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Broadeni*ng of the Basis Of Municipal Taxation
By JOHN APPLETON

1In urban .centres in the Canadia n 'West more than usual
.tudy Is at present being given to methodz of taxation.
The municipal councils are nlot doing this front choice.
Generally speaking tbey are faced with very serlous dit-'
ficulty in obtaining sufficient revenue to meet current andi
debt service expenditure, which bas arisen, flot from any
d1ecline In business actIvity or disappointing resuits o t
productive efforts in the districts which tbey serve, but
from the coliapse of landi. values and the dependence on
tbezn for public revenue. Vancouver's expansion to a
great extent was due to Ixopes of atiditional business anis-
Ing from. the openIng of the Panama Canal, whicb havr
not been realized, and, therefore, her troubles may be ex-
cused, to sorte extent on this ground. The same holds gooo
In respect to other Pacifie Coast points. Winnipeg bars
suffereti materially from contraction In land values, but
It cannot be saiti that any trouble bas been experiencea
there as to adequacy of public revenue.

The extent of the deflation of landi values may be gaugea
by the experience of Regina, wbere 80 per cent of the taxes
Ia 1917 were levieti against landi, the assessed value of which
was $83,000.000 In 1913, and last year $47,MO000. . I Ed-
monton landi vaiuees tiroppeti from '$191,000,000O in 1914 to
$80,000,000 at the present Urne..

*What has occurred In these cities lu the decline of
assessed values is typicaî of the experience of practicawx
every other city witb the exception of Winnipeg. flespite
the extraordinary character of thtis decline, il is thxe opinion
of many practical men that the bottoin bas not yet been
reacheti. Professor R. M. Haig, Ph.D. of Columbia Uni-
versity, who some time back w-as asketi by the Mînister
of Municipalities of Saskatchewan to report upon the tax-
ation in urban raunîcipalities of that Province, says:

"la spite of the radical nature of these reductions" (re-
ferrlng to those taking place ln the Saskatchewan cities),
*"bowever, there is reason to question whether tbey are
radical enough. Over-assessment is complaineti of on evewy
sitie. A comparison of the le.vel of landi valuations vWtb
those obtaining in smmilar communities elsewhere indIcates
that ,there ia a souid basis for complaInt, and that evert
at their present level, landi values are undoubtedly still
considerably over-assesseti. The disorganizeti state of the
reaity market makes accurate assessment exceedingly
difficult. indeeti, only a very rougb approximatation can
be bopeti for untier these conditions. But the observationi
of the investigator bas convinceti him that the presen,
level of assessments le beyond a tioubt above the true mar-
ket value of the landi."

Here la the opinion o0f a careful outside observer, Who
bas compared the values of landtinl urban centres in
Saskatchewan with those of similar communities elsewhere,
in bis judgement the bottoin bas not been reacheti, there-
fore in so far as land constitutes a base for taxation it us
still unstable. However, it remains the most promisin,.
source of taxation. On the bsîs of its present value, lr
entier to obtain the saine revenues, higher ievieý have to
be matie, andi these are reachlng such tý. pqint as to cause
landi to be abanionet in quantities that constitutes a
,serions problein to municipal authonities. It shoulti not
be forgotten that the higher levies, whicb lu the case of tht-
Saskatcbewan cities rose front 14.6 milîs on the average
in 1913 te 24 mille in 1917, were matie tiespite the exist-
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situation, tbe "FinancialTurnes," of British Columbia, sayx,
the local council matie a serious mistake in deciting apgainsi
a tax sale tbis year, anti atited:

' Withxout a tbreat of a tax sale over tbe beati of the tax-
payer ln arrears, there Is little Incentive for hlm to pay bis
taxes. Wbat coulti be In tbe mind of the council tbat woulx
leati It to defer In tbis Important matter? It, perbaps, i>
going under the tielusion tbat now tbe war Is over tbere wll
dawn sucb prosperity that ahl those in arrears will corne
crowtiing Into tbe city bail witb cash to pay their taxes. Tbey
do not seem to appreciate tba 't tbe city Is totiay properous,
anti that the boîtiers of properties are better able to pa.,
tbeir current taxes anti arrears of taxes than tbey bave
been, not only since the beginning of the war, but since
tbe collapse of tbe real estate boom. Tbe fact remnains tbat
the aldermen of tbat city do not favor allowing property to,
go to tax sales under existing conditions,,but tbey cannot
long persist in that attitude- wlthout riskIng default in meet-
ing their obligations, especially those wbýicb bave been tbe
security for tax arreaxs."

Statutory power was obtaineti under the -Vancouver
charter to capitalize taxes up to the endi of the current year,
but after the lSth of September, 1919, tbe landi or property
lhable for tbese taxes can be acîti If the owners have flot
paiti to tbe city one-tentb of tbe taxes capitalzeti. to-
getber witb Interest thereon at 8 per cent, per annuni, from
tbe'first of January, 1919-the Act requires tbatý the landi
"shaîl be put up for sale." A similar arrafigment bas been
put Into effect in Victoria, anti in~ Calgary.

In tbe next Province eastward-Alberta--the tan arrears
bave reacheti proportions quite as senlous as tbose ln
British Columbia, andi extraordmnary steps are being taken,
not only to coilect taxes, but to give special aid to tbose
wbo manifest some deaire to face their obligations. Eti-
mionton's plan Is tbat the taxpayer woulti offeir the city
a note for the 1914 anti 1915 taxes, but'he mxust arýrange
eitber wltb a bank or anyone else to discount this ,note at
Its face value wben endorseti by the city. The entiorse-
ment of the city would be strictly untier the condition
that the city sboulti noi be liable on the entiorsement until
first of July, 1920, that the rate of' interest as againat thE
clty shoulti not exceeti 6 per cent per annum, payable hait.
yearly, anti that tbe wbole transaction shoulti not In any
way affect the city's rigbt against the landis lu question
eitber for these particular arrears, if thxe note lu not met,
or for subsequeut taxes. Under tils arraugmant the taxes
for 1914 anti 1915 only are being previieti for.

Professor Haig tells us what proportion of taxes on landi
hears to the total levi ln Saskatchewan elties, the range
belng fron 76.1 per cent In Moose Jaw to 96.1 per cent in
Swif t Current. In the Provinces te the west landi to am
shigbtly greater extent la the source of tan revenue. With-
out exception, tbe municipal authorities agree that some
broader base must be obtaineti. Vancouver, Edimontonx
Calgary, Lethbritige andi other Western cities bave dé.
serteti the "single tan" anti are now iiuposing new taxes.

Among the various suggestions madie not tbe least ln-
teresting Is tbat of the Union of Sasekatchew.an Municipali-
ties that publié utilities be matie -to bear a portion of the
burdlen of taxation, ln the tenu of a franchise tan, evei.
upon the municipally-owneti utilities. That Province bas
one prIvately operateti publie utlity of importance, the
Moose Jaw Electric RaiXway, and iIt appears to bave been

a.ý fctunatc circuinstance for that clty that it street car
r- rý e was not muulcipallY owneti. Witbeut exceptIin
(,,'1r similar tltilities lu the West, when operateti publicly

I 'xve been veritable "sink-boles," Water anti elactric light
sýervices have a better record. At pregent privately dperate<l
utIlities are severely taneti anti it woulti be equitable
thot wbere in the saute field municipal utilities operate
tbey s9houlti bc taxeti on precisely the saine.baste as tes

As fl oether methetis of extentiing the tan basis oplnione

JuIy, 1920.


