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The Assessment of Land in Relation to Its Use

Mr. Thomas Adams, Town-Planning Commissioner, Attached
to' the Commission of Conservation, Ottawa, Has Con-
tributed an Instructive Article Printed in the November
Issue of the Canadian Municipal Journal on Assessment

of Land in Relation to Use for Production and
Residence,
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i Iﬁ Canadian cities we have been making experiments
pes met O.dS. of taxing land and improvements. Some of
€Se experiments have been successful—judging success by

their equity, ease of collection, and economic soundness—
and others have not,

-t ean hardly be said that we have based these ex-
p?I‘l‘ments on scientific foundations, or that we have con-
lvlllg“g}‘li ourselves of the soundness of the reasons for mak-
on thange; from established systems in older civilizations.
influerfe whole, hovyever,_ we have proceeded under the

_uence of good intentions and not without regard to
onoerience. It is a natural failing that in our attempts to
i,ure some of the evils of monopoly in older countries we
lave set up new forms of evil that need correction.
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The time seems to have come to consider these experi-

f the maturer experi i

_ erience we have gain-
ed, and to mqui i i
; uire whether or not some ifi

S gk modifications need
eI e
_fll‘St principles for our guidance
In any consideration we may gi
sient conditions,

“Land is a necessity for pur i
: _ ; boses of production, and
;n 1;:é)cnne.ctlon with manufacture and distfill))ution it is also
S essity for the purpose of that intensified form of
esidentlal use we find in cities. In fairness to the com-
ilnali-lclfillty’bland' (slhould therefore neve
Y be said to be a monopoly in this eq
ﬁl\?it’sl;:ll?hlpfls so widely distributed. Have '\}vlg t;ztvfr}ll:gg gllg
e ae (ff applying a remedy for an evil that does not
2 m’onn 1alhng to touch what 1s the real evil? We object
e w(}leo ¥ bgcause when land is held by a few in loca-
i eref it is needed for the use of the many it causes
- ge neef'(t); land to rige and undue profits to be made for
i elit of the monopolist at the €xpense of the user.
9Xperience, however, is that the cost of land to the
user m Canada seems to inc i i
f;zai% gﬁigiwners rather than the decrease of owners. That
i byog sg:;ziiy'by gambling, or excessive speculation
(3 .
o eXcWh.ether high land values ar
o eithgs§lve speculation, they are equally an evil—being
ke st ¢ase a tax on productive use. But the remedy for
i fir?srtmtag not be a good remedy for speculation. We
g o frefore,' to be sure what it is we want to
monopoi .80 taxation may be a good thing to destroy
gy 1);; 0 a country where land is scarce and owned by
burdex{i may be a means of destroying production and
’1Ing the producers instead of the speculators in a

Country Where land is 1 * 2
entiful and
more per cent. of the eitil;ens. FRadite flfty -

e caused by monopoly

“A large portion i
of our wealth is produced by th

of : e use
f land for Productive purposes. The more costlg: it is to
is to ?Aroduce‘ at, a profit
rich i country that is
ﬁonlnﬂ}:ngea\"lalges‘ may be proportionately poor i131’ produe-
tracted large a81s of wealth. In the past we have at-
and it folldgw numbe.rs of people to Canada by cheap land

S that if land is made dear by any cause we

may kee ; i
equity aﬁdp"tﬂuiatmn away. With due regard therefore to

ecuring revenues f intaini .
stan s g r or maintaining a good
dard of Social conditions, we should avoid d%ing any-

thing or permitting anything that will increase land values
—both in town and country.

‘“‘Methods of assessing land for purposes of taxation
may have the effect of maintaining high land values. In
so far as it does so it is an evil. We have sought in some
of our methods to encourage the investment of capital in
buildings by undervaluing buildings and putting a higher
tax on land, but in process of doing so we have caused the
person who builds to pay more for the land and to pay
higher taxes on his site, so that he obtains little, if any,
advantage. Our object has not been that of Henry George,
who had one object and one only, namely, to secure grad-
ual absorption of the annual rental value in taxes. We
have gone further than Henry George in some cases, and
there is land in some cities which pays much more in taxes
than its annual value is worth for any immediate use.

‘‘Local taxation should have regard to ability to pay
and to benefit received by the person who pays. If it does
not have regard to ability to pay the chances are that the
tax will gradually become uncollectable. When a tax be-
comes uncollectable it means that the owner does not con-
sider the land worth holding under the incumbrance created
by the tax and therefore the taking over of the land by
the city is not a means of collecting the value of the tax
but merely of punishing the owner. It means also that
capital is driven from investment in the land because of
the uncertainty of the investment. Moreover, the very fact
it is uncollectable suggests that it is inequitable—and this
is one reason why the collection is not enforced. If it does
not have regard to benefit received the tax is inequitable.

‘“We should assess land at its actual use at the time
it is assessed, not its use at some future time. If it is
subsequently converted into some other use we should
collect a high tax on the profit made on the occasion of
conversion, commonly known as an increment tax.

‘““We should not tax land for bad or crowded use but
prevent such use. We should not tax land for non-use
but make it a condition of ownership that it he used. Nearly
all land will be found to have some use, even if only as
public or private park land. If it is not capable of being
used it should be assessed at a nominal figure and should
be purchasable by the community at that figure for open
spaces when required.

‘““(a) We should encourage the ownership of agricul-
tural ¥and in our cities and tax it as agricultural land.

““(b) We should prevent land being subdivided, until
it is ripe for building by reason of its proximity to means
of transportation, and the ease with which it can be served
by sewers, water, ete. If by neglect of the exercise of that
power in the past bad subdivisions have been made in out-
lying distriets, we should have these subdivisions cancelled.
Such land should be assessed at its value for present use,
and the city should refuse to spend any capital in adapting
it for other uses until the land already developed and im-
proved it built upon to a reasonable degree of density.

““(¢) We should have power to collect an inerement
tax on such land if and when it is converted from agricul-
tural purposes.

¢(d) In order to secure an adequate solution of the
problem we should prepare a city plan as the basis for
assessment as well as the basis for securing the proper
development of the land for health and convenience.

““(e) The difficulties caused by past methods require
that the first step needed is to make a thorough investiga-
tion and to draw up a scheme showing what compromise
can be made and how to secure an equitable arrangement
for the future in the interests of the owners without 10ss
to the city. No remedy will be sound which merely satisfies
existing conditions without removing the causes which
have produced them.”’



