The Southfield Experiment

HERE was a time when the Hon-

orable S. James Clarkson, Mayor
of Southfield, said he felt no progress
was being made in untaxing the home
owner in Michigan, but today he
feels very optimistic. Southfield, on the
Northwestern Highway, in the heart of
industrial Michigan, is the state’s sixth
largest city in area. The 1960 popula-
tion of 31,082 is ex d to more than
double by 1970. 70 per cent of
this fast-growing area is underdevel-
opfd.

n reporting on this program, Mayor
Clarkson, who was an ﬁlst%uctor in Ytl(:e
lf)etroit Henry George School until a

ew years ago, said it was necessary to
have a proper educational background
as provi by the school, but it was
also, necessary to carry out the principles
in actual practice. It was this

that encouraged him to run for

and to make taxation beneficial to the
home owner and developer a part of his
platform.

Michigan is fighting over whether or
not income tax legislation is necessary,
he said, and “naturally, none of us feel
this is the right approach, but an income

. tax does fall across the board on all

three factors of production and a part
of it is a tax on land value.” He is there-
fore forced to admit that an income tax
may be preferable to some of the nui-
sance taxes, and while it is a bitter pill
to swallow they accept it as probably in-
evitable in Michigan at some future
date. He added that when this philoso-
phy is applied on the local level he be-
comes very much concerned.

The Mayor believes property taxes
have earned a bad reputation because of
improper and stupid application. Before
a better program can be sold to the
ple a sound basic policy in the applica-
tion of the present property tax must be

AUGUST, 1962

initiated, even where it falls on personal
property and improvements.

In Southfield inequal application and
complete failure to keep the different
classes of property uniform, was due to
miscalculation on the property tax level.
That is why they are ll:avmg a complete
land rcaﬁpraisal, and, as reported in the
March HGN (page 11), the city will
have land value maps which will be kept
strictly up to date. Heretofore land val-
ues have been reappraised only at six-
year intervals.

In his campaign, Mr. Clarkson ham-

mered away at protesting penalty taxa-

tion on the home owner and home im-
provement. He told his constituents that
a disposal unit in a kitchen helps to cut
down governmental costs by reducing
E.rbuge pick-up service, but as a penalty

e home owner’s taxes actually increase.
Many had recently finished building and
were thinking of adding extra rooms to
their houses, but as soon as they re-
ceived building permits the assessor
came to make an inspection.

As reported in the March HGN the
best Mayor Clarkson could do in getting
ractical action was to have the State
rd of Equalization make a survey in
which it was found that for the city as a
whole, vacant land had been assessed on
the average at about 38 per cent of its
appraised value, and personal property
at about 74 per cent.

Improved land is always appraised
much higher than vacant land in rela-
tion to the selling value of each. This is
a penalty against the home owner which
the Mayor called an injustice no longer
to be ignored. He is asking that land
and buildings be treated without par-
tiality in favor of vacant land sites, and
that assessment of land be brought up
to or near the Equalization Board's rec-
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ommcndahon of 50 per cent. “We can-.
relieve the home owner of some of this
izing taxation and have more land
value taxatiofi wlthm the present law
if we will obey it,” he said.
After a period of very understand-
able resistance, the assessor, who did
not at first see the virtue of this pro-
posal, is forecasting a substantial in-
crease in the amount of notices that will
be sent out in 1963, due largely to a
change in land values. He also contem-
plates applying depreciation to more
than 9,000 homes and other buildings
.throu hout the city which have not had
epreciation since the program
was initiated, and said some properties

might decrease in assessed value as a
result of greater dep:ecxatlon of Iand

- ¥alues.

By -applying the obsolescence and
depreciation factors he has shifted the
incidence of taxation -from improve-
ments to land values and in so doing
has accomplished the very thing the
Mayor was striving for. “These inches
of progress will add up to miles,” said
Mayor Clarkson, “"and we will have a
greater degree of land value deprecia-
tion. Already the program of eliminat-
in taxes on improvements has
been emulated by the nearby City of
Highland Park—and other communi-
ties too are following suit.”
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Reprints of the article “Land

Mr. Tholstrup
do not live up to it. In many eases land is
s0 there is still u lot of tion in

party lost out in the last
country’s economic position was
part in the government,

The large August 1960 House & Home Land reprint, still so
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thoritatively quoted, which probably inspired the Reader’s Digest article,. is

still available at 50¢ a eo
sive issue, an invaluable

charts, ms and quotable
George News, too—address above.

. This is almost the complete text of that impres-

in pointing
quotes.

land abuses—rich in photognplu.

ou order it from The Henry

Mr. Robert Glam,

53-53 eam st- .

Jackson Heights, L.L.l.!.
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