas or
the “sprawling of cities into rural
areas.” Zoning boards would not
have to plan the destiny of various
parcels of land, as land would tend
to be put to its most suitable use.
The acquisition of land for pub-
lic purposes would be simple. if the
municipality eould satisfy the com-
munity that it could put the land
to better use than any other user,

-Public housing projects would not

be necessary when production, freed
of strangling taxes, offered oppor-
tunity to all men for the satisfac-
tion of their primary physical needs
—food, clothing and shelter—and
room to aspire fo {he satisfaction of
higher intellectual and spiritual de-
sires.

The most damaging criticism of
all planning or zoning systems is
that they tend to increase opportu-
nity for land speculation. Thai spec-
ulators invariably influence or con-
trol the legislation authorizing the
boards, or the personnel of these
boards, is a notonious fact. Even if
this were not 30, the wvery operation
of these systems fends to create new
speculative site values, and the an-
ticipation of these has a tendency
to raise the price of all adjacent
land. Civic improvements are dis-
counted by real estate operators
fong in advance of their realization.

The stimulation of this specula-
tive tendency destroys ihe purpose of
all city planning—for it discourages
the very building operationg the plan-
ners intended to encourage.
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