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Summary: This paper makes a case for a new form of democracy based on human nohts
to the earth as a birthrioht, Iinking this to the Judeo-Chnistian Jubilee Justice tradition and
Old and New Testament teachings. The paper concludes by descabing a tax faimess practi-
cal policy approach based on these ethics.

Tle United Nations Millennium Declaration was adopted by the world's leaders
at the Millennmum Summit of the United Nations mn 2000. Secretary General
Kofi Annan has said that the Declaration “captured the aspirations of the interna-
tional commuuty for the new century and spoke of a woild united by common
values and strving with renewed determination to achieve peace and decent stan-
dards of Iiving for every man, woman and child.”™

All UN Member States pledged to aclueve several Millennmm Development
Goals by the year 2015, ncluding (1) reduce by half the proportion of people Iving
on less than a dollar a day; (2) reduce by half the proportion of people who suffer
from hunger; and by 2020, (3) achieve sionificant improvement in lives of at least
100 mullion shim dwellers.

The basic framework for these goals was set forth in the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights, adopted by the UN General Assembly on December 10, 1948.
Article I states “All human beings are bom free and equal in digiity and nghts.”
Article 25 says that:

Everyone has the right to a standard of Iving adequate for the health and well-
being of limself and of lis family, mcuding food, clothing, housing and medical
care and necessary social services, and the nght to secuuity n the event of unem-
plovment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of Iivelihood m cir-
cumstances beyond his control

The Intemational Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights was adopted
and opened for signature, ratification and accession by the General Assembly on
December 16, 1966 and entered into force on January 3, 1976. The Covenant pro-
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claims these economic human rights, among others: “the noht to wages sufficient
to support a munimum standard of living, to equal pay for equal work, and equal
opportunity for advancement.” In addition, the Covenant forbids exploitation of
children, and requures all nations to cooperate to end world hunger.

Nealy every UN member state has sioned and ratified this important Cove-
nant. The United States, Cambodia and Liberia have signed but not ratified it. Our
government, founded upon clearly articulated political human nghts, 1s flounderning
mn the field of economic human nights.

The US Census Bureau reports that the number of Americans living below
the poverty Iine jumped by 1.3 mullion to 35.9 mullion or 12.5 percent of the popu-
lation last year. The latest U.S. Conference of Mayors Sodexho Hunger and Home-
lessness Survey reports that hunger and homelessness continue to nse in major
American cities? More than 3.5 mullion people, or 1.25 percent of the US popula-
tion, are living in city streets or homeless shelters. The number of homeless grew
by around 19 percent in 2003 and 13 percent in 2002. Twenty-three of the 25 sur-
veyed aties reported that lack of affordable housing was the leading cause of
homelessness. Twenty participating cities reported that unemployment and various
employment related problems were the leading causes of hunger.

There is a significant lack of decent affordable housing in the United States.
The growing gap between wage eamings and the cost of housing leaves millions of
tamilies and individuals unable to make ends meet. According to the National Low
Income Housing Coalition, families across the country would need to eamn a
"housing wage" of $15.21 an hour, nearly three times the current minimum wage,
to afford a two-bedroom apartment at the average fair market rent In states with
median housing costs, a munimum wage worker would have to work 89 hours
each week to afford a two-bedroom apartment at 30% of hus or her mcome, which
1s the federal defimition of affordable housing+ Currently, five million rental house-
holds have "worst case housing needs," which means that they pay more than half
their incomes for rent, live n severely substandard housing, or both.?

Economic Research Service of the United States Department of Agnculture
released its annual report on household food secunty for 2002. It was no surprise
gven the recent ncreases in poverty that hunger and food msecunty rose for the
third year in a row. A food insecure household 1s defined as a household that faces
Iimited or uncertan availability of food. In 2002, 34.9 million people lived mn
households that were food insecure, 1.26 million more people than in 2001. This
number includes 13.1 million children. The number of people living in households
where someone was hunery also increased by 300,000 to 9.3 mullion. About
567,000 kids lived in homes where children were hungry, 100,000 more than the
year before. The prevalence of food insecuuity rose from 10.7 percent in 2001 to
11.1 percent in 2002, and the prevalence of food mnsecunity with hunger rose from
3.3 percent to 3.5 percents
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The wealth gap is increasing in the US. According to the latest Federal Reserve
data, the top 1% of the population has $2 trilion more wealth than the bottom 90
percent.

Perceptions of the causal factors of these statistics and the suffenng of so
many who lack basic necessities m this wealthy country are most often simplistic
explanations - these people lack money and they lack money because they lack jobs
or their wages are too low, or housing costs are too high. For those concemed
about the growing wealth gap in Amernca and worldwide, and the resultant pov-
erty, homelessness, hunger and food msecunty, the dilemma usually bogs down
mto supply or demand side efforts to find solutions. But the root cause is a deeper
injustice.

The primary cause of the enormous and growing wealth gap is that the land
and natural resources of the earth are treated as if they are mere market commodi-
ties from which a few are allowed to reap massive prvate profits or hold land and
resources out of use m anticipation of future profits. Henry George, the great 19th
century Amernican political economust and social philosopher, proposed a solution
to a problem that too few understood at the time and too few understand today.
Early Christian teachings drew upon deep wisdom teachings of the Jubilee justice
tradition when they addressed this problem. The problem is the Land Problem.

The Land Problem takes two primary forms: land price escalation and concen-
trated land ownership. As our system of economic development proceeds, land
values nse faster than wages increase, until mevitably the price paid for access to
land consumes increasing amounts of a worker's wages. In classical economics, this
dilemma 1s called the “law of rent” and has been mostly 1onored by mamstream
economusts. The predictability of the law of rent - that land values will continually
nse - fuels frenzies of land speculation and the mnevitable bust that follows the
boom. A recent Fortune cover story informs us that there are big gains and huge
nsks m housing speculation mn about 30 predomnantly coastal markets that en-
compass 100 muillion people. Smce 2000, home prces in New York, Washinoton,
and Boston have surged 56% to 61%s. Prces jamped 58%6 n Mianu and Los An-
geles and 76% mn San Diego where the median home price countywide 1s $582,000.
The gap between home prices and fundamentals like job growth and incomes is
greater than ever.”

The second form of the Land Problem is the fact that in most countries, in-
cluding the United States, a small minonty of people own and control a dispropor-
tionately large amount of land and natural resources. Data suggests that about 3%
of the population owns 95% of the povately held land i the US. Less than 600
companies control 22% of our puvate land, a land mass the size of Spain. Those
same comparnes land mterests worldwide compuse a total area larger than that of

Europe - almost 2 billion acres.s
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In order to show that there was NO NEED for land reform m Central

America because our land in the US 1s even more concentrated i ownership than
Central Amernica, Senator Jesse Helms read these facts into the Congressional Re-
cord n 1981: In Flonda, 1% owns 77% of the land. Other states where the top 1%
own over two-thirds of the land are Maine, Anzona, California, Nevada, New
Mesico, and Oregon.

A United Nations study of 83 countues showed that less than 5% of mral
landowners control three-quarters of the land. Other studies on land ownership
report these facts: In Brazil, 2% of landowners hold 60% of the arable land while
close to 70% of mural households have little or none. Just 342 farm properties
Brazil cover 183,397 square miles - an area larger than Califormia. In Venezuela,
77% of the farmland 1s owned by 3% of the people. In Spamn, 70 per cent of the
land 1s owned by 0.2 per cent of the people. In Butan, 69 per cent of the land 1s
owned by 0.6 per cent of the population. Just 158,000 families own 41 mullion acres
of land while 24 mullion families live on four million acress

The basic human need for food and shelter requires access of labor to land.
With access to land people can produce the basic requirements of life. Access to
land provides an enabling environment for life itself and thus meets the muimum
requirement of love, meaning faimess in human relations based on the fundamen-
tal equal night to exist. The Land Problem in its two forms - the inequitable owner-
ship and control of land and natural resources and the treatment of land as a mar-
ket commodity - 1s the root cause of the great amount of human deprvation and
suffering from lack of the basic necessities of life. And yet the human nght to the
earth 1s nussing from the Bill of Rights, the Universal Declaration of Human
Rughts, and the Covenant on Economic, Socal and Cultural Human Rights.

Democratic governance has not yet concemed itself with a “first prnciple”
question. This question concems property nghts in land - property nghts in the
earth itself. The question is, “Who Should Own the Earth”” The question of
“Who Should Own the Earth” is a fundamental question. In venues when this
question is asked, the answer is always the same. The answer is, “everyone should
own the earth and on an equal basis as a birthnight.”

The 1ight to the earth has yet to be pronounced in human rights covenants.
Democracy 1s unclear, ethically weak, and on shaky ground when it comes to the
question of the nght to the land and resources of the earth. Democracy as presently
constituted lacks this most fundamental and basic human nght - the equal nght to
earth. The night to the earth is the great undiscovered revolution in both American
and global politics.

Early Chnstian teachings on the Land Problem, however, were clear and pre-
cise. The question of “Who Should Own the Earths” was unequivocally answered.
The land ethic of the early Chastian communities was that of &snonia meaning
essentially that God was the sole owner of the earth which was grven as a gift to all
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tor the autarkeia, the self-reliant Iivelihood, of all. In the words of John Chrysostom,
Bishop of Constantinople at the close of the fourth century, “The very air, earth,
muatter, are the Creator's; and so are you yourself. . . and all other things also.”

When Chnstianity became the state reliojon of the Roman Empire, the eary
Chuostian teachings on land were overtaken by the Roman land laws of domzninm - a
legalization of property in land ongmally obtained by conquest and plinder. A
largely cormupted Chustianity, uprooted from its ealy teachings on land ownership,
too often went hand m hand with the exploitation and degradation of centuries of
colonial conquests. A statement by the great South African Archbishop Desmond
Tutu addressed this point in a succinct and profound manner. He said, "When the
missionaries came to Afiica they had the Bible and we had the land. They said Tet
us pray. We closed our eyes. When we opened them we had the Bible and they
had the land.":

Charles Avila, n his profoundly important book entitled Onwership: Early Chris-
tian Teachings, explored the early church fathers' view of property rights in land. He
contrasted these teachings to Roman property rights law. In his chapter on "The
Concept of Ownership" Avila states:

The concentration of property m private hands began very eady in Rome and was
mndeed based on the foundational and legitimizing idea of absolute and exclusive m-
dividual ownership in land. This was the same idea that would come to form the ba-
sis of the slave owning, the feudal, and the capitalist (including the pseudo-socalist,
or state-capitalist) economic systems successively. Modem avilization has not yet
discarded this antiquated ownership concept, which was ongmally derived from an-
ctent Rome. In fact, it seems to us, this is one of the main roots of the present global
crsis, i which the rich become richer because the poor become poorer.!

Avila further noted that "the distinction in legal terminology between "real" and "per-
sonal" property is the survival in words of an andent real distinction between property
held m both theory and practice as common by its very nature and property which was

the fnut of one's labor." 12 Avila said that modem social thinkers:

advocate the promotion of social justice without stopping to think that indrvichial
ownership of nature's bounty might be sodially unjust i itself. And yet patustic
thought nsisted long ago that there could be no real justice, or abolition of poverty,
if the koina, the common natural elements of production, are appropuiated i own-

ership by mdivichals. 12

Here are a few Patustic peniod quotes on land ownership that Avila compiled in his
book:

Ambrose: How far, O ye nch, do you push your mad desires Shall ye alone dwvell
upon the earth’ Why do you cast out all the fellow sharers of nature and claim it all
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for yourselves: The earth was made in common for all. Why do you arrogate to
yourselves, exclusive nght to the soil”

St. George the Great (Pope 590 - 604) rebuked the Romans when he said: They
wrongtully think they are innocent who claim for themselves the common gift of

God.

Clement of Alexandria: (The functions of property) -"to be shared," "to minister
to" and serve "the welfare of all"; "not for personal advantage as being entirely
one's own'" but "for those in need"; "to achieve autarkeia" and "to foster komonia"
- constitute the very essence of Clement's view of property.

St. John Chrystostom: God mn the beginning did not make one man nch and
another poor; nor did he afterwards take and show to anyone treasures of gold,
and deny to the others the night of searching for it; rather he left the earth free to all
alike. Why then, if it is common, have you so many acres of land, while your
neighbor has not a portion of it

Augustine: He (according to Avila's research) saw that the poor are poor because
they have been deprived by the propertied few of the wealth that should belong to
all. He laid the blame for thus unjust situation squately on the doorstep of an abso-
Intist and exclusivist legal nght of private ownership. He reminded his audience that
they were all "made from one mud" and sustamned "on one earth" under the same
natural conditions, having the same essence and called to the same destiny. He re-
jected the legalized status quo as mappropuate for human Iiving. Holding that legal
arrangements of property nghts were of human ongin, he asserted that they should
be changed, in theory and in practice, in function of a faith-informed ethic based
on the true meaning of ownership.

Basil the Great: He saw that a pavileged few were exceedingly rich, ostentatious,
and powerful, inasmuch as wealth, particularly the wealth-producing resource, land,
was concentrated in the hands of the few. He taught a philosophy of ownership
based on the view that God was Father and gver and Provider for all, and that
therefore a few must cease stealing the food-producing resources that God had
destined for the use of all
Basil admits a certain nght of laborers to the product of their labor but asks the

landlords by what right they exercise ownership over their vast estates:

Which thmes, tell me, are youws? Whence have you brought them mto bemey Whatever you

have procuced, or brought mto beme, may justly be yours. However, it is land that has made

the landlords nch, and land is not something they have brought mto being,

Speaking to the rich Basil said:
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You are like one occupying a place in a theatre, who should prohubit others from
entering, treating that as one's own which was designed for the common use of
all... If each one would take that which is sufficient for one's needs, leaving what is
mn excess to those m distress, no one would be rich, no one poor. Did you not
come naked from the wombr Will you not retun naked mto the earthr

Jesus pointed to Old Testament teachings regarding land ethics. According to
some contemporary theologians, one of the tasks of the mission of Jesus was to
restore the ongmal ntent of Jubilee. In Luke 4:18, by way of Isaiah 61:1-3): “He has
anointed me to preach good news to the poor, to proclaim release of captives. To
set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.”

As theologian Walter Brueggeman explains in “Tand: The Foundation of Hu-
manness 7 the “acceptable year’” 1s the year of the Jubilee when the land was to be re-
tumed to the original holders. The “release of captives™ is the release of debt slaves who
had lost their land because they could not pay the mortgage. A crudial aspect of Jesus'
mussion was the reassertion of the land nohts of the poor and displaced.

The early Christian land ethic echoed Old Testament teachings conceming

land rights. Hear these voices anewr

The land must not be sold beyond reclaim, for the land is Mine; you are
but strangers resident with me. - Lev. 25:23

The profit of the earth is for all. - Eccles. 5:9

Woe unto them that jomn house to house, that lay field to field, tll there be
no place. - Isaiah 5:8

Restore, I pray you, to them even this day, their lands, their vineyards, their
olive yards, and their houses. - Nehermah 5:11

During the 15th century and several centuries thereafter, the "commons” (land that had
always been available for free use by the community) were enclosed by the wealthy or
powertul for private use only. This accelerated the rise of the market economy, for
without land, peasants had to suvive by their wits and their abilites to manufacture.
The emergmg economy that used money as a primary medium of exchange opened
up an opportunity for the landless to acquure land - they could now buy it. But working
to accumulate enough wealth to buy land, instead of asserting an inherent human birth-
nght to the earth, is akin to a slave's saving enough money, by clevemness, skill and extra
hard effort, to buy him or herself nto freedom.
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We must not forget that mainstream mstititionalized Chuistianity once prom-
uloated the doctrine that the night of some humans to hold other humans as slaves
was encoded m the Bible. After much struggle and centunes of suffenng, it gradu-
ally dawned on the majonty of people that slavery was unjust and 1t was abolished.
A similar awakening regarding the land problem les m our future, hopefully the
near future. Several great sages of our own recent history held the vision for a just
land ethic. Their statements could be useful to us today:

Thomas Jefferson - The earth is given as a common stock for men to labor and
live on.

Abraham Lincoln - The land, the earth God gave to man for his home, suste-
nance, and support, should never be the possession of any man, corporation, soci-
ety, or unfriendly government, any more than the air or water, if as much. An indi-
vidual, company, or enterprse should hold no more than is requured for their home
and sustenance. All that 1s not used should be held for the free use of every family
to make homesteads, and to hold them as long as they are so occupied.

Henry George - Our pumary soaal adjustment is a deral of justice. In allowing one man
to own the land on which and from which other men must live, we have made them lus
bondsmen in a degree which increases as material progress goes on. This is the subtle al-
chemy that m ways they do not realize 15 extracting from the masses in every avilized coun-
try the fiuts of their weary toil; that 1s mstiuting a harder and more hopeless slavery n place
of that which has been destroyed; that is bunging polifical despotism out of political free-
dom, and must soon transimite democratic mstitions nfo anarchy.

Charles Avila, again in Onwership: Early Christian Teachings, wrote:

On first reading Henry George (Progress and Poverny) almost twenty vears ago when
domg research for this volume, I was particulady struck by the similanty of his ar-
guments, and even analogies, to those of the fourth centiry Chnstian philosophers
on the topic of land ownership.

Hemry George, the great American political economist and land nghts philosopher
(1839-1897), eloquently confronted the enigma of the wealth gap n his master-
work Progress and Poverty and set forth both an etlucal and practical method tor hold-
mg and shanng the land as a sacred trust for all. He made a dlear distinction be-
tween property i land and property in wealth produced by labor on land. He said
that private property i human made wealth belonged to the producer and that the
state should not tax wealth produced by human labor. George said:

To abolish these taxes would be to lift the whole enormous weight of taxation
from productive industry. The needle of the seamstress and the great manufactory;,
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the carthorse and the locomotive; the fishing boat and the steamship; the farmer's
plow and the merchant's stock, would be alike untaxed. All would be free to make
or to save, to buy or to sell, unfined by taxes, un-annoyed by the tax-gatherer. In-
stead of saying to the producer, as it does now, "The more you add to the general
wealth the more shall you be taxed!" the state would say to the producer, "Be as in-
dustrious, as thifty, as enterprising as you choose, you shall have your full reward!
You shall not be fined for making two blades of grass grow where one grew be-
fore; you shall not be taxed for adding to the aggregate wealth.1”

In an economic system such as ours that uses money as a medmm of exchange,
land and resources come to have monetary value. In asserting that the gifts of na-
ture are common property and should be equutably shared by all, George saw that
mn a just society the ownership of land and natural resources would be conditional
upon the cash payment to all of a fauly assessed tax, or land rent, for the exclusive
nght to God's gifts. Thus the collection of land rent for the community as a whole
would replace the taxation of productive endeavors. Those with more and/or bet-
ter-located land would pay more mto the common fund, while those with little or
no land would pay much less or nothing at all

As George explamned it:

...the vahie of land is at the begnning of society nothing, but as society develops
by the increase of population and the advance of the arts, it becomes greater and
greater. In every avilized country, even the newest, the value of the land taken as a
whole is sufficient to bear the entire expenses of government. In the better-
developed countuies it is much more than sufficient. Hence it will not be enough
merely to place all taxes upon the value of land. It will be necessary, where rent ex-
ceeds the present govemnmental revenues, commensurately to increase the amount
demanded n taxation, and to continue this increase as soclety progresses and rent
advances.!?

The author of Common Sense, Tom Paine, was onto the same idea when he said:

Men did not make the earth.. It is the vahie of the improvement only, and not the
earth itself, that 1s individual property...Every propretor owes to the community a

ground rent for the land which he holds.

Enormmous sums are currently accruung as unearned mcome to a relatively few mdi-
viduals, families and corporations who are holding large amounts of land, very
valuable and well-located land, and natural resources as their own exclusive private
property. These enormous land values and resource rents are also accruing as un-
earned mcome to banks holding mortgages based on exploitative compound mter-
est rates. It may be of mterest to note that the word “mortgage” means “dead
hand.” Truly, when one must work so many years of ones life to pay oft a mort-
gage, one productive hand 1s as if dead in terms of producing for oneself, as the
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labor of that hand pays the mortgage. For the 33% of atizens (40 muillion people)
m the United States who are renters, there 1s not even equity ownership to look
forward to after a life of labor. For the more than three million homeless people in
American and the multi-millions who are homeless around the world, what Henry

George said m 1879 holds true today and 1s worth repeating:

Our prmary socal adjustment is a denial of justice. In allowing one man to own
the land on which and from which other men must live, we have made them his
bondsmen m a degree which increases as matenial progress goes on.?

Not only is the land ethic of Old and New Testament prophets and Henry George
virtually the same, the policy approach of "resource rent for revenue" also known
as "land or site value taxation" has its corollary in the approach called for by the
anaent rabbis in their discussions about the finer and little known details of Jubilee.

Talmudic rabbinical discussions considered how fairly to partition the land of
Canaan among the tribes under Joshua. Those with poorer land were to be given
more acreage and those with more fertile land would be given less. As for land dis-
advantageously situated, the adjustment was to be made by money; that 1s to say,
those holding land nearer the aty (Jerusalem) should pay into the common treasury
the estimated excess of value pertaining to it by reason of its supenor situation,
while those holding land of less value, by reason of its distance from the city, would
receive from the treasury a money compensation. Upon the more valuable hold-
mgs was to be imposed a tax, or lease fee, the measure of which was the excess of
their respective values over a given standard, and the fund thus created was to be
paid out in due proportions to those whose holdings were in less favorable loca-
tions. In thus, then we see affirmed the doctrne that natural advantages are com-
mon property, and may not be diverted to prvate gain2

Roman law undermined the Chnstian land justice teaclings and the eardy
Chustians were attacked and persecuted. Similarly, there was a great movement to
discredit the teachinos of Henry George. Pope Leo XIII issued the Reram Nova-
mm Encyclical n 1891 that propounded an exclusivist night to prvate property in
land, exhorting those without land to work harder, longer and smarter to save
money from which to buy land.2:

Money from vested mnterests poured mto the University of Chicago, Columbia
University and other emerging schools of economics to thwart and obscure the
understanding and the solution to the land problem and the wealth divide. Aca-
demucs were paid to undermine Georgist economucs that had followed in the clas-
sical tradition, and to mstead develop an approach to economics that minimized
the contribution of nature's gifts to the production process. Land, the term in clas-
sical economucs that denotes all gifts of nature, was made a secondary factor, a
mere subset of capital. The two major factors became Labor and Capital. The intel-
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lectnal crime of the centiry - the neoliberal economics paradiom - has predomu-
nated i the field of economics ever since 22

Yet the truth of George's &oimonia based economics endured through the work
of several schools, publishers and research organizations established duning the first
half of the 20th century, both in the US and wordwide. In 1949 this movement
1ssued An Intemational Declaration on Individual and Common Rights to Land.=
The policy approach urged by Henry George and Thomas Paine as a way to assure
human nights to the earth's resources was successfully implemented in part and to
varying degrees in several places throughout the world.

As a result of decades of steady education and promuloation, there are now 18
mumicipalities in Pennsylvamia that have adopted a so-called split-rate property tax
which shifts taxes away from buildings and onto land according to site value. This
approach is based on the understanding that the property tax 1s actually two types
of taxes - one upon building values, and the other upon land values. This distine-
tion 1s an 1mportant one, as these two types of taxes have sionificantly different im-
pacts on mncentive motives and development results. Decreasing the tax on buuld-
mgs gives property owners the incentive to build and to maintan and improve their
propetties. As the levy on land values 1s increased, land speculation and poor land
utilization, an example being slum buildings and boarded up buildings, are discou-
aged. The signal thus sent to property holders is to either improve their properties
or sell them to someone who can do so. Either way, labor and capital gain access to
land to improve and augment the building stock. The tax incentives are hamessed
correctly to encourage effort directed to the provisioning of housing and other ba-
sic human needs2

Shifting the tax burden in this way discourages land hoarding and encourages
good land utilization. It promotes a more efficient use of urban infrastructure (such
as roads and sewers), decreases the pressure towards urban sprawl (as there is sio-
nificant nfill development), and assures a broader spread of the benefits of devel-
opment to the commuuty as a whole.

Researchers have carefully recorded the mumber of building permits issued n the
three-year peniod before and after the split-rate was put mn place. In every mstance, the
number of buldine permits increased significantly after the implementation of thus re-
form. As the aty improves, without the need for subsidies, the land values gradually
mcrease, thus providing the aty with an mcreasing souce of revenue for public services.
With thus system, Jand values maintain a natural correlation to the overall health of the
aty. Land values do not peak and spike as they do under conditions which promote
land speculation and profiteenino. As development stabilizes, land values also stabilize.
Thus it is possible to have a self-fimancing city with ditizens reaping the full rewards of
their labor and creatrvty.

The experience with this form of taxation in the 18 municipalities of Pennsyl-
vania points towards the possibilities of a self-renewing city. But until we greatly



100 The Earth Belongs to Everyone

rechuce or eliminate the burden of federal income and payroll taxes and the billions
of dollars of wasteful and nequitable corporate subsidies, we will only have a partial
realization of the promuse. Nonetheless, there 1s much we can leamn from the split-
rate tax aties in Pennsylvania, upon several of wiuch we shall now focus.

Harmmisburg, the capital of Pennsylvania, provides one of the best examples of
the benefits of shifting taxes away from labor and productive capital and onto land
according to site values. In 1981 Harmsburg was listed as the second-most dis-
tressed aty mn the nation under cntena used by the federal government. A review of
the gans made in effective economic development activities since then has pro-
duced sionificant results, and the sharp reversal of nearly three decades of previous
serious decline. Begmning with the implementation of the split-rate property tax
and gradually increasing the tax on land while decreasing the tax on buildings, Har-
nsburg has sustained an economic resurgence that has gamered national acdaim. It
twice won the top United States commuuity honor as All-Amencan City, along
with the top state recognition from the state Chamber of Busmness and Industry as
Outstanding Community in Pennsylvania, all because of Harnisburg's development
mitiatives and progress.

As of 2001, the value of taxable real estate was over $2.2 Billion, versus $212
Million 1n 1982. Over 26,000 building permits were issued from 1982 representing
over $2.65 Billion in new mnvestment. Even adjusted for mflation, this is more than
for any penod smnce Harnsburg became a mumicipality in the year 1791, with most
of this mvestment undertaken since 1990. There are over 5,500 busimesses on the
city tax rolls in 2001 compared to 1,908 in 1981. The numbers of vacant structures,
over 5,500 in 1982, have been reduced by 85% to less than 400. The crime rate has
dropped 53% and fire rate has been cut by 72%.2

Hamsburg Mayor Stephen Reed has wuitten several letters to officials of other
cities telling them that the split-rate tax has been a key to the remarkable renewal of
his aty.

The citizens of Allentown, the third largest city in Pennsylvania with a popula-
tion of 105,000, voted for the land value tax system in 1994 and it was mstituted in
1996. The difference between the land and building rates was expanded in each of
the following four years. Michael Rosenfeld, the executive director of that city's
Redevelopment Authonty, says that the benefits of thus tax approach are evident.
The value of both new commercial construction and of new residential construc-
tion increased substantially after the shuft to land value taxation. Nearly three out of
every four properties in Allentown saw some sort of tax cut. Today, many of those
propetties have new or better buildings on them, stabilizing the tax base to the
point where there has been no need for a tax increase in five years. The number of
bulding permits in Allentown has increased by 32% compared to the three-year
peniod before the land value tax reform.
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Allentown and Bethlehem are both in eastern Pennsylvama and are roughly
comparable as to size and economy. In that Allentown adopted this tax approach
and Bethlehem did not, there was an opportunity to compare the two. Allentown's
new construction and renovation grew by 82% in dollar value mn the three years
after it adopted two-rate LVT as compared to the prior three years. Its new con-
struction and renovation grew 54% faster than Bethlehem's new construction and
renovation despite the infusion of much federal grant money mto Bethlehem (but
not into Allentown) during 1997-99.26

The small cities of Washington and Monessen, both in soutlwestern Pennsyl-
vania, are roughly comparable as to size and economy. Monessen has the common
form of property tax which taxes building value significantly more than land value.
After Washinoton adopted the split-rate tax m 1985, it saw its new construction
and renovation increase by 33% m dollar value following this tax reform as com-
pared to the prior three years. During the same time period, Monessen's new con-
struction and renovation decreased by 26%0.2”

Studies companng O1l City, Pennsytvama, which shifted its tax base starting in
Jammary 1989, with Franklin, a comparable neighbor mumicipality, found that Ol
City expenenced a 58.2% increase in new construction and renovation in the three
years after it adopted a two-rate property tax as compared to the three years before,
whereas Franklin expenenced a 12.2%6 decline dunng the same time periods.

In 1995, Professor Nicholas Tideman, the Chairman of the Economics Dept.
at Virginia Tech University and his then-graduate student, Florenz Plassman, now a
professor at the University of Binghamton, N.Y. completed a hiohly technical, peer
reviewed study of land value taxation in Pennsylvania. To quote from the conclu-
sion of their study: "The results say that for all four categories of construction, an
mncrease n the effective tax differential is associated with an increase in the average
value per permit. In the case of residential housing, a 1% increase m the effective
tax differential 1s associated with a 12% increase m the average value per unit. From
the perspective of economic theory, it 1s not at all surpnsing that when taxes are
taken off of buildings, people bulld more valuable buildings. But it 1s nice to see the
numbers."

Dr. Steven B. Cord has done an exhaustive review of 237 studies of land value
taxation from all over the world. In every instance there was an mcrease n con-
struction and renovation after the policy was enacted, mdicating that there were
previously unmet needs for housing and other Iiving and working space.

A meticulous study conducted by Dr. Mason Gaftney entitled "Rising Inequal-
ity and Falling Property Tax Rates"st refutes the common belief that property tax
relief would be good for farmers. His research showed that property tax reliet for
agricultural land increases the likelihood that it will attract those looking primarily

for tax shelters and speculative mvestments. Such nonproductive mcentives ulti-
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mately mflate land values overall, making it increasingly dithcult for working farm-
ers to access and mamtain acreage for viable agricultural enterprise.

The high price of land means that the modem food and agriculture system
provides no options for those who cannot find a paying job other than subsistence
on charity or government supports. Those with minimum wage incomes are find-
ng it increasingly difficult to afford decent housing, These social problems and
pressures are bound to increase with the cut-off of welfare and other government
subsidies to the poor.

Intensively managed small farms and well-desioned ecological villages could
produce a diverse range of food, fiber, livestock, and energy products for local
markets. Bio-intensive farmino methods depending on renewable energy sources
can yield both social and environmental stability. The establishment of labor and
bio-intensive small farming operations can be greatly furthered by land value tax
policies that remove taxes on labor and productive capital while promoting attord-
able land access. A shift to land value taxation will likely have the following benefits
n the rural area:

Discourage speculation in land

Reduce the price of land to equate with its value for production
Enable new entrants to more easily obtamn land

Limut farm sizes to those of the most productive tnits

Enable the reduction of taxation on earnings and capital
Reduce interest rates as land became more affordable

Prevent rural depopulation

Encourage owner-occupation rather than absentee ownership

Promote more responsible use of land

e o o o ° ° ° o ° o

Promote a rural renaissance.?2

The success of the Wrght Act is an example of how propery implemented land
based taxes can promote a rural renaissance. This legislation, passed by California in
1887, allowed communities to vote to create imoation districts for building dams
and canals and to pay for them by taxing the increase m land value. Once irmgated,
land was too valuable for grazing and too costly for hoarding. So cattlemen sold
fields to farmers at prces the farmers could afford. In ten years the Central Valley
was transformed mto over 7,000 mndependent farms. Over the next few decades,
vast tracts of treeless, semi-anid plains became the "bread basket of America" and
one of the most productive areas on earth. It is a prime example of how land value
taxation can promote and enhance the viability of both an efficient and equtable
agricultural base - without government subsidy.
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Prvate banking institutions eventually undermined this equutable and success-
ful public finance approach. Now taxpayers nationwide subsidize the urigation
needs of agribusiness. Self-financing development projects reduce the necessity for
debt finance; so do not contuibute to the profits of rent-seeking institutions. These
exploitative mstitutions, which concentrate wealth n the hands of the few, will con-
tinue to sabotage thus policy approach until sufficient numbers of people have a
better understanding of the land ethic of &sinoria and this fundamental approach to
secunng the human night to the earth.

One of the best examples of the beneficial results of an ethic of komnomna in
natural resources is to be found in the state of Alaska where an "earth rights" con-
stitution gives ownership of the ol and other natural resources of the state to the
citizens of Alaska on an equal basis. The Alaska Permanent Fund invests the state's
oll resource rents, the mterest from which funds cash dividend payments directly to
all adults and children resident in the state at least one year.

The Fund ended fiscal year 2004 on June 30 with a 14.1 percent retum and a
total value of more than $27.4 billion, according to currently available Alaska Per-
manent Fund Corporation fioures. More than $24,000 per person has been distub-
uted to atizens of Alaska since 1982. Note that Alaska 1s the only state in the US
whereimn the wealth gap has decreased dunng recent decades

The Alaska Permanent Fund is an mnovative and important model of re-
source rents for atizen dividends, but with worldwide oil production neanng peak,
1t 1s the opinion of this writer that oil resource rents had best be directed to the de-
velopment of renewable energy technologies. The electromagnetic spectrum, geo-
orbital zones, and surface land values would be a more appropuate source of rent
distribution as atizen dividend payments.

Had the land problem been addressed i the south after the Civil War, a more
equutable distubution of wealth and overall prospenty would have been the likely
result. It can be mnstructive to review tlus eatlier effort to secure land nghts in Amer-
ica.

On March 3, 1865, just weeks before the end of the Civil War and almost a
year prior to the ratification of the 13th Amendment, the Freedmen's Bureau was
created by Congress. According to Section 4 of the First Freedmen's Bureau Act,
this agency shall have authonty to set apart for use of loyal refugees and freedmen
such tracts of land within the insurrectionary states as shall have been abandoned
or to which the United States shall have acquired title by confiscation or sale, or
otherwise; and to every male atizen, whether refugee or freedman, as aforesaid
there shall be assioned not more than forty acres of such land.

Introduced into Congress by Thaddeus Stevens this portion of the Freedmen's
Bureau Act was defeated by Congress on Febmary 5, 1866 by a vote of 126 to 36.3+
Lands that had been distnbuted to freedmen were reclaimed and retumed to the

previous owners. There was to be no land reform for the South. Northem indus-
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trialists feared that giving land to freedmen and poor whites in the South could
have led to similar demands for land by the people m the North, wluch, if imple-
mented, would assuredly have greatly imited the supply of cheap labor avalable for
factory work in the industral North.

Abraham Lincoln sounded a warning when he said in 1865:

Corporations have been enthroned.... An era of cormuption in high places will fol-
low and the money power will endeavor to prolong its reion by working on the
prejudices of the people..until wealth 1s aggregated in a few hands..and the Repub-
lic 1s destroyed.

We live in yet another age of rapid privatization of the remaining commons. The
airwaves, also known as the electromagnetic or radio-frequency spectrum, the most
valuable resource of the information economy, are being given away to huge media
corporations. Economists estimate that i the United States alone the commeraal
value of access to it could be more than $750 billion. There is a rush to patent plant
muaterial around the world. The attempt to patent sections of the DNA code itself
1s but a modermn expression of previous centuries of enclosures.

The band-aid safety nets of the 1940s and 50s are unraveling and a new Gilded
Age is upon us. The wealth gap is growing. Wages for nearly everyone have stag-
nated or are declining. Ever escalating land values push housing prices beyond the
capacity of muillions to secure adequate shelter. Worldwide, a billion people live in
degrading destitution lacking basic needs. Local conflicts and global wars are waged
for control of land and natural resources. Tax funds that could build a world that
works for everyone instead are being directed to biochemical weapons research,
building space laser weaponry, and neo-colonial warfare.

It has been said that the only two certainties mn life are death and taxes and that
the power to tax is the power to create or destroy. The story of the birth of Jesus is
on one level the story of a family on a long and onerous joumey to pay taxes im-
posed by the Romans upon the people of the land.

We urgently need to establish land tenure and tax policies based on the deepest
wisdom of the Judeo-Chnstian tradition - a truth based on the perception of the
umnity of Iife, that God creates all, and on the realization of the brotherhood and
sistethood of the one humanity. The privilege of holding large amounts of land or
highly valuable land as mndmvidual private property needs to be a conditional, not an
absolute nght. For justice to prevail, the nght to exclusive access to land must be
granted only upon payment of full and faily assessed land value taxes and resource
rents.

We have at hand a powerful solution and a way to secure a woild of peace and
plenty. We need to constitute democratic governance on the firm foundation of
equal rights to the land and resources of the earth, an "earth nghts democracy”
which removes the burden of taxes from the backs of those who labor and mstead
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directs government to collect the value of our common wealth for the benefit of
all. A morally correct form of taxation may not lead to everlasting hife, but 1t WILL
promote and sustan the conditions for Iives worth living on planet earth.

ADDENDUM

Episcopalian: People without land or without any control over the value of
land lack secunity in a major dimension of their Iives. - National Bishops Gen-
eral Convention, Action Proposal for Economic Justice, 2/22/88

A great deal of what 1s amuss alike n rural and in urban areas could be reme-
died by the taxation of the value of sites as distinct from the buildings erected
upon them. - William Temple, a former Archbishop of Canterbury, in Chris-
anity and Social Order

Equuty insists that we cease levying taxes on the fruits of human toil, and make
the monopoly value of land be the exclusive basis of taxation. - Episcopal

Bishop CD. Williams

Methodist: All creation is the Lord's and we are responsible for the ways in
wihich we use and abuse it. We believe that Chustian faith denies to any person
or group of persons exclusive and arbitrary control of any other part of the
created universe.

Catholic: The land is a gift of the Creator to all men and therefore its richness
cannot be distubuted among a imited nmumber of people while others are ex-
cluded from its benefits. - Pope John Paul II, “Bahia Blanca™, Brazil, 1986

God mtended the earth and all things m it for the use of all peoples, n such a
way that the goods of creation should abound equitably in the hands of all, ac-
cording to the dictate of justice, which is mseparable from chanty. - Pastora/
Constirution on the Chirch in the Modern W orld, Vatican T

The rights of land ownership and of free bargaining in land are subordinated
to the fundamental nght of man to obtain the necessities of life. In the force of
the fundamental claim of the Commonwealth there i1s no unconditional night
of land ownership. - Pope Paul VI, “Populorum Progressio™, 1967

Every man, as a living being gifted with reason, has mn fact from nature the
fundamental nght to make use of the matenal goods of the earth. - Pope Pius
XI1
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Relevant Quotes:

The problems that exist in the world today cannot be solved by the level of
thinkine that created them. - Albert Einstein

The minority, the ruling class at present, has the schools and press, usually the
Church as well, under its thumb. This enables it to organize and sway the emo-
tions of the masses, and make its tool of them. - Albert Einstein

What the public wants is called 'politically unrealistic.' Translated into English,

that means power and privilege are opposed to it. - Noam Chomsky

The greatest tiumphs of propaganda have been accomplished, not by doing
something, but by reframing from domg. Great is truth, but still greater, from a
practical point of view, 1s silence about truth. - Aldous Huxley

True compassion is more than flinging a coin to a beggar; it understands that
an edifice which produces beggars needs restructunng. A true revolution of
values will soon look uneasily on the glaning contrast of poverty and wealth. -

Martin Luther King

An intelligent approach to the problems of poverty and racism will cause us to
see the words of the Psalmist - "The earth is the Lord's and the fullness
thereof” - are still a judgment upon our use and abuse of the wealth and re-
sources with which we have been endowed. - Martin Luther King

* Implementation of the United Nations Millenninm Dedlaration, Report of the Secretary General, August 27, 2004

2 US. Conference of Mayors - Sodestho Hunger and Homelessness Survey 2003 Hunger; Horelonew S5 On the Rise
in Mgior ULS. Gitis: 25-Giy Suvey Fonds Unenployment, 1 ack of Aferelabke Hotasng Asevunt for Inwased Needs, Decerriber
18,2003

3 National Student Campsaion Against Hunger and Homelessness hittp:/ /wwwnscahh org/hunger aspAd2=8302

+ Natonal Low Income Housing Coalition, 2001

5 Why Are People Homeless> NCH Fact Sheet #1 Published by the National Coalition for the Homeless, Septem-
ber 2002, http:/ /www nationalhomeless.org/ causes himl

¢ Household Food Security in the United States, 2002 Economic Research Service, USDA
hitp:/ /www.ersusda gov/ publications/ fanre35/

7 Shawn Tully, "Ts the Housing Boom Over?" Fortune, September 27, 2004

8 Peter Mever, "Land Rush - A Survey of America's Tand - Who Owns It Who Controls It, How much is Left” Hap-
1, January 1979

9 For references and further details on land ownership statistics: http:/ /wwwearthriohts net/geodata himl

10 The Quotes Center at hitp:/ /teachers sduhsd k12 ca us/gstimson/quotes htm

11 Charles Avila, Ovwnership: Earty Christian Teachings, Orbis Books, Maryknoll, 1983, p.8

12 Thid,

5 Thid p.9

14 Toud,, pp. 134-135.

13 Walter Brueggernan, "T and: The Foundation of Humarmess" W7k Earth Pgars#17, Global Education Assodates

16 Charles Avila, opit, p. 156
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17 Henry George, Progress and Poverty, Book IX, Chapter 1 m paragraph IX 15 (Available from Robert Schalken-
bach Foundation, hitp:/ /www.schalkenbach org/)

18 Thid, Book VIIL, Chapter 2 in paragraph VITIITL18

19 Henry George, "Ode to Liberty” Delivered in San Frandisco by Henry George as orator of the day July 4, 1877

20 The Gemara, Baba Bathra, (122, A ) http:/ /www.come-and-hear com/bababathra /bababathra_122homl See
also an essay by Solomon Solis Cohen, "The Land Question in the Tatmud"

21 Mason Gﬂ:ﬁhci “Hemy George, Edward McGlymn & Pope Leo XTI NY: Robert Schalkenbach Fdn ., 2000

22 Mason Gaffney and Fred Hartison, The Corruption of Econorics, Shepheard-Wakwn Ltd, London, 1994

23 Goto: hitp:/ va\vezrﬂmgknsnetf docs/dedlaration html

24 Alanna Hartzok, "Pennsyivania's Success with Local Property Tax Refornmy ‘The Spht Rate Tax" The Ansrian
Jezamal gf Eononaics and Seciolpgy, April 1997 hitp:/ /v earthrights net/docs/success himl
25 “Hamsburp, PA- An Econorme Profile 20017 , ongmally produced and pubhished by Econonuic Opportunty, Inc.

26 These fioures are based on a study of bulding-perrvit data on file in the Allentown dity hall done by Bergarnin Howells
(a saence researcher and former Allentown coundiman), Wilkam Kells (2 saence-onented busmessman), and Steven
Cord (professor-ementus) n 1999. The study was summanzed in Tnwrie Tepamon July 2000,p 1

27 A repart of this study, basadmkxﬂdmg—pmmtdaiaonﬁlemﬁle\\aslmgtonmd\[onessmm\ halls, can be
found in Tnueentive Taveason, October 1988

25 Building-penmit study of these dities reported in Incentive Taxation, Nov. 1994

29 Tideman & Plassman, A Markov Chain Monte Carlo Analysis of the Effect of Two-Rate Property Taxes on
Construction See the peer-reviewed Jourmal of Urban: Egonoraics, pp. 216-47, for the full study.

30 For details, go to hitp://www.economichoominfo/

31 Nason Gaffney, "Rising Inequality and Falling Property Tax Rates," published in Tand Ownership and Taxation
n American Apriculiure, edited by Gene Windertich, San Frandisco: Westview Press, 1992, p 119

32 Alanna Hartzok, "Pennsylvaria Farmers and the Split Rate Tax " published in T and ke Tavation: The Equitabk
and Effident Saene gf Public Finanze, an anthology edited by Kenneth C. Wenzer, published by ME. Sharpe, Inc,
New York, 1999 hitp:/ /www.earthrishts net/docs/ pa-farmers html

33 URL of the Alaska Penmanent Fund: hitp:/ /www apfc.org/

3¢ Gerene L Freernan, "What About My 40 Acres & A Muler" frorm Erserging Minds Anives
hitp:/ /wwwemerginerrinds.org/nov03,/didukmow htrml

A lily in the water garden at Aradhana,
the East Coast, USA base of Earth Rights Institute.
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Odi, a village on the Nun River in Bayelsa State in the Niger Delta area of
Nigeria, had a pre-1999 population of 60,000 people. It had the largest num-
ber of most educated people in the region. Unfortunately, in late 1999, a mas-
sive brigade of the Nigerian army mvaded this historic town with a mandate
to arrest local bandits for a national crime. Tragically, Odi was completely
wiped out in less than a day save three buildings. Today, Odi remains under-
developed, impoverished, highly and grossly unplanned. Earth Rights Insti-
tute, with partners Gordon Abiama and Francis Udisi, has several projects
underway in this area.

Marshall Kinoun, a atizen of Ody, and Franas Udisi, Earth Rishts Institute’s Humanitanan
Aid Program Coordmator, travel by boat down the creeks of the Niger Delta for peace
talks in June of 2007. Ths area of coastal southern Nigena frequently experences resource
contlicts due to the related issues of ol extraction, ervironmental degradation, and impov-
enshment of the local population.



