
Shift Taxes To Remove Slums 
IN AN article entitled "To Remove 

Slums, Don't Penalize Improve- 
ments," * Elizabeth Brown appealed to 
church organizations to study the facts 
of the housing crisis. As a starting 
point she suggested the 30-minute 
sound film, "Better Cities," obtainable 
from the Robert Schalkenbach Founda-
tion, 50 East 69th Street, New York, 
N.Y. 10021. It shows how overtaxa-
tion of improvements and undertaxa-
tion of land values is holding back the 
construction of housing by private en-
terprise. 

"In the United States and many 
other parts of the world," wrote Mrs. 
Brown, "we penalize the owner who 
improves his buildings and other prop-
erty, whether residential, commercial or 
industrial, by raising his taxes. Own-
ers of slum buildings who fix them up 
are punished by higher taxes, while 
those who let their properties run down 
are rewarded by lower tax bills. 
This is why slum property is said 
to be the most profitable form of 
real estate. Hence the incentive to 
build, modernize, repair, or acquire 
new equipment is decidedly weakened. 
This is why mayors turn to Washing-
ton for subsidies to revitalize their 
cities and build low-income housing. 
But the ever-multiplying amounts 
spent on subsidies increase federal 
taxes for the poor as well as the rich. 

"Our local property tax consists of 
two parts having diametrically opposite 
effects. One part (about two-thirds) is 
on buildings (houses, garages, stores, 
factories, other commercial buildings, 
contents and equipment, etc.) while 
the other one-third is on the lots on 
which the buildings stand. 

"Because buildings, equipment, etc. 
('capital') are so heavily taxed, pri-
vate individuals and companies are 

*Copyright 01969 by The Methodist Pub-
lishing House. Parts of the article are re-
produced with permission. 

Elizabeth Brown is the wife of Dr. 
Harry Gunnison Brown, author and 
retired professor of economics of Co-
luinbia, Missouri. Both have written 
extensively in support of land value 
taxation. Mrs. Brown's article on re-
moval of slums appeared in the Chris-
tian Advocate, December 11, 1969. 

more reluctant to construct new build-
ings, repair or modernize existing ones, 
or acquire more modern machinery and 
equipment. To do so raises their taxes. 
The other (about) one-third of the 
tax is on land (or lots), on which the 
buildings stand. 

"Land in the United States is taxed 
lightly. A 1966 study in California in-
dicated that residential and commer-
cial property, on an average, is as-
sessed 'at 20 percent of market (what 
it would sell for) value, slum property 
at 10 percent, and vacant land at five 
percent.' What was reported by the 
California study is a fairly general 
situation over the United States. This 
is why in our cities (May 1968 figures) 
there were 14 million vacant lots, or 
an increase in 10 years of over a 
million. 

"Vacant lots increase the cost which 
must be paid by would-be homeowners 
or those constructing commercial prop-
erties. To save money they buy lots 
farther out. This causes urban sprawl, 
greatly increasing the cost of supply-
ing gas, electricity, fire protection and 
other services." 

Mrs. Brown gave several examples 
such as Southfield in Michigan, Pitts-
burgh, and Wamgaratte in New Zea-
land, where reforms point to a solu-
tion of the housing problem. She also 
mentioned a four-, year study made in 
Milwaukee which showed that "it 
would be more profitable for owners 
of 'obsolete, decaying or inadequate 
buildings' now on 'nearly three-quar-
ters of the valuable land' to tear these 
down and construct modern ones." It 
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could be done without subsidies "if 
the tax were on the valuable land they 
cover" rather than on the buildings. 

"Wherever this system has been 
tested, more land is available, reduc-
ing the cost of building sites. More 
homes are built. Rents are lower. It is 
easier to become a homeowner. Indus-
tries are attracted. Job opportunities 
increase. Slums markedly decrease." 

In a plea for churchmen to place 
housing high among the national issues 
proposed for study, the author urged 
them to enter into more discussion re-
garding tax reform and to appeal to 
congressmen and other officials for sup-
port. Advocacy by the president of the 
National Council of Churches of more 
taxes to cure "the misery," would, she 
said, extend subsidization indefinitely. 
In Philadelphia, for instance, which 
has benefited from federal urban re-
newal subsidies more than most cities, 
the situation has been called "desper-
ate." 

It was estimated that afurther sub-
sidy of $225 million would be needed 
to carry out a program budgeted a year 
earlier at $135 million. The difference  

represented the rise of prices caused 
by news that the government was buy-
ing the land. 

In a round table report in which 33 
urban experts participated, the conclu-
sion was reached that it would be "just 
plain nonsense to hope that any such 
sum for urban betterment can or will 
be supplied by any government, fed-
eral, state or local." Cities were ad-
vised to interest private enterprise 
sources and to encourage new con-
struction and better land uses instead 
of overtaxing improvements and un-
dertaxing city lots. 

Surely, said Mrs. Brown, "it is 
fairer to base the local property tax 
on value created not by the owner but 
by many individuals, thereby relieving 
or freeing from taxation that part of 
the property which has been created 
by the owner." 

Quoting a columnist, Basil W. Hall, 
she said, Why not take the tax off 
improvements just as we take the tax 
off other activities we wish to en-
courage? Charitable contributions, for 
instance. That way maybe we'd begin 
to see the end of slums." 

HGS Appeals to Social Science Teachers 
At a statewide convention for junior college and high school social science 

teachers held at the Sheraton Palace Hotel in San Francisco the weekend of 
March 14th, the fiGS had a fully equipped booth supplied with hooks and other 
materials. It was presided over by volunteers under the general chairmanship 
of Tom Brazell. Bob Scrofani and a recent graduate, Sesto Chiarello, were 
initiators of the attempt to interest teachers in land value taxation. 

Harry Pollard and Robert Tideman of Los Angeles and San Francisco 
respectively, represented the Henry George School. Other speakers were Rob. 
ert Mendelsohn, John Denton and Dr. Elmer Weden, Jr. Also Dr. Kenneth 
Watt, Dr. Wilson Riles, Dr. D. Davies and the Hon. George E. Brown, Jr. The 
film "Better Cities" was shown, and a hospitality room was available for use 
by visitors and volunteers. Plans are being made to follow up the inquiries 
from teachers who evinced interest. 

On the agenda for the future is an accredited course in Georgist philosophy 
next fall at the San Francisco State College. It will comprise the Fundamental 
Economics course extended to 16 weeks to include other teachings. 
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