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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report provides an overview and analysis of ways in which the City of 

Winnipeg can adjust its property tax system to compliment efforts underway 

for the New Deal. Specifically, the report provides background on and initial 

analysis of the potential for land value taxation (LVT) as a policy tool for the 

City. 

 

The report first provides some context on the principles of tax policy and of 

property taxation, in particular. By looking at the predominant incentives 

embedded in the current property tax system, we see how it has contributed 

to Winnipeg’s current development patterns, characterized by a sluggish 

downtown core and continued urban sprawl. 

 

The report shows how land value taxation changes the incentive structures for 

property tax and tilts conditions in favour of core development and 

intensification. By increasing the holding cost of land, LVT discourages 

speculation, frees up land in the urban core, and takes pressure off fringe 

development. 

 

Is LVT an appropriate policy tool for the City of Winnipeg? After reviewing the 

major policy goals and vision for the city, we conclude that LVT could play an 

important role in the city, complementing other policy efforts underway. The 

overarching structural impact of LVT, to intensify core urban development, 

would help revitalize downtown, encourage public transit, curtail sprawl, and 

maintain stocks of affordable housing. LVT would help support a more socially 

vibrant, economically stable, and environmentally sustainable city, as laid out 

in Plan Winnipeg.  

 

Looking more closely at the urban structure and market conditions of 

Winnipeg, we conclude that LVT would be an effective way to help meet 

overarching policy goals. Demographic and market trends indicate that 

Winnipeg is well positioned to take advantage of the benefits offered by LVT. 

 

With regard to legal issues, our analysis suggests that while it will require 

some legislative changes, and, therefore, some cooperation and buy-in from 

the provincial government, there should be no major barriers to 

implementation. Administrative changes related to the assessment of real 

property will also be needed, but, again, this transition should not be an 

impediment to implementing LVT. 

 

If the City does decide to make a transition to LVT, there will be some shifting 

in the distribution of property tax. Using current assessment figures and 
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proxy land values, we give a broad overview of the scale of these aggregate 

impacts, by property class and by area of the city, under preliminary LVT 

scenarios. We also provide some specific, hypothetical examples of how 

various properties will be affected under and LVT shift. Again, this initial 

assessment of impacts does not identify any major barriers to 

implementation. 

 

Given that the large scale, fundamental shift required for LVT may take some 

time, the report provides an overview of related property tax tools that could 

be applied to meet immediate policy goals while providing a transition to LVT. 

These tools include parcel taxes, specified area taxes, standby charges, and 

an improvement tax holiday. 

 

The report provides some considerations and recommendations around timing 

of implementation, should the City move forward with LVT. Based on current 

and emerging policy drivers and political opportunities, we conclude that the 

City should proceed with a shift to LVT as soon as possible, using the energy 

and consultation opportunities provided by the current work on the New Deal.  

 

Finally, the report lays out an initial timeline and work plan to give a sense of 

the resources and time that the City will need to usher in land value taxation. 

While a shift in the administration and application of property tax is not a 

small matter, the potential benefits warrant the effort. Land value taxation is 

an approach that can support the fiscal, social, and environmental 

sustainability of the city. It can help Winnipeg align its fiscal tools with its 

values and vision for the future. 

 

This report highlights the complexity and challenges of undertaking 

fundamental changes to the property tax regime. It concludes, however, 

based on initial analysis, that there is compelling evidence to continue work 

toward the application of land value taxation for the City of Winnipeg. 

PROJECT INTRODUCTION 

Cities across Canada have reached a tipping point. Demographic trends show 

that large cities are increasingly the centres of growth. Canada is considered 

one of the most urbanized country in the world and according to 2001 census 

figures, 79.4% of Canadians lived in cities of 10,000 or more.1 At the same 

time, cities are increasingly expected to deliver economic development, social 

services, and environmental protection for their residents and regions. 

 

                                           
1 Statistics Canada, 2001. A Profile of the Canadian Population: Where We Live. 

(http://geodepot.statcan.ca/Diss/Highlights/Index_e.cfm) 
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Unfortunately, municipal funding has not kept pace with demands. Many cities 

are financing the shortfall by accumulating an infrastructural deficit—

borrowing, in effect, against future residents.  

 

At the same time, many provincial governments are beginning to appreciate 

that cities need more flexibility to govern and to finance services if they are to 

meet the needs of their citizens. Federally also, there are indications that a 

new role for cities may be emerging in Canada. 

 

It is in this context that the City of Winnipeg is undertaking a broad 

reappraisal of its fiscal structures—looking closely at both where it gets and 

how it spends its money. Called the New Deal, this initiative is motivated, in 

large part, by the increasing cost of providing municipal services and 

maintaining infrastructure and by the barriers to raising sufficient funds 

through current avenues. An infrastructural deficit has grown as costs of 

maintenance are deferred and capital projects are put on hold. This fiscal 

trend is clearly not sustainable and has led to a fundamental rethinking of 

municipal funding and budgeting by the City of Winnipeg.  

 

At the same time, there is a growing recognition of and desire to address 

other aspects of sustainability, to the extent possible, at the municipal level. 

These include social issues such as the provision of affordable housing and 

the alleviation of crime, and environmental issues such as local air quality and 

greenhouse gas emissions. Currently there is a gap between the ideals and 

goals laid out by the City in Plan Winnipeg, and its ability to meet these goals 

given the fiscal structures and incentives now in place. 

 

In this report, the Centre for Integral Economics (CIE) has set out to consider 

how the property tax system in Winnipeg could be structured to help address 

questions of sustainability and urban development. We specifically consider 

how a move toward land value taxation (LVT) could help the City align its 

property tax system with its policy priorities and vision for the future. 

 

Jane Jacobs has noted that the main challenge of cities is in handling 

organized complexity.2 This is especially true in times of growth and change, 

such as Canadian cities are now experiencing. Cities have many tools for 

shaping their development and all of these tools need to be used in a way 

that reflects the vision of a healthy and functioning community. Tax policy has 

often been overlooked, but it is a critical policy consideration for this process 

of steering a city and orienting it for the future. 

                                           
2 Jacobs, 1961. 
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TAX POLICY, GENERAL DISCUSSION 

Tax policy plays many roles and, in turn, has profound impacts on any 

community or region. Given the long history behind current tax policies, 

however, and the relatively short mandate of elected officials, the intent of 

current practices are seldom examined. Without a clear understanding of the 

intent of tax policy it is impossible to judge its effectiveness or guide its 

development. Rather than supporting a clear public policy intention, most 

current tax policy is the result of a long history of concessions, exemptions, 

and the influence of vested interests. 

 

Broadly speaking, taxation fulfills two distinct roles. On the one hand, tax 

revenue is required by government bodies to provide services to the 

community (be it a city, region, province, or country). The other role of tax 

policy, less discussed, is to shape economic growth and development and, by 

implication, to shape the development of the community itself. 

 

In its role as a tool of governance, the tax code can be likened to the genetic 

code of an organism, sending out signals that influence a multiplicity of 

economic decisions thereby directing patterns of investment and 

development. Unlike regulatory mechanisms or public education, tax policy 

exerts a constant, dynamic influence on private and corporate decisions and, 

thereby, on development patterns.  

 

While the revenue-raising role of taxation speaks mainly to the question of 

how big the tax pie should be, the governing role speaks to how the pie is 

divided.  

 

Tax shifting is a way of looking at tax policy and the division of the taxation 

pie. It is a versatile policy tool focused on the design and policy intention of 

tax rules and other fiscal mechanisms. As the name implies, tax shifting 

presupposes revenue neutrality. It is concerned with the application of taxes 

and their impacts on economic, social, environmental, and community 

development. 

 

In addition to looking at the large scale shaping forces of tax policy, it is 

important to also consider the effects of these same policies on individual 

taxpayers and citizens. These are questions of equity and touch on the 

redistributive nature of taxation. Any tax policy and any tax shift strategy will 

also need to consider equity issues. While not every specific tax can meet the 

tests of stability, effectiveness, and equity, it is important that, as a whole, all 

of these factors are considered.3 

 

                                           
3 Given the distribution of tax powers in Canada, this overall balance ideally requires 

intergovernmental coordination of policies. 
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Two principles underlie the question of fairness with respect to taxation: 

ability to pay and benefits received. Ability to pay reflects the notion that it is 

fair to tax people according to how well they can afford it; benefits-received 

reflects the fact that taxpayers receive different levels of benefits from 

government, and tax contributions should reflect those benefits.4 While 

different tax policies and mechanisms will emphasize these principles to 

varying degrees, it is helpful to keep both in mind when considering the 

fairness of tax policies. 

CONCEPTS AND FRAMEWORKS OF PROPERTY TAXATION 

Property tax was originally conceived as a tax on wealth, and, until the 

introduction of income tax in the wake of World War I, constituted the major 

source of government revenue. With the introduction of income taxes, 

corporate taxes, and sales taxes, the authority to collect property tax was 

delegated to municipal governments by their provincial counterparts, in 

recognition of the more local nature of property taxes, and their natural fit 

with the provision of property-related, community services. 

 

In Canada, property tax is calculated based on a two-stage process. First, an 

independent authority undertakes an assessment of property values. This 

assessment is carried out by a provincial body to ensure fairness and 

comparability between municipal jurisdictions in each province. The assessed 

values of all properties on the municipal tax roll are submitted to the local 

authorities who, in turn, set a tax rate that is calculated to meet their 

budgeted revenue for the year. The tax rate is usually calculated per $1000 

assessed value and is also known as the mill rate. Different classes of 

property (e.g. residential, commercial, industrial) are taxed at different rates, 

with considerable variation between provincial jurisdictions. 

 

For Canadian cities, property tax makes up the bulk of revenue, generally 

around half of the total, with the remainder is comprised of service charges, 

fees, fines, and provincial transfers. 

The impacts of property tax 

Property tax is not a single tax but is, in fact, a tax on two distinct 

components: land and improvements. However, because the majority of the 

assessed value of a developed property generally falls on the improvements 

(about 70% for most Canadian jurisdictions), the impact of the tax on 

improvements is more strongly felt than the tax on land value.  

 

                                           
4 For further discussion, see Fair Tax Commission, 1992. 
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Property tax usually lumps land and improvement taxes together, but the 

impact of each is not only distinct, but contradictory. Land is a unique 

component of economic production and plays a very different role than 

capital. As a result, taxing land and taxing improvements will have different 

outcomes. 

 

When a tax is applied to improvements (that is, to homes and buildings, for 

the most part), it acts like any tax on an elastic commodity—it raises the 

price and reduces production. This effect is easily observed among 

homeowners who are discouraged from improving their property for fear of 

increasing their tax load. In aggregate, a city will get less construction, less 

redevelopment, less renovation and generally, a less compact and vibrant 

community.  

 

When the bulk of property tax falls on improvements, it also encourages 

speculation, especially in central areas where land prices are expected to 

increase. A property owner can afford to hold onto prime real estate in the 

downtown core—if the land is vacant or has only a derelict building or surface 

parking lot—and wait for land prices to rise before reaping a windfall profit 

when the land is sold. By withholding such central lands, development is 

inevitably pushed to the urban fringe, exacerbating the problems of urban 

sprawl, making public transit less feasible, and leaving a stagnant core area 

that, in turn, leads to a higher incidence of crime and vandalism. 

 

A tax on land has quite a different impact from a tax on improvements. It 

encourages the highest use of property and, thereby, a more dense and 

vibrant city. These effects are discussed in the introduction to LVT, below. 

Current practice in Winnipeg 

Assessment 

In Winnipeg, assessment is carried out by the Property Assessment 

Department, under the aegis of the Municipal Assessment Act and the City of 

Winnipeg Charter Act. Assessments are updated every four years and are 

based on market conditions for the year immediately following the previous 

assessment. Residential assessments are calculated according to a market 

value system using a direct sales comparison methodology. 

Taxation 

In Winnipeg there are ten classes of property including three residential 

classifications, farm, institutional, designated higher education, pipelines, 

railways, designated recreation facilities and other (which includes 

commercial and industrial properties). The Province of Manitoba prescribes 

what percentage of the assessed value is taxable for each property class. This 

rate ranges from 10% for recreational facilities to 65% for institutional, 
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commercial, and industrial properties. Based on the assessed value and the 

provincially mandated portioning, Winnipeg sets a single mill rate that is 

applied to all properties.5 

 

Out of total property tax collected, it is important to note that only 47% goes 

to the City of Winnipeg government—the majority goes to support education 

in the form of a Provincial Education Support Levy (14%)6, and School 

Division Taxes (39%).7  

 

With the requisite enabling legislation, Winnipeg will be able to adjust how its 

portion of the municipal property tax is assessed and collected. However, this 

shift will be diluted if the Provincial Education Support Levy and School 

Division Taxes continue to be calculated based on an undifferentiated 

property assessment. The City will need to work closely with provincial 

officials and local school divisions to ensure a coordinated approach to a land 

value tax shift.8 

 

It is also significant to note that, while federal and provincial revenues have 

generally risen, Winnipeg’s property tax revenue has actually declined by 

15%, when adjusted for inflation, between 1994 and 2002.9 

INTRODUCTION TO LAND VALUE TAXATION  

The rationale for a shift to land value taxation falls into two principal 

components: principled and pragmatic. The principled rationale for LVT 

reflects on the general discussion of taxation, above, regarding the question 

of fairness. The pragmatic rationale for LVT has to do with the affects of the 

tax on economic activity and on patterns of development. 

 

The value of land value, at least in an urban setting, is created by its location, 

including the services and structures that allow for its productive use. So, for 

example, a downtown lot, at the centre of a network of roads and 

transportation corridors, serviced by water, sewer, and electricity, close to 

public amenities, like libraries and parks, and close to collective private land 

uses, like doctors and theatres, will be expensive. Compare this to a lot, on 

the fringes of the city, accessible by one potholed road, and not yet serviced 

                                           
5 The 2003 municipal mill rate was set at 29.686. This number represents the tax payable per 

thousand dollars of assessed, apportioned value (equivalent to 2.9686%). 
6 The Education Support Levy is being phased out on residential properties. 
7 City of Winnipeg, Corporate Finance Department, 2003. 
8 For further discussion of education funding issues and options, see: Rethinking Education 

Funding: Challenges and Opportunities, Association of Manitoba Municipalities Task Force on 

Education Funding. April 2001. 
9 City of Winnipeg, May 2002. 
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by water, sewer, or electrical lines. The difference in value will be 

considerable. 

 

The example of the difference in land value illustrates the source of this 

value. It is not created by individual effort and investment; rather, it is 

created by society at large. The thing that makes the downtown property 

valuable is the social investment in infrastructure and public amenities. Land 

values in a neighbourhood will increase as social investment increases. 

Property owners will see an increase in the value of their land if a beautiful 

park and a school are built in their neighbourhood. Because this increase in 

value is not a result of an investment of their own money or labour, the 

increase in value represents a windfall benefit. 

 

Taxing land based on its socially created value has been recognized as a 

legitimate form of taxation as early as 1861 when, in England, local bodies 

“had given them powers of taxing the locality for rural drainage and irrigation 

works, and for supplying water to cattle.”10 However, it was Henry George, an 

economist of the late 19th Century, who championed the idea that a tax on 

land value was the only legitimate form of taxation. His famous book, 

Progress and Poverty, is still often referred to in this regard. Indeed, there 

continues to be a significant number of modern economists and planners, 

known as Georgists, who advocate for the implementation of a single tax on 

land. 

 

A tax on land value is a classic example of capturing economic rent. Rent is 

created by the productivity of land that creates a profit for the owner not 

owing to any inputs of capital or labour. While normal profits benefit society, 

profits arising from economic rent undermine competition since owners have 

locked up the resource.11 

 

While the principled rationale for a tax on land value is compelling, it is the 

pragmatic effects that will motivate its adoption by municipal governments. 

The taxation of land value is opposite in many of its impacts from a tax on 

improvements: while taxing improvements discourages new construction and 

improvements, a tax on land encourages it; while a tax on improvements 

pushes new development to the fringes of urban areas, a tax on land 

encourages density in the urban core. 

 

A tax on land value increases its holding cost. Right now, a land speculator 

can hold onto a downtown property with a surface parking lot or a dilapidated 

building and wait for land prices to increase to a point where the land can be 

sold and a windfall profit received. In effect, the property tax system, falling 

                                           
10 Spencer, Herbert, The Man vs. the State, 1884. Quoted in Karl Polanyi: The Great 

Transformation. 1944. p. 152. 
11 Durning, 1998. 
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as it does mostly on the value of improvements, rewards a speculator for 

withholding this land from socially productive use. If, however, the bulk of tax 

were calculated according to land value, then there would be an incentive to 

develop a property to its highest use. The landowner would invest in the 

property in order to create a flow of income to pay the land taxes—an effect 

opposite to the disincentives created by taxing improvements.  

 

Since core, urban areas have the highest land value, they would attract the 

most investment, increasing the social value for everyone. Capturing more of 

the socially created value through LVT has the additional benefit of more 

directly linking tax revenues to growth. 

 

Discouraging speculation and freeing up land in the centre of cities also eases 

the pressure for new development on the fringes, curtailing sprawl. In turn, 

the central densification makes public transit more feasible, thus decreasing 

car reliance and the emission of greenhouse gases. In addition, an increase in 

density and vitality has been shown to decrease the incidence of crime. Fewer 

darkened lots and derelict buildings combined with more “eyes on the street” 

create an atmosphere less conducive to crime and vandalism. 

SUITABILITY OF AN LVT STRATEGY FOR WINNIPEG  

There are many factors to weigh when considering the suitability of an LVT 

strategy for the City of Winnipeg. For the sake of analysis, we divide these 

factors into two categories.  

 

First, there is the question of policy convergence. In other words, are the 

priority issues and policies in Winnipeg of a kind that can be addressed, in 

part at least, through reconfiguring the property tax system? Further, do 

these policies and issues provide sufficient motivation for undertaking a 

substantial reform of the property tax system? 

 

If policy issues are amenable to an LVT approach and are pressing enough, it 

raises the second set of questions that need to be asked. These questions 

have to do with the particular circumstances of Winnipeg with regard to 

development patterns and market trends. Are these structural and market 

conditions in Winnipeg such that LVT would be an effective tool to address the 

policy issues identified?  

 

This report is intended as an initial scoping and assessment of the issues. 

Using readily available data and sources of information, we are able to make 

an informed initial assessment of the applicability of LVT to the City of 

Winnipeg. Further, more fine-grained analysis will be needed if the City 

decides to move ahead in this direction. The City will also need to make an 

assessment of the political landscape—federally, provincially, and 
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municipally—in determining the feasibility of reforming the property tax 

system. 

Policy: foundation for change 

The City of Winnipeg has created Plan Winnipeg as a clear, overarching set of 

long-range policy goals. The plan was developed with extensive public 

engagement and represents both a vision and a mandate for the development 

of Winnipeg into the future. Drawing on this document, and, to some extent 

on A Discussion Document Toward A Comprehensive Environmental Strategy 

for the City of Winnipeg, we identify the key policy goals that can potentially 

be affected by property tax mechanisms. These policy goals fall into four 

categories: 

 

 Revitalizing the inner city 

 Encouraging alternative transportation 

 Curtailing urban sprawl 

 Providing affordable housing 

 

These four policy priorities are related to each other and to broad principles 

around sustainable, equitable, and healthy communities. Moreover, these four 

broad goals encompass other, more particular policy goals like reducing 

crime, addressing local air quality, reducing greenhouse gas emissions, 

promoting cultural vitality, and growing a vibrant economic base for the city. 

It is fair to say that these four priorities together represent an important and 

necessary foundation for the vision laid out in Plan Winnipeg. 

 

More importantly to the present discussion, all four priorities are related to 

the overarching goal of encouraging more development, greater density, and 

increased vitality in the downtown area. Since this is a significant intent of 

LVT, we conclude, that from a policy perspective, Winnipeg is indeed wise to 

consider reforming their property tax system along these lines.  

 

It should be noted, however, that property tax reform in and of itself will not 

be sufficient to accomplish this goal—in order to effectively develop the kind 

of mixed use and density that is envisioned for the downtown and inner city, 

other policies around zoning, marketing, and economic development will need 

to be in place.12 However, property tax reform, if carefully applied, can act to 

tilt development toward the areas where it is desired and away from the 

fringes of the city. To the extent that landholders in the urban core are 

speculatively holding onto land, then some form of LVT will be an effective 

incentive for development. 

                                           
12 The creation of CentreVenture and CentrePlan indicate that the political will and administrative 

structures exist to complement the effects of LVT. 
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Economic development 

Another policy consideration relevant to the applicability of LVT concerns the 

direction envisioned for economic development in the city. While Winnipeg will 

continue to foster its traditional industry sectors—including aerospace, 

agribusiness, and transportation equipment manufacturing—emerging 

economic strength in knowledge industries, including information technology 

and biotechnology, will require that Winnipeg develop a knowledge node.13 

This process is already underway with the new downtown campus of the Red 

River College.  

 

One of the key factors for attracting and retaining high tech industries is the 

ability to attract the right workforce. These workers tend to be young, well 

educated, and cosmopolitan. In this regard, creating a downtown that is 

diverse, exciting, and vibrant is critical. More so than with traditional 

industries, information technology workers tend to be interested in urban 

living, and are not as attracted to the suburban lifestyle.14 At the same time, 

creating a downtown, information technology cluster of industries will help 

attract and retain a demographic of residents who want to live and work in 

the core area of the city thus further helping to drive the development 

patterns encouraged by LVT. 

 

In summary, many of Winnipeg’s policy priorities, including its economic 

development strategy, speak to the need for a more developed, more vibrant 

downtown, while curtailing sprawl at the periphery. Land value taxation 

presents an attractive possibility for helping meet these goals. 

The structural context in Winnipeg: development patterns 
and market trends 

Having passed the first screen, we now turn to the second: to what extent do 

the current and anticipated development patterns and market trends in 

Winnipeg indicate that LVT or similar mechanisms could be successfully 

applied to meet the policy goals identified? 

 

As noted above, the keystone policy goal that can be supported by LVT is to 

encourage property development and densification especially in areas of high 

land value such as the downtown. If this development can be shaped in the 

right way, then many other policy goals can be furthered—from reducing 

crime to increasing transit viability. 

                                           
13 The development of Vancouver’s old warehouse district (Yaletown) into a thriving high 

tech/residential neighbourhood could provide a good model for further development in Winnipeg. 
14 While an LVT strategy would accord well with some of Winnipeg’s overarching economic 

development directions, a more detailed study of the impacts on the full range of sectors in the 

city is recommended. As a rule, a more efficient tax system and a more vibrant downtown would 

make Winnipeg more competitive in most economic sectors. 
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Patterns of development 

First we need to look at the existing patterns of development in downtown 

and at the fringes of the city in order to understand the current development 

direction. In the CentrePlan Development Framework, a map of surface 

parking lots begins to show the scale of underutilized lands in the downtown 

area.15 A full inventory and mapping of surface parking lots, empty lots, and 

vacant buildings in the downtown area should be undertaken to identify the 

full extent of lands available for future development and intensification.  

 

The key to urban revitalization is achieving a high enough density and mix of 

uses that people want to walk, shop, and live in the area. People will be 

drawn to an area where there are many attractions and points of interest, but 

do not want to walk for blocks past parking lots and derelict buildings. By 

increasing the vitality of the area, and increasing the “eyes” on the street, 

such development also tends to result in lower incidence of crime and 

vandalism. 

 

At the same time, it is important to look to the fringes of the city. If people 

aren’t moving into existing neighbourhoods, and if population is growing (as 

is happening and is predicted to continue16) then new housing will be pushed 

to the outskirts of the city, creating the familiar problems of urban sprawl. 

 

These two patterns of development in Winnipeg—underutilization of land in 

the downtown and increasing sprawl at the edges—represent a fundamental 

and problematic trend for the city and suggest that some economic measures 

are necessary to redirect these patterns. LVT has the potential to address 

these issues by tilting the economic playing field, making it more financially 

attractive to develop and live in or near the city core. 

Market trends 

Land value taxation works by tilting the tax code in such a way as to increase 

the cost of holding vacant or underutilized land while not penalizing the 

development of buildings and improvements on that land. It encourages 

landowners with underutilized properties to sell or develop. The effect of land 

value taxation, in the end, will depend both on the strength of the fiscal 

signals from changes in property tax and on the market conditions. 

 

If the City is to encourage landholders of underutilized property to sell or 

develop, there must be a market for development otherwise the increased 

cost of holding land will unfairly penalize land owners. Market demand will not 

only affect the success of selling and leasing new residential and commercial 

                                           
15 CentrePlan Development Framework. Draft. June 1999. Page 21. Available at 

http://www.winnipeg.ca/ppd/pdf_files/Centreplan.pdf 
16 Conference Board of Canada, Metropolitan Outlook, Spring 2002. 
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space, but will play a role in the ability of would-be developers to secure 

financing for projects. 

 

Residential 

Residential market trends suggest that there is a demand for housing that will 

likely continue into the foreseeable future. This demand reflects the overall 

growth in the population of Winnipeg. There has been a more or less steady, 

although moderate, increase in new housing construction in Winnipeg since 

1995.17 Demographic trends also indicate, that in the longer-term, as the 

“echo generation” enters the housing market, demand for housing will 

increase considerably. It is also significant that these prospective 

homeowners, owing to their younger demographic profile, will be more 

amenable to downtown, condominium-type accommodation.18 

 

Currently, new residential construction continues to occur at the periphery of 

the city, leading to an increase in new infrastructure costs, increased 

maintenance, and increased personal vehicle use (with its concomitant 

problems of poor air quality and greenhouse gas emissions). Land value 

taxation will encourage residential construction in the downtown core as new 

properties open for development and developers strive to maximize their 

income from land holdings.  

 

However, it should be noted that even if land value tax is used to create the 

conditions for increased development in the downtown area, and even if there 

is a demand for residential housing, other complimentary policies will be 

needed to grow a vibrant, downtown neighbourhood. These other policies 

include appropriate planning guidelines, zoning bylaws, ongoing cultural 

development, and may also require a targeted marketing campaign.19  

 

Any shift toward LVT will also need to take into account the special 

requirements of maintaining heritage buildings in the downtown area. The 

City will need to continue and may consider stepping up its heritage 

conservation incentive programs to ensure that the social and historical 

values of heritage buildings are recognized and maintained. 

 

Commercial 

The value of commercial building permits in Winnipeg has shown a steady 

increase for most of the past decade, except for the economic slowdown of 

2001.20 Over the same time, office vacancy rates have continued to fall, 

                                           
17 City of Winnipeg , Building Permit Study, 2001. 
18 City of Winnipeg. Plan Winnipeg 2020 Vision. 
19 There has been considerable work in North America looking into the mix of policies needed to 

create compact and livable urban development. Much of this work can be found under the banner 

of SmartGrowth. See, for example Alternatives, Summer 2003, Volume 29, Number 3 for an 

overview of recent Canadian SmartGrowth initiatives and directions. 
20 City of Winnipeg, Building Permit Study, 2001. 
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further indicating an increasing demand for commercial space.21 These trends, 

combined with a generally positive economic outlook for Winnipeg,22 suggest 

that there will continue to be a demand for commercial space downtown. The 

relatively low price for office space, however ($11/square foot compared with 

$16 in Montreal, $18 in Calgary, $20 Vancouver, and $27 in Toronto), 

suggests that the demand for commercial space will continue to be modest. 

 

As with demand for residential housing, demand for commercial space will 

ultimately be driven by Winnipeg’s economic success, along with its ability to 

market itself as a good place to do business. Again, land value taxation acts 

to tilt market conditions in favour of increased development in the urban core, 

but success will also depend on other policy decisions and emerging market 

conditions. The Real Estate Board’s report, Downtown Mixed-Use 

Development and Revitalization, provides some important complimentary 

policy direction. 

 

Industrial 

Winnipeg has a healthy and diverse industrial base, although the value of 

industrial construction has decreased in recent years,23 and industrial land 

values are relatively low for Canada.24 At the same time, industrial zones take 

up a considerable portion of the city’s urban landscape.  

 

Shifting toward land value taxation and raising the holding cost of land could 

lead to the consolidation of some industrial lands, to more intense use, and to 

the conversion of some industrial land to residential use. Given the right 

enabling policies, a shift to LVT could also encourage the development of eco-

industrial parks whereby clusters of industries reduce their overall resource 

and waste footprint. 

LEGISLATIVE AND ADMINISTRATIVE ISSUES 

As discussed, the first steps in determining the potential for LVT in Winnipeg 

are to examine the policy drivers and the structural conditions for success. 

From our preliminary analysis, it appears that there is a strong policy 

incentive for LVT, centred on the need to intensify and revitalize the 

downtown core of the city. Moreover, market conditions and trends indicate 

that LVT would have the desired effect (in conjunction with appropriate 

complimentary policies). 

 

Having passed these initial two filters, the next question focuses on the effort 

required to implement LVT, from an administrative and legislative 

                                           
21 Colliers, 2001/2002 Canadian Real Estate Review. 
22 Conference Board of Canada, Metropolitan Outlook, Spring 2002 
23 City of Winnipeg, Building Permit Summary, 2001. 
24 Colliers, 2001/2002 Canadian Real Estate Review. 
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perspective. Given the current mechanisms and provisions for property 

taxation in Winnipeg, how difficult will it be to achieve the desired effects 

through property tax reform? Do the potential gains from LVT justify the 

effort that will be required to proceed with a transition? 

Legislative authority 

From a legal perspective, new legislative authority will be needed to enable 

Winnipeg to shift to LVT. While current provisions in The City of Winnipeg 

Charter permit the City to establish frontage taxes, these provisions are an 

insufficient legislative foundation for a full LVT system. As a consequence, the 

provincial government will need to make amendments to The Municipal 

Assessment Act and The City of Winnipeg Charter, or to create a new LVT 

Enabling Act. Amendments to other provincial legislation may also be 

required.  

 

In addition to permissive legislation, new regulations containing the details of 

the LVT system would be needed. The precise nature and extent of these 

legislative amendments and new regulations will become clearer as the LVT 

model is refined. With support for this initiative from the provincial 

government, there should be no insurmountable legislative or regulatory 

hurdles.   

 

A key element of the design of the new legislative and regulatory model will 

be to determine how much of the assessment and taxation processes should 

be delegated to the City, and how much should remain within provincial 

control. For example, in British Columbia, the assessment function is housed 

in a Crown corporation that operates independently from municipal taxing 

authorities. This real and perceived independence has proven to be very 

important to the credibility of the assessment function.    

 

Conversely, legislation and regulations that provide the City with autonomy, 

choice and flexibility in relation to the taxation component of the transition 

would be preferable. This would allow the City to be more responsive in 

implementing the transition.      

 

Once the LVT model is refined and approved, a drafting team, including 

legislative counsel and assessment and tax experts, can compose the 

necessary new legislation and regulations for enactment.   

Administrative capability 

From an administrative perspective, the shift to LVT would involve a retooling 

and, eventually, a scaling back of the City’s assessment practices, processes, 

and systems. In general terms, the current assessment system is dominated 

by the work of recording and valuing improvements to real property. 



Confidential—not for citation or distribution 

Centre for Integral Economics  Page 19 

 

Currently, with land and improvement assessment, most staff time 

(approximately 50-70%) is dedicated to collecting and analyzing data 

regarding improvements. Land values are of secondary interest, for they need 

not be shown on assessment rolls and notices.  

With LTV, preparation and maintenance of the assessment roll will be less 

labour intensive. Once the shift to LVT is complete, the costs of maintaining 

the roll will be significantly lower than with the current system. Changing skill 

requirements may result in further efficiencies.  

Moreover, as an LVT system is established, appeal rates and costs will likely 

decline. The vast majority of appeals involve disputes over improvements or 

income generated by a property (hotels, malls, etc.). LVT will reduce the 

number of appeals and the technical complexity of many appeals. There will 

be fewer issues to disagree with and challenge. 

Once the transition is complete, a more stable roll and tax base should result. 

This in turn will reduce costs of the assessment appeal process and, more 

importantly, will produce greater cost certainty for businesses and 

households, as well as greater income certainty for the City.   

Concerted public communication and education efforts about the nature of the 

LVT system and the transition process will help achieve these results.   

 

The transition to an LTV system should not be an excessive technical 

challenge for appraisers. They have the training and skills, and can quickly 

learn the methodologies to determine land values and to produce quality 

assessment rolls for an LVT system. The shortage of vacant land sales creates 

a challenge, but multiple regression analyses and advanced modeling 

techniques allow the determination of accurate land valuations even when 

vacant land sales are infrequent.25 

 

Identifying the time required for this administrative transition, and the 

potential short-term costs, will require detailed examination of existing 

property data, systems, resources and staff capacity. 

THE DISTRIBUTIVE EFFECTS OF A SHIFT TO LVT 

Any change in the property tax system for Winnipeg will result in some 

redistribution of the tax burden. Some properties will pay more and some will 

pay less. In broadest terms, those properties will pay more which are 

currently underutilizing the land they occupy; properties that have developed 

                                           
25 See, for example, Gloudemans, Robert J., Sheldon Handel and Michael Warwa. An Empirical 

Evaluation of Alternative Land Valuation Models. Lincoln Institute of Land Policy. January 2002.  
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the land to its fullest will pay less. This shift is the fundamental intent and 

mechanism of land value taxation and will begin to shape development 

patterns as described elsewhere in this report. 

 

This section of the report provides some initial indication of how aggregate 

impacts will be distributed—by property class and by former city 

municipality—as well as giving some hypothetical examples of impacts on 

individual property owners. 

 

Currently, the official assessment roll for the City of Winnipeg does not 

separate land and building values—such separation is not currently required 

by the Municipal Assessment Act. However, a land:improvements value split 

is imputed to the assessment in the administrative operational assessment 

system. It is important to note that land values in the system do not 

necessarily represent an accurate market value of the land, but are an 

approximation based on imprecise modeling tools and, in some cases, the 

estimation of the assessor. If used in a relatively aggregate form, however, as 

here, these figures represent a reasonable proxy for actual land value and can 

give a sense of the scale of change and the distribution of impacts. 

 

On average, 29% of the assessed value in the City of Winnipeg can be 

attributed to the value of land and 71% can be attributed to the value of 

improvements. This is typical for Canadian municipal jurisdictions that 

average around 30% and 70% for land and improvements respectively. Since 

property tax is currently levied on the total, undifferentiated assessed value, 

this means that currently Winnipeg receives 29% of its property tax revenue 

from the value of land and 71% from the value of improvements. This 

weighting of property tax is far from a land value approach which would see 

most, if not all, tax shifted to the assessed value of land. 

 

If the City begins to shift property taxes toward land values while maintaining 

revenue neutrality, all those properties which currently have a lower than 

average portion of their assessment arising from land value would pay less. 

Conversely, all properties above the city-wide average would pay more.  

 

In order to shift to land value taxation, the City would begin by setting up a 

two-tier system where a separate mill rate is applied to the independently 

assessed value of land and improvements. Over time, the mill rate on land 

would be increased as the mill rate on improvements was proportionately 

decreased.  

 

Right now, Winnipeg applies one mill rate, 29.686, to all property. Property 

tax is calculated by applying the single mill rate to a percentage (assigned, 

according to property class, by the province) of the total assessed value. The 

following chart illustrates the separate land and improvement mill rates that 



Confidential—not for citation or distribution 

Centre for Integral Economics  Page 21 

 

would need to be applied to gradually shift the tax toward land values while 

maintaining overall revenue neutrality: 

 

Mill rates under revenue neutral shift to LVT 

 

Land:improvement   29:71  39:61  49:51  59:41 

    (current) (10% shift) (20%)  (30%) 

 

Rate on land   29.686  40.224  50.538  60.852 

Rate on improvements 29.686  25.427  21.259  17.090 

 

The following chart shows how mill rates would need to be adjusted in order 

to achieve an overall reduction in property tax of 20% while still shifting tax 

onto land and away from improvements: 

 

Mill rates under a shift to LVT with 20% overall property tax reduction 

 

Land:improvement   29:71  39:61  49:51  59:41 

    (current) (10% shift) (20%)  (30%) 

 

Mill rate on land  23.749  32.179  40.430  48.682 

Mill rate on improvements 22.749  20.342  17.007  13.672 

 

As can be seen by comparing these two charts, under a tax reduction 

scenario, a more significant shift toward land value taxation would be 

required in order to achieve a similar overall increase in land-based tax. For 

example, a 20% shift toward land value taxation under the tax cut scenario 

would provide about the same land value mill rate as a 10% shift under the 

status quo. At the same time, under the tax cut scenario, the disincentive on 

improvements would be more pronounced and would help stimulate new 

construction and development. 

Impacts by property class 

A shift toward land value taxation will have differential impacts on each 

property class. Those designations that, as a class, have a greater than 

average assessed value on land will pay more; those with a greater than 

average assessed value on improvements will pay less. It is important to 

note, however, that there will be greater variation within classes than 

between classes. This analysis is intended simply to provide a broad-brush 

overview of the general direction of an LVT shift. 

 

The following chart illustrates the scale of each property class and 

approximate current land:improvement ratios: 
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Land:improvement ratios by class 

 

Property Class  % total              current ratio 

tax revenue  land:improvements 

 

Residential 126  54.9%   32:68 

Commercial & Industrial 31.9%   28:72 

Residential 227  6.5%   17:83 

Residential 328  3.6%   12:88 

Institutional29   2.7%   14:86 

Higher Education30  2.6%   8:92   

Recreational31   0.9%   60:40 

Railways   0.2%   84:16 

Farm 132   0.1%   93:7 

Pipelines   0.0%   0:100 

Farm 233   0.0%   96:4 

  

As seen in this chart, single family residences, representing about 55% of 

total property tax revenue for the city, have a slightly higher ratio of 

land:improvements than the city-wide average of 29:71. Based on this we 

can predict that, on average, property owners in this class will pay slightly 

more. Again, it is important to note that more intense uses of property within 

this class will pay less. 

 

The other, higher density classes of residential property, which together 

comprise 10.1% of city revenue, will pay a smaller overall portion of property 

tax. This shift accords with the intention of land value taxation to favour 

forms of development that use the land more intensely and to reflect the 

costs of more land-intensive development. Overall, residential property 

assessment, including all three categories, has a ratio of 29:71, indicating 

that as an inclusive class, residential properties will contribute the same 

proportion to total tax revenues. 

 

The other major class of properties, which includes commercial and industrial 

sites, contributes about 32% of total city property tax and has a current 

                                           
26 Property containing four or fewer units (primarily single family homes). 
27 Property containing five or more units (primarily apartment buildings). 
28 Owner-occupied condominiums and co-operative housing. 
29 Primarily hospitals and colleges. 
30 The province is currently phasing out the portion assessment for higher education institutions 

so that they will not pay real property tax by 2006. 
31 Golf courses and True North Entertainment Complex. 
32 Farm property not used for farming purposes where the assessment is the market value of the 

land.  
33 Farm use properties used for farming purposes where the assessment is based on land 

productivity.       
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land:improvements ratio of 28:72, or slightly below the city-wide average. 

These properties, as a class, will contribute slightly less to total tax revenues. 

 

The three residential classifications along with commercial and industrial 

properties together contribute about 96% of city property tax revenue and 

therefore comprise the majority of impacts. As seen, there will not be any 

large shifts between property classes among these groupings. Rather, the 

effect will be to encourage improvements and discourage idle and vacant 

properties within each class.  

 

Farmlands within the city, while only a very small percentage of use, may 

require special exemptions under a shift toward land value taxation. 

Impacts by former municipalities 

Aggregate impacts to the various areas of the city will also vary according to 

their deviation from the overall city ratio of land:improvements.34 The 

following chart ranks each region from those that will benefit the most to 

those that will pay the most: 

 

Distribution of Impacts by Former Municipality 

 

Former  land:improvements  % of Winnipeg Population 

Municipality/Ward  value ratio 

 

Winnipeg Ward 2  25:75   8.2% 

Fort Garry   27:73   10.6% 

North Kildonan  28:72   6.2% 

Transcona   28:72   4.8% 

Tuxedo   28:72   4.5% 

Winnipeg Ward 3  28:72   7.5% 

Old Kildonan   29:71   3.9% 

St. Boniface   29:71   8.2% 

St. Vital   29:71   9.5% 

Winnipeg Ward 1  29:71   14.4% 

St. James   31:69   11.7% 

Charleswood   32:68   4.5% 

East Kildonan   33:67   3.1% 

West Kildonan   33:67   4.1% 

 

As this chart shows, the majority of districts are clustered very close to the 

city-wide average ratio and, therefore, will not see any significant overall shift 

in their property tax burden if the City moves toward LVT.  

 

                                           
34 Impacts are aggregated according to the former municipal boundaries. 
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The aggregate land:improvement value ratio for the neighbourhoods that 

make up the downtown core is 18:82.35 This ratio indicates that, as a group, 

downtown property owners will see a reduction in their property taxes with a 

shift to LVT. The high level of development on many downtown properties 

drives up the overall value of improvements for this area. However, 

underutilized properties occupying valuable downtown land will see the most 

considerable increase in their tax rates. 

Property owner impact 

Under the existing property tax system in Winnipeg, a home assessed at 

$100,00036 has a portion percentage (assigned by the province) of 45% for a 

portioned assessment of $45,000. Given the 2003 undifferentiated municipal 

mill rate of 29.686 the total tax payable would be $1,335.87. 

 

Scenario: Revenue neutral 10% shift toward land value taxation 

 

If the above house is typical in the portion of value attributed to land and the 

portion attributed to improvements (29:71), then the land value, at 29% of 

total portioned assessment would be taxed at the new mill rate of 40.224, for 

a total of $551.23. The improvement value would be, at 71% of the total 

portioned assessment would be taxed at a rate of 25.427 for a total of 

$812.39. The total tax bill under this shift would be $1363.62. The very slight 

increase from the status quo is due to the overall redistribution of taxes 

between property classes, discussed above. 

 

In an example of a less well utilized site, the property could consist of a small, 

run down house on a large, valuable lot, such that the assessed land value 

constitutes 40% of the total property value while the improvements are 60% 

(i.e. the land is relatively more valuable than the house compared to the city-

wide average). In this example, 40% of the $45,000 apportioned value would 

be taxed at the new land value mill rate of 40.224 for a total land value tax of 

$724.03. 60% of the apportioned value, based on the assessment of the 

home, would be charged at the new improvement mill rate of 25.427 for a 

total of $686.53. The property owner’s total bill under the 10% land value 

shift would be $1410.56, or an increase of 5.6%. 

 

Compare this to a house, on a relatively small lot, recently renovated to 

include an additional suite. In this case, assume that the assessed value of 

the land constitutes 20% of the total value, while the improvements are 80% 

(i.e. the land is relatively less valuable than the house compared to the city-

wide average). In this example, 20% of the $45,000 apportioned value would 

                                           
35 These are defined here according to the CentreVenture mandated area and include Legislature, 

Broadway-Assiniboine, The Forks, South Portage, Old Financial District, Main St. North, North 

Portage, and Colony. 
36 Average residential assessed value in Winnipeg was approximately $93,000.00 for 2002. 
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be taxed at 40.224 for a total land value tax of $380.16. Based on the 

assessment of the house, 80% of the apportioned value would be taxed at 

25.427 for a total of $915.37. Under this scenario, the property owner’s total 

bill would come to $1295.53, or a decrease of approximately 3%. 

 

Scenario: Overall 20% reduction in property tax revenue combined with a 

10% shift toward land value taxation 

 

While the level of property taxation is independent, to a large degree, of the 

split in taxation between land and improvement values, this scenario is 

included to provide a sense of how an overall cut in property tax combined 

with a shift toward LVT would affect homeowners. 

 

Under an overall 20% reduction in property tax, the mill rate would decrease 

from the current rate to 23.749. For a $100,000 property that has the 

average ratio of land:improvements (29:71), the total tax bill would come out 

to $1068.70 per year, for a total saving of $267.17, or 20%. If, once again, 

the house were relatively less valuable than the land, at a ratio of 40:60, the 

total tax bill would come out at $1128.45 and so would still receive an overall 

decrease of  $207.42 (15.5%). However, a relatively better utilized property 

with a ratio of 20:80 would be taxed $1021.92 for a savings of $313.95 

(23.5%). 

 

As discussed further below, this tax reduction scenario illustrates that an 

overall decrease in property taxation would dilute the effects of a shift to LVT, 

although the relative incentives would still be felt. Politically, however, it 

would be easier to implement a larger shift toward LVT at the same time as 

an overall property tax reduction given that most properties would still enjoy 

some level of tax relief. 

Other impacts 

Following are some likely impacts of LVT on other select issues and 

stakeholders. Further research and consultation on these will be needed to 

understand the full range and extent of impacts. 

Overall redistribution of property tax 

Generally, moving property tax toward an emphasis on land value taxation 

increases progressivity. Those who are able to hold land, especially in a less 

developed state, tend to be of higher wealth than typical property owners. 

One study of the impact of LVT for Milwaukee found that the top 10% of 

income earners would pay 53% of the land tax.37 Also, many lower income 

individuals and families live in more intensive, multi-family dwellings and 

                                           
37 Lindholm, as cited in Peddle, 1994. 
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apartments, and would thus pay less under an LVT system. Finally, savings 

on property tax should be passed onto renters, as discussed below. 

Impacts on housing costs and affordable housing 

Winnipeg is one of the most affordable cities in Canada in terms of house 

prices relative to employee salary.38 Thus, while housing costs are not likely a 

primary drive for a shift toward LVT, its implementation will ensure that 

Winnipeg continues to maintain a stock of affordable housing.  

 

LVT exerts a moderating effect on housing prices in two ways. First, by 

encouraging development on underutilized lands, LVT increased the overall 

supply of housing and keeps prices affordable. Secondly, because city land 

exists in a fixed supply, a tax on land is capitalized and, therefore, tends to 

lower the cost of land and the real cost of housing.39 

Impact on renters 

Renters should, on the whole, benefit from a move toward LVT. As with 

housing generally, the incentive for development will increase supply and 

keep prices low. Also, because many rental units are in the form of apartment 

buildings and multi-unit dwellings, owners of these building will see a 

reduction in their property tax that should be passed along to renters. 

Because land value tax is capitalized, it is not passed on to renters in the 

same way as tax on improvements. The City may also work with the province 

to adjust the rent control legislation and ensure that savings are passed on. 

Impacts on low-income residents   

A greater problem in Winnipeg than the overall affordability of housing is the 

deterioration of inner city neighbourhoods. These areas, designated as Major 

Improvement Neighbourhoods and Rehabilitation Neighbourhoods in Plan 

Winnipeg, constitute a significant social problem for the city. A shift to LVT 

would be expected to tip conditions in favour of renewal and investment for 

these areas. The current tax system encourages owners to let the condition of 

their property deteriorate, and thus contributes to urban deterioration.  

Impact on elderly 

In parts of the city where land values are high and lots large, it is possible 

that elderly residents might be disproportionately impacted. Residents may 

have lived in the neighbourhood for many years and may not be able to afford 

an increase in their rate of taxation. 

 

                                           
38 City of Winnipeg, CAO Secretariat. 2001. Derived from Royal Lepage House Prices and 

Conference Board’s Metropolitan Outlook data. 
39 Rawson, 1961. 
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Conversely, many elderly residents, who have moved to smaller properties or 

into multi-residence units, will end up paying somewhat less property tax. 

Families who would like to create a secondary suite (depending on local 

zoning by-laws) to house elderly family members would not be penalized 

under an LVT system. 

 

In the small number of cases where an increase in taxation due to a shift to 

LVT was a hardship to long-term residents, a gradual shift will help soften the 

impacts and some system of property tax rebate or deferral would be 

desirable.  

Impacts on developers 

Developers will be affected in two ways by a shift toward LVT. On the one 

hand, there will be an increased incentive for property development, with 

more land available on the market, and a downward pressure on land prices. 

All of these factors should work in to the benefit of the development industry. 

On the downside, the holding price of land will increase and will raise the 

costs of land assembly for larger projects requiring the acquisition of multiple, 

contiguous lots. Overall, however, LVT should work to the benefit of the 

developers. 

OTHER STRATEGIES FOR PROPERTY TAX REFORM 

Land value taxation is an elegant tool in that it appeals to the fundamental 

principle of fairness while addressing several significant policy priorities for 

Winnipeg. Implementing LVT, however, will require further analysis and 

support building and will likely take many years to implement.  

 

In the context of tax reforms being contemplated under the auspices of the 

New Deal, other fiscal tools are available which can address some key policy 

issues while providing a test for and transition to LVT. These tools, like LVT, 

affect the “tax topography” of the city. That is to say, these tools allow for 

differential tax rates— according to location of property, size, or use—which 

achieve policy goals not met by the current property tax system. 

 

Current property tax is based on the combined value of land and property. In 

general, the higher the value of combined land and property, the higher the 

tax. The following fiscal tools focus on different principles of taxation 

including: 

1. Taxation based on the size of the property; 

2. Taxation based on the cost of providing services to a property; 

3. Taxation based on policy objectives. 
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Parcel taxes 

Parcel taxes are taxes applied to specific parcels of land and can be based 

either on the measured frontage or the area of the lot. Parcel taxes have been 

used in some jurisdictions to calculate area-specific levies to pay for one-time 

local infrastructure improvements (see specified area taxes below). For 

example, if a local neighbourhood wants to implement a traffic-calming 

program on their street, which costs $400,000, and there is 800 feet of 

property frontage then each property owner would be charged a proportion of 

the total based on the measured frontage of their lot. In this case that would 

be $500 per frontage foot. Rates could also be based on the area of the lot 

rather than the measured frontage. 

 

The concept of the parcel tax could be expanded to apply city-wide as a 

mechanism for collecting property-related revenue (i.e. snow removal, road 

maintenance, street lighting, etc). This shift would be a fundamental move 

away from taxation based on property value and towards a taxation based on 

the size (or frontage) of land holdings. Quite simply, the bigger the lot, the 

greater the tax. This approach ignores location altogether and would not 

provide the same incentives as LVT for core development. Deeper, narrow 

lots would be favoured for new developments if this mechanism were applied 

as a frontage tax rather than an area-based tax. 

Specified area taxes 

Specified area taxes are used to pay for the costs of growth attributed solely 

to a particular geographical area. Specified area taxes could be used to 

change the tax topography temporarily so that certain geographic areas paid 

more taxes than others. This approach might be appropriate if the City is 

attempting to shape urban form through taxation policy. It is likely to be seen 

as unfair by those paying more unless there is ample justification and 

hardship is taken into account. This mechanism is similar to the designation 

of Local Improvement Districts currently used in Winnipeg to fund ring dykes 

for flood protection purposes. 

Distance-based taxing 

The City of Lancaster, California calculates development cost levies for new 

construction based on a formula that approximates the cost to service new 

construction. If the development is more remote and, therefore, costs more 

to provide infrastructure, then the development cost levies (DCLs) are higher. 

Over time, this will likely encourage new development closer to the core 

where services are already available. 

 

This distance-based mechanism could be applied to property taxes and used 

to shift the balance of property taxes between core and periphery so that 

property owners on the urban fringe would pay a greater proportion of the 
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property tax than those near the core where services are less expensive to 

provide.  

 

Kelowna, BC sets development cost charges (DCCs) based on density.40 This 

is another approach that could be tailored to the property tax regime. 

Standby charges or idle lands tax  

Standby charges could be applied to land that is sitting vacant or intentionally 

underused by the owner. The purpose of this additional tax would be to 

encourage sale or redevelopment of the land.  

 

Local governments in California have the ability to charge these fees, equal to 

the value of the services provided to the property. This form of taxation 

acknowledges that the existence of public infrastructure increases the value of 

property whether or not it is used. This charge also attempts to meet equity 

concerns by insuring that the costs to maintain infrastructure are spread 

between existing tax payers and owners of unimproved land who might chose 

to develop in the future. Standby charges may be imposed by an area, 

frontage, or parcel basis.41 Standby charges could also be imposed on a 

differential basis, taking into account the distance of the vacant parcel from 

the centre of the city. 

Improvements tax holiday 

One option that the City of Winnipeg is currently using on a limited basis is 

the concept of a tax holiday for new improvements. Heritage buildings in 

Winnipeg’s downtown area are eligible for a tax credit for any increased taxes 

incurred as a result of increased assessed value due to property 

improvements. This tax provision is, in effect, a tax holiday for certain types 

of building in a specified area.  

 

A similar approach could be applied more broadly to encompass improvement 

for all types of buildings in the downtown or all buildings. Such a tax holiday 

would provide a powerful incentive for new development and improvement. 

However, it would effectively mean a freeze in total assessed value, and 

therefore a freeze in total tax revenue. It would be important to balance this 

freeze in the taxing of new improvements with an increase in the tax rate to 

balance the loss. Alternatively, as is contemplated under the New Deal, a shift 

                                           
40 For a full exploration of current practice and possibilities for the application of development 

cost charges in BC see: Do Development Cost Charges Encourage Smart Growth and High 

Performance Building Design? An Evaluation of Development Cost Charge Practices in British 

Columbia. September 2003. Prepared for West Coast Environmental Law by Coriolis Consulting. 

Available online at http://www.wcel.org/issues/urban/dcc_report.pdf. 
41 For more information, see: “What is a Standby Charge?” California Tax Data. 

(www.californiataxdata.com). 
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to other forms of taxation such as consumption taxes and user fees would be 

required.   

Tax increment financing and value capture 

Under the City of Winnipeg Charter Act, the City has the ability to apply tax 

increment financing (TIF) for specified development projects. The application 

of TIF essentially allows the City to fund the incremental costs of services and 

infrastructure to a new development by drawing on the increase in property 

values arising from that development and investment. Shifting toward land 

value tax would allow for a greater capture of the increase in property values 

and would make the application of TIFs more effective. 

 

Tax increment financing is similar to a policy tool known as value capture 

which can be used to finance capital infrastructure and, in particular, 

transportation services. Value capture recognizes that land values increase as 

a result of public investment. For example, studies have shown that land 

values may rise by as much as 25% within walking distance of commuter rail 

stations.42 A shift toward land value taxation would allow the City to capture 

this windfall profit and to help finance certain capital investments. 

Overall property tax levels 

As with tax shifting generally, land value taxation is predicated on the notion 

of revenue neutrality. That is to say, overall increases in taxes raised from the 

value of land are offset by a decrease in revenues from the value of 

improvements. As a general principle of tax shifting, revenue neutrality 

recognizes and attempts to disarm the commonly held notion that any change 

in tax policy is necessarily a “tax grab” by government. 

 

Ultimately, the amount of tax revenue needed by a government is a question 

separate from how and in what portions those revenues are raised. Within the 

realm of property tax, a move toward LVT will send fiscal signals affecting 

property development decisions regardless of whether overall property taxes 

are increased, decreased, or remain the same.  

 

However, Winnipeg’s intention to reduce overall levels of property tax should 

be considered in the light of a move toward LVT. Reducing property tax by 

shifting to targeted user fees and charges and making explicit the costs of 

things like garbage removal and automobile use is certainly legitimate. 

Reducing property taxes in favour of consumption taxes may be counter 

productive in a number of ways though.  

 

Sales tax, like most taxes (including tax on improvements), creates a 

deadweight loss on society, and will tend to depress economic activity. A tax 

                                           
42 Batt, 2001. 
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on the value of land, however, because it is a tax on windfall profits, carries 

no deadweight loss and may help the local economy under the right 

conditions.43  In addition, by lowering the proportion of overall taxes raised 

through taxing land and property, the relative impact of LVT will be reduced. 

LVT can only be effective where it is financially disadvantageous to hold onto 

land for long periods. If the property taxes (and therefore land holding costs) 

are too small a proportion of overall development costs then a shift to LVT 

may not have the desired effect.   

 

To the extent that a tax on the unearned increments of land value is the most 

legitimate form of taxation, its overall role in revenue generation should be 

maintained and, possibly, increased over time. Reducing the overall level of 

property tax and the absolute level of land value tax will diminish the strength 

of economic signal from a shift to LVT, and may undermine potential gains. 

Rather than reducing the overall level of property tax, LVT could work to 

increase the legitimacy of property tax and thereby make it more acceptable 

to residents and businesses. 

 

If taxes are strategically applied, they can bring about changes in behaviour 

that will save money in the longer term. In the case of LVT, for example, 

intensification of the urban core can lead to tremendous savings in 

infrastructural costs over time. In a similar way, a charge on garbage 

collection can obviate, or at least delay, the huge costs associated with 

creating new landfill sites. Given the cost of capital, even delaying multi-

million dollar capital investments can translate into considerable savings for a 

municipality.  

 

While it is difficult to model and quantify the extent of municipal savings that 

could result from a transition to LVT and other forms of tax shifting, the 

prospect of economic efficiencies and savings should be kept in mind when 

considering the costs and benefits of change. 

TIMING A SHIFT TOWARD LAND VALUE TAXATION 

Based on the preliminary analysis presented in this report, it appears there 

are both the policy drivers and the structural/market conditions for Winnipeg 

to consider a transition toward LVT. Moreover, while legal and administrative 

transition presents a hurdle, it is not insurmountable and may well be justified 

by the potential benefits of a new tax system. 

 

There are many factors that will determine the appropriate time for beginning 

a shift toward land value taxation in Winnipeg. Following are several 

significant factors and their bearing on the question of timing. 

                                           
43 Durning, 1998. 
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Political will and opportunity 

Perception of negative political impact may be one of the principal reasons 

LVT has not been more widely implemented, despite the convincing evidence 

of its merits in certain contexts. Taxes are politically sensitive and any change 

creates so-called winners and losers. Most politicians have their hands full 

dealing with daily challenges and little in governance is perfect. In this 

context, the idea of creating a storm of discussion over a significant change in 

the approach to taxation is rarely contemplated unless significant benefits are 

identified.  

 

Realistically, the process of thoroughly examining and implementing land 

value taxation, and achieving a measurable impact, is in the order of 10 

years. Because civic elections have a cycle at least twice that, the political 

costs in the short term can be seen to outweigh the benefits that may not be 

realized until a decade later.44 The more common process of creating new 

exemptions and levies where needed has, in large part, led to the ponderous 

and often contradictory tax policies governments have now. 

 

Winnipeg is in a strong position to move toward a land value taxation system. 

Its political climate, residents, and stakeholder groups show a willingness to 

examine alternative tax regimes and the political will to make changes where 

appropriate. With this opportunity, there is a strong rationale to proceed with 

Phase I of the process quickly. 

 

Once initiated, the City will need to do its utmost to ensure an ongoing 

process. Any redistribution of taxes will create some stakeholders who will 

pay more. While these stakeholders can be accommodated to a certain 

extent, through consultations and adequate phasing provisions, there will 

inevitably be a certain amount of resistance. To begin the transition process 

without following through on implementation will not only be an unwarranted 

cost to the City, but will also set back the ability of other jurisdictions to 

consider LVT. 

 

Building strong internal, staff support while ensuring wide public and council 

understanding and support will be critical for success throughout the process. 

Context of New Deal 

Winnipeg is reviewing many aspects of its budgeting and fiscal mechanisms. 

While this is a positive context for the consideration of LVT, it may also lead 

to some confusion. First will be the challenge of adequately consulting with 

                                           
44 This process can be likened to the delay of fundamental infrastructural renewal and can result 

from the same problems of political timeframes. With infrastructure, as with policy, the costs of 

delay can begin to increase drastically beyond a certain point of deferral. 
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and educating the public and key stakeholders given the scale of change 

contemplated. 

 

Another challenge, but an extremely important dimension from a policy 

perspective, will be to track the impacts of LVT. Understanding and evaluating 

the impacts of LVT is challenging at the best of times: outcomes are subject 

to a wide range of other, extraneous factors. Evaluating the impacts of LVT in 

the context of many other fiscal and budgeting changes will be especially 

challenging. Evaluation and monitoring is important, however, for long term 

fine-tuning and adjustment of the LVT system. 

Kyoto Protocol 

Having ratified the Kyoto Protocol, Canada is committed to reduce in its 

production of greenhouse gases (GHGs). In the longer-term, reductions 

prescribed under Kyoto are likely to fall short of addressing global climate 

change and further measures will be required. Meeting even the modest 

requirements of Kyoto, however, will take political will and cooperation from 

all levels of government. With a great (and increasing) majority of Canadians 

living in urban centres, municipal government is where fundamental change 

will be required. 

 

While technological innovation, fuel switching, and retrofitting of buildings will 

account for some reductions in GHGs, changes in patterns of development will 

ultimately be required. Winnipeg’s current pattern of fringe expansion cannot 

be supported in the context of a constraint on GHG production. The sooner 

cities in Canada begin to reorient the incentives for development, and begin 

to create compact and efficient urban design, the sooner they will be able to 

meet and go beyond the commitments to the Kyoto Protocol. 

 

As a policy leader in the application of LVT, it is very likely that Winnipeg 

would be eligible for federal assistance. While there is funding available 

through various federal programs now, future funding commitments are less 

certain. 

Market conditions 

The initial review of market conditions presented in this report indicates that 

Winnipeg is now well positioned to shift toward a land value system of 

property taxation. Winnipeg has a positive market outlook, but has not 

experienced a speculative run up on land prices. Francis Peddle, one of the 

foremost commentators on LVT in Canada, takes this issue of timing to be of 

primary importance. As he points out, if land prices become inflated, a volatile 

and artificial base is created for land value taxation. Unearned increments in 

land prices need to be captured before land prices get too high in order to 
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avoid a boom-bust cycle.45 At the same time, if real estate markets in 

Winnipeg lose momentum, it will be difficult for land value taxation to have 

the desired effect. 

 

Recommendation: Based on the considerations above, it would appear that 

the City would be well advised to move forward on the next stages of LVT 

during the current window of opportunity. While this will create challenges 

around communicating effectively and measuring impacts—in the wider 

context of the New Deal—the will and energy for change should be harnessed 

while the opportunity exists.  

 

While LVT is under further study and consideration, a combination of 

alternative measures could be applied in the short term, without such a 

lengthy implementation process. These measures will help meet some of the 

same policy goals as LVT; for example, the implementation of an area or 

frontage based property tax levy, standby charges for vacant properties, and 

some defined improvement tax holiday. All of these measures could be 

phased out as LVT is implemented. 

NEXT STEPS: REVIEW AND IMPLEMENTATION 

The long-term implications and benefits of land value taxation are significant. 

Shifting investment and development patterns through tax policy will literally 

change the shape of the city over time, and will affect everyone. For this 

same reason, moving toward LVT will be multifaceted and will require 

adequate resources. The following plan presents significant features of the 

process, giving a sense of the time and resources that will be required. 

Ultimately, the City will need to adapt its plan according to circumstances, but 

should begin with a clear map of the territory. 

Phase I—laying the groundwork  

(approximately $200,000— 12-18 months) 

 

 Develop Phase I strategy and budget 

 

Implementing LVT is a significant process and will require a clear plan and 

direction. If, the City decides to proceed with more serious evaluation and 

strategy around moving toward and LVT system, the first step will be to 

create a detailed work plan and budget. (The budget and timelines suggested 

here are to provide a general sense of the scope of work required.) This initial 

work planning will include everything that will be needed up to the point of 

                                           
45 Peddle, 1994. 
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decision around proceeding to the more substantive implementation process 

outlined for Phase II.  

 

Winnipeg appears to have much of the in-house expertise to undertake the 

first phase of work, although some aspects may need to be contracted out. 

The City will want to appoint a project manager to this project with a high 

degree of credibility in the community.  Citizens and businesses will feel that 

a significant part of their financial stability will be in the hands of the project 

leader and as such, they should be seen as a community leader with strong 

financial and legal credibility.   

 

 Investigate funding options 

 

The City should immediately look into the prospects for outside funding for 

further research and implementation work. While funding is likely available, 

the process of application and approval can take some time. The City should 

also investigate the possibility of partnering with non-profit organizations in 

pursuing funding opportunities. In parallel, the City should look at it’s own 

budget and available resources for undertaking the first phase of work. 

 

 Extend research 

 

This report is intended to provide an initial scoping of the possibility for and 

prospects of shifting toward land value taxation in Winnipeg. Having reviewed 

the report, staff should ground truth the findings and recommendations to 

ensure they are in agreement. A more fine-grained analysis of some issues is 

required and will help to build the confidence and support for proceeding.46 

 

 Modeling  

 

As part of the scope of research, conceptual modeling should be undertaken 

to identify in general terms, probable financial impacts to both the City 

budgets and to any particular landowners. Studies on real estate values and 

tax implications to development may also be required.  

 

 Engage with the province in preliminary discussion of legislative requirements 

and drafting. 

 

As our initial investigation in this report indicates, creating the legislative 

context for LVT at the provincial level will take some work, but should not be 

a major hurdle. However, achieving a legislative framework will take some 

time and will require a degree of buy-in from the province. While the 

                                           
46 For example, a finer-grained analysis of distributional impacts could be carried out, linking the 

city’s property tax database and a geographic information system (GIS) to model more tax 

scenarios at a greater level of detail. 
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legislation sought will be permissive, and will not require all municipalities to 

adopt LVT, the province will need to endorse the approach to some degree. 

 

Consultations should be undertaken early on in Phase I to determine the 

feasibility and timeline for achieving the needed legislative and regulatory 

guidelines. 

 

 Develop communications, public engagement, and stakeholder management 

strategy 

 

As a complement to this report, we have overseen initial focus group testing 

to determine how land value taxation is perceived by the public and how best 

to frame further communications and consultations. Early preparations for 

LVT should include broader testing and stakeholder consultation. The City will 

need to build understanding, support and, ownership for LVT throughout the 

investigation and implementation of LVT. Early consultations with and buy-in 

from various stakeholder groups will ensure a more successful 

implementation in the longer term.  

 

Identifying and developing community champions for LVT will also be 

important as the discussion of LVT in the community broadens. External 

validation of the ideas will also serve to provide the comfort needed for such 

broad changes. The City will need to undertake a detailed analysis and 

mapping of stakeholder groups including developers, business organizations, 

ratepayers associations, and social/environmental non-profit organizations. 

 

A potentially effective approach would be to establish a multi-disciplinary 

advisory council including community, business and government 

representatives, with some technical and logistics support.  

 

 Decision Point 

 

Once the City has undertaken and gathered results from Phase I it should 

have enough information and will need to make a decision on whether or not 

to proceed to Phase II and to the implementation of LVT. Before proceeding 

to the next phase, it is important the City be confident in its public and 

stakeholder support and in its ability to see through the implementation 

process. 

Phase II—initial implementation  

(approximately $400,000—5 years) 

 

 Develop indicators and objective monitoring organization 
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While it will be difficult to disaggregate and assess the impacts of a shift 

toward LVT, especially in the light of other sweeping changes in fiscal policy, 

the City will need to set up some structure for monitoring and assessing 

impacts. These efforts will not only facilitate implementation and future 

adjustment, but will likely be a requirement of any outside funding for this 

work.  

 

Developing a set of indicators tied to policy objectives and establishing a 

baseline of information will likely be the most effective way to establish the 

framework for future assessment and monitoring. At the same time, this 

process will help clarify goals for LVT. An objective organization or committee 

should be created to oversee the reporting on the impacts. This monitoring 

and reporting should occur under regular timelines and be accompanied by 

recommendations for fine-tuning.  

 

 Assess administrative capacity and develop transition strategy 

 

As discussed in the section on legal and administrative issues, there should be 

no major barrier to implementation in this area. It will be necessary, 

however, to set up a review and planning process that will recommend any 

needed changes in staffing, procedures, and assessment methodologies. 

 

 Undertake next round of consultations 

 

Building on initial public and stakeholder consultations, further work will be 

needed to refine the particulars of implementation and transition to LVT. 

Setting up a framework for consultations in Phase I will facilitate this ongoing 

process.  

 

 Develop communications strategy for implementation 

 

Based on initial research from Phase I, the City will need to develop an 

education and communications strategy to ensure wide understanding and 

support for the proposed initiative. This is probably one of the most important 

aspects of the implementation process and should be supported by a 

sufficient budget.    

 

 Undertake final legislative drafting and negotiations 

 

Final negotiations and drafting of legislation and regulations governing the 

implementation of LVT will be required at this point. 

 

 Develop final proposal 

 

Throughout Phase II of implementation, Winnipeg will be developing a final 

proposal detailing a schedule of tax shifting toward land value taxation. 
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 Announce first round of scheduled changes 

 

The City should announce the final plan well in advance of beginning the 

transition. Allowing lots of time for transition will help soften resistance to the 

plan and will allow the most affected stakeholders to adjust their expectations 

and plans. While governments always maintain the prerogative to adjust tax 

mechanisms, it is fair to provide adequate notice and transition to account for 

investments and decisions that have been made based on existing policy. 

 

Depending on other factors around timing, a delay of one year from the time 

of announcement to the first round of tax shifting should be adequate. 

Experience in other areas of tax shifting has demonstrated that even the 

prospect of a change in tax policy can motivate changes in behaviour. If the 

announcement demonstrates a clear and unwavering intention to implement 

the shift, then stakeholders will begin to adjust to the coming policy change 

rather than lobby for the status quo. 

 

 Implement shift—first round 

 

The first round of shifting will be implemented. Assessments and tax bills will 

be adjusted according to the schedule. Throughout this process, property 

owners will need clear notice and explanation of the changes. Tax bills will 

need to be redesigned to make the changes transparent and understandable. 

 

 Test indicators 

 

Once the first round of changes have had some time to take effect it will be 

important to step back and undertake a careful analysis and review of 

impacts. Again, having established clear indicators and baseline information 

from the outset will facilitate this process. Based on the findings of this 

assessment, the City will make any needed adjustments, and proceed with 

the next round of implementation.  

Phase III—ongoing implementation 

 

If appropriate, schedule and announce next round of LVT shift. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Winnipeg is in the midst of great challenges and opportunities. New fiscal 

directions being contemplated under the auspices of the New Deal will 

fundamentally shape the future of the city. Fiscal tools and tax policies 

provide the underlying incentives and disincentives that direct economic, 

social, and environmental development. Property tax is one of the 

fundamental fiscal tools available to a city, but one seldom considered as an 

instrument of governance. Based on the findings in this report, and on the 

experience in other jurisdictions, we conclude that not only is property tax a 

potentially important tool, it is essential to bring about the vision in Winnipeg 

for a fiscally, socially, and environmentally sustainable city. 

 

Ultimately, the direction of property tax reform will need to evolve in the 

context of ongoing research and consultations, but it is clear that change is 

needed. While many people and stakeholder groups will rightly question the 

potential impacts of land value taxation or other property tax mechanisms, 

these questions should be balanced by an understanding and analysis of the 

impacts from the current system.  

 

Change of the scale contemplated to implement land value taxation is never 

easy, but the potential benefits are compelling. Winnipeg has the opportunity 

to use property tax not only as a mechanism for raising revenue, but as a tool 

of governance, creating the conditions for a city which can adapt and thrive in 

the years to come. 
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APPENDIX A—LAND VALUE TAX PRECEDENTS AND 
EXPERIENCE 

 

As discussed in the body of the report, the impacts of land value taxation are 

difficult to assess given the multiplicity of factors that influence development 

in a city. Still, many jurisdictions have implemented some form of LVT and 

many more are looking toward it as an important tool to address the same 

issues of urban development and sprawl that Winnipeg is now facing. 

 

In response to a recent article on the benefits of land value taxation that 

appeared in Governing Magazine, Jonathan Saidel, the City Controller for 

Philadelphia, wrote: “My office has recommended this fiscal tool as an 

economic development strategy to the Philadelphia City Council. The council 

has already held public hearings in a packed room where citizens and experts 

spoke to the many benefits of land-value taxation. Officials from other 

Pennsylvania cities came to testify that it is bringing positive change in their 

jurisdictions.”47 

 

As this endorsement indicates, Pennsylvania is the US state with the greatest 

experience in the application of land value taxation. Pittsburgh is the largest 

American city to have implemented an LVT system. In Pittsburgh, the tax rate 

on land was increased relative to the rate on buildings such that the global 

taxation rate on land is over twice that on buildings.48 Neighbouring cities in 

Pennsylvania continued to apply a uniform tax rate to land and buildings, 

allowing for one of the few comparative, longitudinal studies by Oates and 

Schwab from the University of Maryland. 

 

In the fifteen cities studied, between 1980 and 1990 only two cities saw an 

increase in real estate investment compared to the previous twenty year 

period: Columbus, at 15%, and Pittsburgh, at 70%. Much of this increase in 

investment for Pittsburgh was concentrated in the downtown area. All of the 

other cities saw a decline between 14% and 67%.49 As Oates and Schwab 

point out, the success of the Pittsburgh experience is closely connected to 

concurrent economic restructuring efforts to revitalize the central business 

                                           
47 In Governing. October 2003. Washington, D.C.: Congressional Quarterly Inc. Available online 

at www.governing.com 
48 The rate of tax applied by the city on land is actually five times that on buildings, but property 

taxes levied by the county and the school district are uniformly applied and effectively reduce the 

overall impact. (Quebec, p.97) 
49 Oates and Scwhab, 1997. 
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district, moving from a manufacturing to a service economy.50 Pittsburgh also 

now has among the lowest housing costs in the US.51 

 

Twenty Pennsylvania cities now use some degree of land value taxation, with 

the tax rate on land, on average, four times higher than the tax rate on 

improvements.52 Harrisburg, the state capital, was considered one of the 

most distressed cities in the US and implemented land value taxation in the 

early 1970’s. The number of vacant structures has since dropped from 4,000 

to 500.53 The Mayor of Harrisburg wrote, in 1994, “I should note that the City 

of Harrisburg was considered the second most distressed in the United States 

twelve years ago […] Since then, over $1.2 billion in new investment has 

occurred here, reversing nearly three decades of very serious decline."54 

 

Melbourne, Australia has also provided a laboratory to test the impacts of 

land value taxation. Half of the 56 local governments in the greater 

metropolitan area eliminated the building tax between 1919 and 1986. After 

controlling for other factors that affect density, those municipalities using land 

value tax have a 50% higher population and housing density than those with 

conventional undifferentiated systems.55 The difference is greatest for those 

districts that switched to LVT earliest. 

 

Johannesburg, South Africa is another jurisdiction using LVT—in this case the 

entire property tax is on land value. Mason Gaffney, a respected land 

economist and professor of economics at UC Riverside, attributes the unlikely 

economic success of Johannesburg to its land value tax system.56 

 

Many other jurisdictions around the world have implemented some form of 

land value taxation. These include: Southfield in Michigan, US; Sydney and 

other municipalities throughout Australia; Wellington and Dunedin in New 

Zealand; as well as municipalities in Denmark and Kenya.57 

 

Canada’s western provinces also have a history with land value taxation, 

although its impacts are difficult to judge in retrospect. As early as 1890, 

British Columbia allowed municipalities to grant exemptions on improvements 

up to 100%.58 Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba also allowed for 

exemptions of improvements in the first half of the 1900’s.  

 

                                           
50 Oates and Schwab, 1997. 
51 Hartheimer, 2003. 
52 Fulton, 2003. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Hartheimer, 2003. 
55 Roodman, 1998. 
56 Hartheimer, 2003. 
57 Peddle, 1994. 
58 Ibid. 
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Land value taxation has a long history in both theory and practice. While its 

ultimate success in any jurisdiction will depend on local conditions, its 

widespread use and success in stimulating development, densification, 

economic development, and low-income housing is impressive. The current 

revival in interest in land value taxation indicates that the problems it is 

designed to address are as pressing as ever. 

 


