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Greenwich, Connecti-
cut is one of the most 
prosperous places on the 
planet. Everybody wants 
to be there. Merchants like 
to be there, because every-
one that IS there has cash 
and then some. 

What happens to land val-
ues in a place where every-
one wants to be? They sky-
rocket. Ted Gwartney, 
Town Assessor (featured 
in our 09/05 issue) reports 
that 2005’s revaluation 
resulted in 70% of the 
city’s tax base listed as land 
value. It’s refreshing to see 
accurate values. In addi-
tion, annual revaluations 
don’t present problems. 
The result need not be 

controversial when done 
right and the community 
benefits from the collected 
land rent. 

Other Shoe? 

Mr. Gwartney reports lit-
tle objection to the new 
values, except from coun-
try clubs upset over in-
creased land values. 

Gwartney is a brave man, 
since lawyers are plentiful 
on membership lists of 
country clubs, members 
legendary for their sense of 
privilege, in so many ways. 
Yet nowadays, instead of 
simply having the assessor 
shot, they need new a 
tack: “We’re really envi-

COLLECTING ECONOMIC LAND RENT WITHOUT 
TAXING LAND, PART ONE 

Lock Haven, seat of Clinton County, 
PA adopted a new budget with the 
budget increasing, but only with a tax 
increase on land values. Lock Haven, 
using LVT since 1991, made the dramatic 
choice to collect more 
revenue from land for all 
the right reasons: 

In an effort to continue 
to encourage develop-
ment of vacant lots, the 
full millage increase was 
imposed on land, leav-
ing taxes on buildings 
and improvements 

steady. 
“This will not penalize those in-
creasing the investment they’re 
making to their structure and, ba-

sically, will penalize 
somebody for not us-
ing the property,” 
City Manager Rich 
Marcinkevage said. 
“That’s absolutely the 
way to go,” Council-
man Joel Long said. 
“That was the idea of 

(Continued on page 3) 

ronmentalists!” 

"I'm not sure the assessor 
is paying attention to the 
open space designation that 
we've had," said Everett 
Fisher, a lawyer who be-
longs to the Round Hill 
Club. (Greenwich Times 
12/8/05) 

Uh huh. Let’s reintroduce 
the mighty and noble East-
ern Mole to Round Hill 
and see how long the altru-
ism of “open space” holds. 
Your editor plans to camp 
on the 16th green some-
time after the last frost in 
’06. If I don’t get beaten to 
death by the Caddyshack 
worshipping grounds-
keeper, I’ll let you know. 

2005 SAW PROGRESS… 

 

understanding land 
value taxation (LVT) 

IT has taken on many new readers in 
the past few months, so it’s time to do 
our quick’n’dirty explanation of LVT. 
Land Value Taxation (also known as 
the split-rate tax or two-tiered tax) is a 
type of real property taxation. 
Whereas the typical real property tax 
taxes both land and the improvements 
on the land at the same rate, land value 
taxation taxes land at a higher rate 
while simultaneously reducing, or even 
eliminating, the tax on improvements. 

For example, Clairton in Allegheny 
County, Pennsylvania has a tax rate of 
28 mills on land and 1.22 mills on 
buildings rather than 7.5 mills on both. 

LVT has been shown to promote infill 
and new development where needed, 
and to reduce sprawl pressure where 
development is not wanted. LVT re-
duces tax burdens on productive prop-
erty owners. 

Lock Haven, PA City Hall at 20 East 
Church Street 
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Auburn, NY is a lovely little city of 
around 28,000 in central New York, 
abutting Owasco, one of the smaller 
Finger Lakes. 

Like most New York towns and cit-
ies, it has been declining for many 
years indeed, losing 17.5% of its 
population from 1970 to 2000.   

The impacts are the usual ones: aban-
doned downtown, decreased home-
ownership, more conversion to 
rental units. 

Of course, the city leaders want to 
do something about it. They are 
hamstrung mostly by the “Empire” 
state’s infamously onerous state tax 
structure, but the surrounding coun-
tryside has seen an increase in popu-
lation (and property value), so it’s 
not ALL Albany’s fault. 

Auburn is casting about for ideas that 
might encourage people to keep up 
their properties. Councilman 
Matt Smith hopes that a partial 
abatement on new improvements – 
especially multi-family units - will 
spur upkeep. Yet, a February 12th 
article in The Citizen indicated that 
the cities that already have this option 
have had no takers. The reason: it’s 
not good enough. Sadly, we agree. 
[http://www.auburnpub.com] 

An abatement program promises 
much, but usually delivers a tempo-
rary, partial, and narrowly targeted 
exemption on activity and enterprise. 
It’s a band-aid, and should be treated 
as such; with minor encouragement, 
one gets minor results. 

The article goes on to quote an Ur-
ban Land Institute senior fellow 

the split  millage.” 
Land taxes will increase to 96.79 mills, while 
building taxes will remain at 16.97 mills.  
-Lock Haven Express, 12/29/05 

With this move, Lock Haven vaults its ratio of land tax to 
building tax from 3.8:1 to 4.8:1 

Business and industrial concerns looking to invest in 
plants will have cheap land, a good work force, and low 
taxes if they chose Lock Haven over potential high-tax 
regional choices such as Williamsport, State College, or Mon-
toursville. 

2005 also saw McKeesport reduce its building tax rate 
slightly from 4.6 to 4.2 mills while keeping the tax on 
land at 16.5 mills 

(Continued from page 1) Altoona is well into its planned reduction of the build-
ing tax rate in stages:  tax rates are now 168.58 mills on 
land and only 24.78 mills on buildings. That leaves 
Altoona, for decades 
struggling with industrial 
and population loss, with a 
lower tax rate on buildings 
than its Blair county peers: 
the boroughs of Duncans-
ville, Hollidaysburg and Ty-
rone. Tax relief for home-
owners – especially the 
poor and elderly – is real-
ity in Altoona. Now, the 
job of attracting big-ticket 
development starts. 

Next Issue… An in-depth look at poverty: Coatesville, PA and 
LVT 

  

who says you can’t revive a city with-
out a “plan.” Well, we’ve had plans 
for cities since the end of World War 
II. They’re nice, but without address-
ing the issues of taxation, revenue, 
and finance, a city will not be able to 
re-establish itself for the long haul. 
Last we looked, Phoenix, say, has 
no plan, no coherence, and no wor-
ries. Like it or not (and your editor 
doesn’t) it’s going like gangbusters.   

To Auburn, and all the other collaps-
ing upstate New York cities we sug-
gest you have an experiment:  Abate 
taxes on all your buildings, perma-
nently. Keep the revenue flowing by 
taxing your land values. If the Penn-
sylvania experience of lower taxes on 
productive taxpayers and more con-
struction is not repeated, end it. 
New York cities have not much left 
to lose. 

      

LVT has been tossed around for some 
years in Oregon. Now, serious 
thought centers on a tool that mir-
rors LVT closely. The Oregon 
Transportation Plan is consider-
ing Land Value Capture (LVC)  

It says projects such as widening In-
terstate-5 from Eugene to the Co-
lumbia River would best be paid for 
with tolls and public-private partner-
ships and by capturing land value in-
creases caused by highways or transit 

projects. 

We will follow this issue closely; 
CSE has entered testimony in favor 
of the plan. 

LIGHT ON THE LEFT COAST 

WHAT IF THEY GAVE AN ABATEMENT AND NOBODY CAME? 

2005 SAW PROGRESS… 

Altoona, PA against the backdrop of the 
Allegheny Mountains to its west. 
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One aspect of land taxation that has attracted people over 
the years is the crossing of political barriers.  William 
Buckley and Milton Friedman are often cited espousing 
the principles of LVT and Henry George.  Ralph Nader 
and Michael Kinsley do the same from the opposite side of 
the abyss.  Here’s a land tax view from a progressive in 
the pages of Philadelphia’s The Weekly Press of January 18, 
2006: 

It’s not rocket science: tax the bad things people do 
(like pollution) and untax the good things (like im-
proving their buildings) and make sure that com-
munity-shared resources (the air-waves, water, 
natural resources like oil and public land) are not 
given out as special privileges to a few or that peo-
ple who own homes are not pushed out by 
“eminent domain” for developers to profit. For the 
former, Alaska’s oil dividends are a fine example of 
shared community resources that also pay for gov-
ernment services. 

Just check out London, and now Stockholm, turn-
ing their traffic congested and polluted city around 

with a tax like LVT which gives an incentive to 
people to do what’s best for the community (like 
public transit) and discourages what’s bad for its 
health. It was our own Philadelphia architect Louis 
Kahn who suggested years ago that there be huge 
parking buildings at all entrances to Philadelphia 
and shuttle buses within - but Bacon put it down. If 
only Kahn’s idea had been, or would be, adopted 
now what a fabulous improvement over car-city. 
Then again, our Council folks should visit the 
Mayor of Harrisburg and take a tour to learn how 
that city has reduced its abandoned property and 
induced more business permits as a result of em-
ploying the Land Value tax these last years. 

This progressive also happens to be  Joan Sage, a direc-
tor of the Henry George Foundation of America 
[www.henrygeorgefoundation.us] 

[See http://jbmultimedia.p2ionline.com/WeeklyPress/ss/
index.aspx for the full text of Joan’s letter. Choose the Let-
ters page of the January 18, 2006 issue.] 

Hgf Board Director Speaks OUt 


