~ The Pittshursh Graded Tax

ABOUT fifty years ago Pittsburghers
became land conscious as well as
tax conscious. They had seen a phe-
nomenal increase in land values and
vast fortunes built up through specu-
lation. Civic reformers, social workers
and other public spirited citizens were
impressed with the need for action.
Surveys conducted by cxgr.rts in re-
search strongly indicated that the local
. tax system had a fundamental relation-
ship to the pressing social and econ-
omic problems.

The graded tax plan was not direct-
ly related to any political revolution
nor to any particular municipal cam-
paign. It was a manifestation of
political action facilitated by a civic
awakening and growing po inter-
est. Furthermore, Mayor William A.
Magee, elected on the Republican
ticket in 1909, indicated an early in-
terest in tax reform and was w
receptive to proposals then being ad-
vanced, partifuhgfy for legislation in-
tended to make possible the equaliza-
tion of real estate assessments.

In due course the Pittsburgh Civic
Commission brought the graded tax
plan before the city officials and the
general public as a specific project for
civic betterment. Its Housing Commit-
tee recommended that the tax rate on
all buildings should be fixed at onl
50 per cent of the rate on land. It
suggested that “in order to allow ad-
justment of investments and prevent
hardships,” this change should be
spread over five years, beginning with
a ten per cent reduction in the build-
ing rate the first year, and with further
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ten per cent each succeeding year
until the Sostpeg: cent ratio woul!be
reached. Actually the law as passed was
more gradual in its application, pro-
viding for reductions g? ten per cent
every third year, so that twelve years
were ired to bring about the full
¢ contemplated.

In its report the Civic Commission
stressed the results of a survey which
showed that land prices were extra-
ordinarily high in Pittsburgh at that
time and were in fact, second only to
those found in New York. It was
pointed out that industries would be
slow to locate in Pittsburgh if rents
or prices of land were higher than in
other cities. Could this paralyzing grip
on Pittsburgh’s growth be broken?

Pittsburgh single taxers had initi-
ated the movement for the taxation of
land values through a rather intensive
effort that had been launched several
years before this time. They conceived
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the idea of inducing boards of trade,
the Chamber of Commerce, the Hun-
gry Club and other civic organizations
to listen to such single tax lecturers as
John Z. White, Herbert S. Bigelow,
Henry George, Jr., Frederic C. Howe,
PeterdWitt, and Lawson Purdy, then

resident of the Tax Department of
Fhe City of New York.

What pressure, if any, was brought
to bear on Governor John K. Tener
to veto the bill providing for separate
tax rates is not known, but it was
signed by him on May 13, 1913 to
become effective at the beginning of
the fiscal year, 1914, The measure ap-

lied to the second class cities of Pitts-

urgh and Scranton, and while it was
evidently acceptable to Scranton, it was
distinctly a Pittsburgh project.

There was rcjoicing, naturally, in
the ranks of the Pittsburgh single
taxers. Writing to The Public, 2 week-
ly journal o oginion, on May 13,
1913, Bernard B. McGinnis, a very
active Democrat and single taxer (in
later years to become a prominent
member of the State Senate and chair-

man of the Allegheny County Demo-
cratic Committee) said:

“Pennsylvania may boast of being
the first state in the Union to adopt
the single tax principle and write it
into law. This is an unusual distinction
for our city and to single taxers
throughout the country such progress
in this boss-ridden, machine-controlled
commonwealth will, no doubt, be wel-
come news. Those who worked for
the bill during its passage did not,
of course, label it as a single tax meas-
ure but a ed to the common sense
of the members of the legislature.
William A. Magee, al regarded
by many as a reactionary Republican,
is a mayor who does things, and it
did not take him long to discover what
benefits the single tax principle of
taxation would bring to Pittsburgh.

“All this ed in the East, in
Pennsylvania, in Pittsburgh. It s cer-
tainly a triumph for the loyal little
bnnc{ of single taxers who have been
fighting for their cause for the past
twenty years in the garden city of
millionaires and slums.”
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