INTERNATIONAL NEWS

A Letter from Korea

AM living in a tent with ten Korean friends on a moun-
tain site, starting a farm, building a house, and laying
the foundations (we hope) of a communitarian experiment
that may make a contribution to Korean life and eco-
nomics.

Recently the Korean government concluded a treaty for
the “normalisation” of relations with Japan. The two
countries have been nominally at war since 1943, although
the struggle for Korean independence goes back another
forty years. It is felt in some circles that the treaty was
practically forced on Korea by the United States, whose
only proposal for solving Korea’s economic problems is
to allow Japanese capital to come in.

Discussions with the highest ranking U.S. advisers with
regard to land-value taxation reveals that they are opposed
to it, the arguments offered being amusingly contradictory.
The arguments are:

1. It is a difficult, if not impossible, tax to assess and
collect.

2. It is being assessed and collected anyway. (There is
truth in this — the trouble is that the application is too
timid and piecemeal.)

3. Tt is doubtful if it really would release any signifi-
cant amount of land for development.

4. All the arable land is now being used to the full.

Actually, responsible and highly placed officials have
told me, off the record, that land-value taxation might
very well be the solution — that of the present total land
area of South Korea, approximately one quarter is under
cultivation, another quarter is usable for terraced fields
or for pasture but is now completely waste, and half is,
or ought to be, in forest. This waste land, which, if used,
would double Korea’s agricultural acreage, is nearly all in
private ownership. The government has devised elaborate
strategems for taking this land under its right of eminent
domain and giving it to those who would till it, but the
working of the law is so complex that the previous Min-
ister of Agriculture, one of the army generals who parti-
cipated in the Military Revolution 1961, said to me: “I
have tried and tried to apply this law to enable the poor to
get land to farm, but all I have succeeded in doing is
making the rich people richer.” Even the few wealthy
persons who have presented elaborate schemes for devel-
oping this land and have gotten tracts of it under the
Land Conversion Act have been, I am sure, more interested
in speculation than in production.

In fact, nearly all the potentially available capital in
Korea is tied up in real estate speculation in cities and their
adjacent rural areas. Huge fortunes have been made in
land speculation, with a resulting increase in land prices
and rents and a general inflation of the economy which
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has wiped out the profits of many productive enterprises.
While Korean production increases and Korean skill and
ingenuity are manifest in the steadily increasing quantity
and quality of locally manufactured goods, the expansion
of this side of the economy is cancelled by the increase in
real estate values. As the economy becomes more and more
insecure, more and more capital gets tied up in real estate.

Korea is relatively rich in mimeral resources; tungsten,
gold, fluorite, iron, coal, limestone, copper, zinc, lead,
marble, kaolin, and many other resources exist and are
being exploited in a limited way, but many owners of po-
tential mineral properties are doing nothing with their
properties, waiting for a good offer and hoping for
handsome royalties. The forests are mostly in government
ownership and are deteriorating steadily through poor
management practices — no thinning of weed trees, over-
age trees, etc. — and private forestry is hampered by rigid
regulations revealing an almost paranoiac attitude toward
conservation (nothing can be harvested or thinned except
for mine timbers — pit props).

With a courageously applied tax on land values, Korea's
capital could be released overnight and this country’s
wealth of mineral, agricultural and human resources could
be combined to make it one of the world's great nations.
“But,” a very high U.N. adviser said to me, “that would
take political courage of a high order.”
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Land Rights in Tonga

E Tongan Islands, with an area of some 259 square
miles, some two thousand miles east of Australia,
present a unique example of an enlightened land tenure
system. In this constitutional monarchy all land belongs
to the Crown but some large estates are held by nobles
subject to certain duties towards the Crown and subijects.
At sixteen years of age every Tongan becomes a tax-
payer entitled to a life tenure of two allotments. One
allotment is a town site of two fifths of an acre for which
no payment is made. The other is bush land of 8% acres
with an annual rental of 8s. Alienation is expressly for-
bidden and leasing is subject to government consent. A
1962 cadastral survey showed that at that time there were
7,585 rural allotment holders and 5,995 people holding town
land. There were also 627 leaseholdings of larger areas.
Although there is no charge for the town land a small
toll tax of £1 12s. falls mainly on the town dwellers and
is not dissimilar from a site rent payment. About
one eighth of government revenue comes from rent and
interest. The bulk of the remainder is raised through cus-
toms duties. In 1961 there was a budget surplus of £916,000
which was invested in Commonwealth and Colonial Securi-
ties.
Tonga is an entirely agricultural country. It has no se-
condary industries, no housing shortage and no unemploy-
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