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Lee Nellis, best known in the Northern Rockies for being a community and 

land use planner,  is currently a lecturer in Environment and Society at Paul 

Smiths College. "I see my role as helping young people connect the dots 

(systems thinking)," he says. Nellis also served as a guide and ranger in the 

Big Horn Basin, the Thorofare and other parts of Yellowstone. He continues 

to serve as an advisor on rural planning. 
 

 

I once tried to awaken an audience to the question of whether land 

speculation is consistent with the commonly stated rural value that 

people should earn what they have. I showed them pictures of two 

potato fields, each equally productive, served by the same irrigation 

system, farmed by the same family in the same way. Yet, one of those 

fields’ assessed value was four times that of the other. One was on 

the suburban fringe, the other a few miles out. Did the owners create 

that difference in value? 
 

No, though they reaped it when the suburban field sold. Those who 

now live or do business there created the value. Why shouldn’t they, 

collectively, have kept what they created? The audience was 

befuddled. It wasn’t that they disagreed, though they might have. 

They couldn’t grasp the idea at all. But we are going to have to accept 

new ways of thinking about land ownership if our children are going 

to live in the West we want for them. 
 

Those who have studied the history of economics know that my point 

is not original. Americans have been ignoring this blatant departure 

from our stated work ethic ever since Henry George published his 

observations on changing property values after the California gold 

rush.  

Ending land speculation will slow exurban sprawl and the 

accompanying loss of habitat. It will facilitate the provision of 

housing affordable for working people. And unlike my other 

provocations, it would be easy to implement. Society can recapture 

the value it has created in land through a modification of the property 

taxes it is already charging (one important note for those new to the 

idea of land value taxation: Improvements are not taxed, only the 

unearned land value). George thought this would be the only tax 

necessary. Whether he was right about that is irrelevant. It is the 

impact on land use and the ethical benefit we seek, not revenue. 
 



The dominant myth conceals a lust for easy money, for gain on paper, 

behind a fictional work ethic. I propose that the New Western Myth 

embody a genuine appreciation of hard work. 
 


