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DIRECTOR'S PREFACE 

The g<!v~rninent of a large city represents a complex set of 
social machinery. 'The operations of that machinery, although 
expensive, are an essential part of an orderly society; and the 
financing of such operations is a major economic problem. An 
adequate appraisal of the economic welfare of the Pittsburgh 
district must comprehend an analysis of the financial basis of 
public functions. This observation applies with particular force 
to an analysis of the real estate tax in Pittsburgh because the 
city tax, under the graded tax system, differs from that in the 
other major American cities and because the importance of the 
real estate tax in local governmental revenues is considerably 
greater in Pittsburgh; than in the other large American cities. 

The owners of real estate in Pittsburgh have in the past 
three or four years become increasingly aware that the City'S 
budget is dependent pnmarily on the real estate tax. No ready 

• solution to this problem is available, nor is one in prospect. Those 
who are directly burdened with real estate taxes usually advance 
one or both of the following proposals: first, that the cost of 
government be reduced; second, that a large share of the tax 
burden be shifted from real estate to other forms of wealth or 
sources of income. Such proposals, of course, should be given 
full consideration. Reduction of public financial requirements. 
however, cannot be accomplished by a simple bold stroke. In­
telligent public retrenchment involves a judicious weighing of 
the necessity or the relative desirability of the various activities 
for which public money is spent and due regard for the require­
ments to meet the public debt. On the other hand. it is by no 
means easy for a local government to lighten the local burden 
on real estate by tapping other sources of income, for the revenue 
systems of the legally superior governmental units-the Federal 



Government and the state go~ernme!1t-Iimit very much the fruit-, 
ful choices open to local governments. Essentially, then, the 
local governments, after doing what they may to reduce reVenue 
requirements, a;e left with the necessity of doing the best they 
can with the real estate tax. 

The City of Pittsburgh, in common with most other cities , 
in 1934, is having difficulties with its budget. One step always 
essential in such contingency is to take stock of the local revenue 
system. The major analysis required in such stock-taking is the 
analysis of the real estate tax. This monograph is intended as a 
contribution on the character and the functioning of the real 
estate tax in Pittsburgh. 

Publication of this monograph is-part of a program in re­
gional economic research under an eight-year grant from The 
Buhl Foundation, supplemented by the University of Pitts­
burgh. The"purpose of this program is to lay a basis for con, 
structive action in the solution of economic problems con­
fronting the Pittsburgh district through objective analysis of 
these problems. 

June 1934 

RALPH J. WATKINS 

Di,.ecto,. 
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Introduction 

Agitation for retrenchment in expenditures for local gov­
ernment is prevalent in good times; in depression, it is intense. 
Usually the dominant note in such agitation is a demand for re­
duction of taxes on real estate. The reason for the outstanding 
emphasis on this demand is that property taxes provide the 
larger part of the revenues of local governmental units through­
out the count~d, in terms of yield, the property tax is 
mainly a real estate tax. 

Fiftlfd Settin, 01 th. Real Ed",. 
Tax in th. United Stat •• 

The Federal government does not levy a direct tax on prop­
erty; for some years the major Federal revenues have been de­
rived from income taxes (corporation and individual), tariffs on 
imports, and various internal excises (the more important being 
the tobacco taxes).' Most of the state governments derive sub­
stantial revenues from the property tax, but only a few derive as 
much u half their revenue from this source. Less than one­
fourth of all state tax revenue in 1929 was derived from the 
general property tax. The states have developed a number of 
other sources, the thief ODes being capital stock taxes, taxes OD 
gross receipts of public utilities, gasoline taxes, motor licenses, 
inheritance taxes, low-rate personal property taxes, and, in a 
considerable number of states, income taxes.· Thus, the Fed­
eral government and the state governments are to a very large 
extent dependent for their revenues on levies on the flow of 
economic activity, on the income derived therefrom, or on trans­
fers of wealth, whereu local governmental financing is based 
mainly on taxes on holdings of a particular form of wealth­
real estate. 
----;-hr aD e:u.lkont IlUDlmary of hdera) 1'M'eDDe8 in I'M'I'Dt J'Mft. 11M w. 1". 
WtUouahQ. ~ .. tItMJ ('o.II •• Hou e1UI Opw. ...... 0' til. N_1teItaI QeHrw ..... """',J_ (w .... t~: The BrooktDall IDlltltuUoa. ln1). pp. 81-80. See'" 
Natloaal lIld.uatn Coafveac.oe Boud. ,..,... rt =-. ".,t-.". (New Ton. 
1833). 

& Vatted. 8ta* lhlNau of 1M ca.u.. .)NT."" BtaHIt6Dt eI Sf ................ 
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2 REAL ESTATE TAX IN PITTSBURGH 

Local governmental units in many states receive considerable 
amounts in the form of grants from general state fWlds or in 
the form of specific allocation of state-collected taxes. This 
partial financing of local governments through state appropria­
tions or through the state tax collection machinery is more im­
portant in the fields of education and highways than in other 
fields. In Pennsylvania, educational grants are familiar, and 
state aid for highway purposes has had some development. 
These are the more significant forms of state participation in 
local finance in Pennsylvania, but neither looms very large in 
comparison with the total local tax. 

City governments, in the financing of public improvements, 
make wide use of special assessments on property assumed to 
be especially benefitted. Cities generally derive some revenue 
from dozens of small sources, such as licenses, permits, highway 
privileges, rentals and concessions, interest on balances, and 
miscellaneous sales or service charges.· Large gross receipts 
accrue to many mWlicipalities from the operation of public serv­
ice enterprises, but this revenue is usually thought of as distinct 
from the revenue available for general governmental purposes. 

In spite of the dozens of small sources of city revenue, taxes 
on property are the predominant revenue for general govern­
mental purposes of most American cities. This is true also for 
other local governmental units." Part of the yield of the prop­
erty tax for local purposes is from taxes on personal property, 
but generally the larger portion is from taxes on real estate. This 
close relationship between total local public revenues and the real 
estate tax is recognized by the taxpayers, and there is nearly 
everywhere a tendency on the part of protesting taxpayers to 
speak as if cutting the local budget and cutting real estate taxes 
were the same thing.-

Both the budget and the real estate tax have been reduced 
in Pittsburgh since the beginning of the depression, as they have 
been in scores of other municipalities (not by any means in all 

J United States Bureau of the een.u.. ~ B'~ 01 (UUu.anmaal . 
• Natlooal Industrial Conference Board. Con 01 9cw ......... ... ,IN U.1U4 

1ItGl ... ",,,,,,0, (New York. 1932). pp. 96-91 and 11 .... 111. 
,. An illuminating dlaCU8llioD of the flseal importance of the property taS' 

I. found lu leu P. letuleD, Pro-pmJl Tuatloa .. 'M VtHH4 .I4JI .. (Cble:qo: 
~. UDivendt7 of ChIcago 1'.-, 1931). Cbapter L 



INTRODUCTION 3 

of them).· But whatever the emergency' reductions, it is a safe 
prophesy that rather high real estate taxes will remain,> here and 
in other large cities. Two hard facts lead to this expectation: 
First, no way has been found anywhere to avoid a complex and 
costly government in a big city. Second, in spite of the consid­
erable importance of other local revenues, no way has been 
found, in American experience, to finance the complex and costly 
governments of cities without primary dependence on the real 
estate tax. 

Plan 01 Tlal. Study 

As we shall see presently (Chapter 3), the real estate tax 
is of greater importance in local governmental financing in Pitts­
burgh than it is in other major cities. Moreover, the city real 
estate tax in Pittsburgh-the graded tax-differs from the tax 
on real estate in other American cities except Scranton. Most 
of this study, therefore, will be focused on a descriptive analysis 
of the city real estate tax in Pittsburgh. The budgetary im­
portance of the minor city revenues will be considered, however, 
and one appendix will be given to a brief discussion of the minor 
revenues. 

In an analysis of the city tax it is essential to keep in mind 
that two other governmental units, the school district and the 
county, levy taxes on real estate in Pittsburgh. At numerous 
points the taxes of the other two units will be brought into the 
picture. To do so is essential for several reasons: Fb'st, the 
city tax in recent yesrs has been, roughly, only half the local tax. 
Second, the city tax is levied under the graded tax plan, which 
prevails nowhere else in this country except at Scranton, where­
as the school levy and the county levy are at the old familiar 
uniform rates on all types of taxable real estate. Third, there 
are two sets of assessed values in the city. one for city and 
school taxes and another for county taxes. Fourth, there are 
three collection offices for taxes levied in the city, one being for 
current and delinquent city and school taxes, one for current 
county taxes, and one for delinquent county taxes. -'c. ....... _. ___ up_- __ • __ -
.-aw, 1031. p.. ea; JI. L. 81", .~ ott. ... Ius." N ........ ..... __ • ~. leu. Po 11; _ C. .. __ • ~ __ 'ru 

Be_ IW 18<1 CltIoo, leu." 11'_. _ _ D ..... leu. Po -. 



ItEAL ESTATE TAX IN PITTSBURGH 

The analysis of the city real estate tax in Pittsburgh will 
be presented in the following divisions: 

Tax rates: city rate differences under the graded tax law; 
growth and current levels of city rates and of other local rates; 
variation in taxes under the graded tax law, according to degree 
of improvement on land; necessity of interpreting tax rates in 
terms of assessed valuation. 

Assessed valuation: comparative growth of total building 
valuation and total land valuation; probable effect on valuation 
of the change to the graded tax. 

Yield and budgetary importance of the real estate tax: 
amount of city real estate tax yield and of the yield of other local 
taxes; importance of the real estate tax in the city budget and 
in other local budgets; importance of the real estate tax in total 
local revenue in Pittsburgh and in other large cities. 

Growth of taxes: growth of the city real estate tax and of 
other local taxes; major factors affecting growth of taxes. 

Delinquency of real estate taxes: amount and growth of 
city delinquent taxes and of delinquent taxes of other local units; 
budgetary significance of tax delinquency. 

Two appendices are included to show information that 
clarifies the data in the body of the text. In Appendix A the 
amounts of reported city receipts are classified as revenue and 
Don-revenue receipts, and the major items of Don-revenue re­
ceipts are shown and explained. In Appendix B the yield of the 
minor revenues is discussed briefly. 



CHAPTER 1 

City Real Estate Tax Rates in Pittsburgh 
Tax rates alone reveal little about tax burden. The tax bill 

is a product of rate and assessed value. Assessed value common­
ly differs somewhat-frequently very much-from market value. 
Even if the assessed values are reasonably consistent with imme­
diate market values, they may be economica11y unsound, for this' 
country has witnessed many periods of market insanity with re­
spect to real estate. 

Nothing les,s than a comprehensive survey of real estate 
values would make it possible to pass sound judgment on the 
values assessed for taxation. Such a survey would involve an 
exhaustive study of sales, rentals, uses of real estate, supply of 
land and of buildings suited for various uses, building costs, and 
depreciation and obsolescence of buildings. Moreover, it would 
involve a study of community and neighborhood changes, so that 
trends in public and private use of property could be taken into 
account. 

Changes in the totals of assessed valuations will be considered 
in Chapter 2; but, in the absence of the comprehensive data re­
quired to test assessed valuations, no attempt will be made in this 
study to weigh either the accuracy of assessed valuations or the 
magnitude of real estate tax burdens in Pittsburgh. Further­
more, no attempt will be made to compare rates in Pittsburgh 
with rates in other major cities. Such comparison would be a 
waste of time unless the assessed values in Pittsburgh could be 
compared with those in other cities. 

There is something to be gained, however, from an examina­
tion of tax rates in Pittsburgh. In the first place, the operation of 
the graded tax law in this city is widely misunderstood, and an 
examination of city rates and a consideration of their changes un­
der this system are steps toward an understanding of the graded 
tax system. In the second place, although there are substantial 
differences between valuations assessed by the city (for city 

(51 



6 REAL ESTATE TAX IN PITTSBURGH 

and school levies) and valuations assessed by the county (for 
the county levy), -the comparative growth of local rates has 
some rough meaning with respect to the growth of total local 
taxes. 

City Rate. under the Graded Taz Law 

The City of Pittsburgh levies its rates under the graded tax 
law, the rate on buildings being half the rate on land. In con­
trast; the Pittsburgh school district and the county levy uniform 

. rates on land and buildings. The contrast between city taxes and 
other taxes levied in the city may well be emphasized, for there 
is a prevalent misconception that the building rate in Pittsburgh 
is half the land rate. This ratio holds only with respect to the 
rates levied for city purposes. Inasmuch as the school rate and 
the county rate are uniform on land and buildings, the total local 
. rate on buildings is decidedly more than half that on land. 

The rate difference under the graded tax law was established 
by stages in the period 1914-1925 (Table 1). The building rate 
was 90 per cent of the land rate in 1914 and 1915, 80 per cent 
in the three years 19~6-1918, 70 per cent in the three years 1919-
1921, 60 per cent in the three years 1922-1924, and 50 per cent 
in 1925 and thereafter. In the years 1914, 1919, 1922, and 1925, 
the process of lowering the ratio of the building rate to the land 
rate· resulted in an actual reduction of the building rate. 
Throughout the period 1914-1930, the general effect was to 
prevent a rise in the building rate as great as the rise in the 
land rate. Conversely, of course, since total levies were in­
creasing, the graded tax law resulted in pushing the land tax 
rate upward much faster than it would have risen under a 
system of uniform rates. 

The highest point of the building rate was reached in -1921; 
the hlghest point of the land rate was not reached until 1930. 
In 1925, the first year of the full differential of the graded tax, 
the land rate was 119 per cent more than the last flat rate (levied 
in 1913); the building rate in 1925, however, exceeded the last 
flat rate by less than 10 per cent. In 1930 the land rate, at its 
highest point, exceeded the 1913 rate by 192 per cent; at the 
same time the rate on buildings was only 46 per cent above the 
1913 rate. 
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In the years 1931-1933 the graded tax law had an effect 
probably not expected by those whose support led to the adop­
tion of the law. Depression brought about reduction of city tax 
rates. Because the city building rate is unifonnly half the city 
land rate, the reduction (in mills) in city rates was only half 

Vear ... :; 
'9.4 

'915t 
1916 19.' ,9.1 
19.' 
'920 
1921 
1922 
192.1 

'92' 
'925 '9" 192' 
1921 
192' 

.950 
.92' 
'922 
.925 
'926 

TABLE 1 

Cit}' Real Bltata Tall: Rataa In Plttaburgh, 1913-19M· 

(Rat.. in Mm. per Donar of Aaoesoed Valuation) 

Clur Rate on 
Lo.d 

Clt.y Rate 08 
BullcUnp 

Pen:eataae Rauo: 
BuDdina Rate to Land Rate 

1.9 1.9 '00% 
9.' I." 90 

'0.2 9.11 90 
12.' to.08 80 
11.5 9.2 80 
.4.1 II.IS 80 
IS.' '0.99 70 

.'.0 1.1 . .1 70 
20.0 '6.0 70 
20.0 12.0 60 
20.0 12.0 60 
20.0 12.0 60 

'9.S 9.7S SO 
22.' .1.2 SO 
22.' 11.2 SO 
2S.0 12.5 50 
25.0 12.S SO 

26.0 '5.0 SO 
25.S '2.7S SO 
25.0 11.5 SO 
20.' 10.3 SO 
20.' 10." SO 

-"hi .91.t-IOSS from A...., ~ fill ''''' CIb a.mtlIw. PitUbuqb. 19.12. pp. ~': 
19M nt. froID. Cit,F CoauoU." Oftke. It" ..eatJall.O DO&e thai. \beee are"" dl.l' tau.. 
TIlt Idaool raw ..... t.be CDU.1Ur rate are IbowD la. Table 2-

tPrior to 1916 then wen eepuate lrriee for old: debt l1li uuaeadI areu. The ft. for the 
~ .911-19lS, thtftfon. are lbe I'&tIs la the old dlJ'. Dot fa the aauend areu.un baYiaa 
014......... Ia It16 &lid u-..n.. u. ... WIft 1IDif_ fal' &be wbole d". 

as great on huildings as on land. In that period the city tax 
rate on land was reduced 5.4 mi11s; in the same period the rate 
on buildings was reduced only 2.7 mills. In other words, when 
tax rates are being reduced the graded tax law favors vacant or 
less improved land. 

Weillafecl Auerage 01 City Rat .. 

No such thing as an average rate is levied, but the weighted 
average of city rates is of use as a means of judging the general 
growth of city taxes and as a means of seeing more clearly the 
unequal growth of land rate and building rate. 
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In the computation of the weighted average of city rates, 
the land rate is weighted according to the ratio of land valuation 
to total assessed value, and the building rate is weighted ac­
cording to the ratio of building valuation to total assessed value. 
The city rates are shown in Table 1 for each of the years 1913-
1934, i. e., for the last year of the flat rate and the whole period 
of the graded tax. In Table 5 the assessed value of land and 
the assessed value of buildings are expressed as percentages of 
total valuation for each of the years 1914-1934. These percent­
ages in Table 5 constitute the weights used in the computation of 
the weighted average of city rates. The method of computing 
the weighted average is illustrated by the following computation 
for 1933: The 1933 land rate was 20.6 mills, and the 1933 land 
valuation was 48.4 per cent of total valuation; the 1933 building 
rate was 10.3 mills, and the building valuation was 51.6 per cent 
of total valuation. The weighted average of 1933 rates, there­
fore, is 

(20.6X48.4) + (1O.3X51.6) 15.285 mills 
100 

The average so computed for each of the years 1914-1934 is 
shown in Table 2. 

CHART 1 
City Real Eatate Tax Ratea In Plttsburtb and the Weighted 

Average of City aa-. 1913-1934 
• (Data in Tables 1 and 2) 

• 

~ IOf-~ ~~---.:...~ 

r 
~ ~----+---------~--------~----------+--------1 
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TABLE :2 
Welahtecl Averalle of CItY Tal: Rate. In Pltt.burth In Comparison 

with the CItY School Rate and the CountY Rate 
1913-1934 

(Rat .. in Mill, per Dollar of Asseooed Valuation) 

Vear 
Weighted Averap 

of City Rate" c chool Rat.et County Ratet 

1913 ••• ••• 2.75 
191' •.• sa ••• 2.75 

1015 9.815 ••• 2.25 
1916 11.637 ••• 3.25 . 
1917 10.598 6 .• J.S 
1918 13.342 •. 5 ••• 1919 1.1.797 •. 5 ••• 
t92D 16.657 7.5 5.25 
1921 n."7' •. S 5.25 
1922 16.406 U.5 5.25 
1923 16.5840 U.S '.75 
192' 16.<166 U.S , •• 75 

1925 1S.1S1 U.S 6.375 
1926 17 .259 U.S 7.375 
1921 If .058 11.5 7.375 
1928 18.062 U.S 7.375 
1929 18.125 11.5 7 • .575 

19JO 19.f35 11.75 '.375 
1931 18.98' 11.75 8.375 
1932 17.089 11.75 8.375 
19JJ 1S.285 n.7S '.25 
I- 15.2" ".25 '.11S 

.-rb. two dtl' ratee are shOWll In Table I. For _eh year. the land rate II wft,bted. by the 
rat.lo of ... ...cl land valualion to tolal URIIIed valuation, and the buUdlncrate It weilbled 
by the hUO of IUItIRd buildlnl valuation \0 total URIIed valuation. Wdi:h1ed averqe 
[or lm,- U:DlaUve; .--meDt iDcomplete,. 

tseboal. rate 19U-I9.Jl from. A __ R.,rl·~ 1M 0'" OntlrwIhr, Pituburab. 1932. pp. 
M-61': .::boot rate. 19J4. (rom Ph,uburah Board of Public EdUCIltJOD. COUDt~ rate from 
AlieaheQ' County 8o&rd for "he A..eutnenl and RevisiOD of Tun; poor diatrid. rat.e DOl. 
lnduded. Tbe counly rate la only rouably comparable with the other ra\eL The COUll.., 
mUtli a diftt'ftnt UIIeIIIIlent. and \here are dillt'ftoeee ia. pI'O~ tued. BeraUIIt' of lhia 
lack of c::omparabilh~ •• couolidaUoD. oflhe I.bree rate. would aive an CITOQeDua lotalloc:al ..... 

For anyone year the weighted average of the city rates is 
. .. 

equal to a flat rate that would produce the same total levy as 
that produced by the two rates actua\ly levied. The change in 
this average since 1913, however, cannot safely be assumed to 
be the same as the change in a uniform rat.: would have been, 

because the shift to the graded tax appears to have influenced 
the total assessed valuation. (This point is considered in 
Chapter 2.) Moreover, this city average rat.: is not comparable 
with the /\at rate levied in any other city unless due allowance 
tan be made for differences in the extent to which asse sse II value 
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represents the fair value! Its comparability with the Pittsburgh 
school rate and with the Allegheny County rate will be considered 
presently. 

In Chart 1 the weighted average of the city rates is plotted 
for comparison with the city land rate and the city building rate. 
At the highest point....:.that in 1930-the average rate exceeded the 
1913 flat rate by about 118 per cent. The land rate at that time 
exceeded the 1913 rate by 192 per cent, but the building rate 
exceeded the 1913 rate by only 46 per cent. 

It will be noted in Chart 1 that for the earlier years of the 
period the curve representing the average rate rises sharply. 
much in conformity with the curve of the land rate. As the ratio 
of the building rate to the land rate was reduced, the influence 
of the building rate was materially increased, owing to the fact 
that assessed value of buildings grew much faster than assessed 
value of land (Table 4). In 1925 the rate ratio was fixed, but 
the relatively greater growth of the assessed value of buildings 
continued after 1925. Therefore, the curve representing the av­
erage rate has tended to be more and more like the curve repre­
senting the building rate. 

ArJerage City Rate in Comparuon with the 
School Rate and the County Rate 

The school rate, being levied on city valuation, is directly 
comparable with the city average rate. This is true both regard­
ing comparative levels and regarding growth. 

The county rate is not strictly comparable with the city 
rate and the school rate. The county assessment and the city 
assessment are made independently of each other. Some prop­
erty taxable by the county is not taxable by the city, and some 
--.-The moat wldelJ' elreuJated UIIe of the weipted aft!'ap eft,. rate tor Pitt. 
burgh 18 that In the anDual eomparUoD of tas rata of cltlel III the United 
Statel aDd Canada. prepared bJ' the Detroit Bureau of Municlpal Beeeareb. and 
published. with d18cnuioD b, C. B. Bightor. lD the NCltjoAaJ j{.~tJI BerietP. 
Mr. Rlghtor'a dlSCOniOD of e1t7 tu: rale8 In 1931 appeared ID the Deeember. 
1933 iNlUfl of thfl NalWnwl' .Il ... ~, Be'P4etD under the title "Comparative Tas 
Ratee for 284 Cities. 1933." In tbeee rate eomparUloDl there .. full reeognl­
lion of the wide "dift'ereneee among clrte.- with respeet to the ratio of &IIIe88ed 
'Yalue to true value. The Detroit Bureau of Municlpal Belleareb obtai... aD 
estimate of tbta ratio for each dt7; but. .. Mr. Rlgbtor readil, recop1~ 
these _tlmatM range all the wa, from mere buoch_ to reuoDablJ' lOuuu 
jud~eot. based 00 stud, of uJ_. ftntm. bulldlD« eoeu. and other facton 
relevaot to n.luation. Btl: purpoae appeara to be the laudable one of ma.ttDC 
the beet: eompartaoJQI pouible aDd at the DIlle time of eaeoo,..mC the im­
provement or data 80 that It ma, become poulble to make better comparlMml 
of dtte. lD term. or real alate tau.. 
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property taxable by the city is not taxable !ly the county. The 
valuations, therefore, are not -directly comparable. The net 
change in the county assessment of property within the' city 
since 1913, however, is roughly comparable with the net change 

. in the city assessment. From 1913 to 1930 the county valuation 
of property in Pittsburgh rose ·50 per cent; in that period city 
valuation rose 53.7 per cent. Within that period annual changes 
in values assessed by the county differed materially from Ghanges 
in city assessments. Therefore, annual changes in rates should 
be considered only roughly comparable. The net changes in rates 
during the long period since the flat city rate was abandoned, 
~owever, are more nearly comparable. 

The school rate, the county rate, and the weig1!ted average 
city rate reached their highest levels in 1930. The average city 
rate in 1930 exceeded the 1913 rate by 10.535 mills. From 1913 
to 1930 the school rate increased by 5.75 mills; the county rate 
in the city, by 5.625 mills. From 1930 to 1933 the city average 
rate fell 4.15 mills; the school rate was not change\l; the county 
rate within the city was reduced one-eighth of a mill. For 1934 

I 
I 

CHART J 
Wel&hted A ....... of City Tu aa_ In P1tt1bur.b In Compariaon 

wltb the School Rate and tb. County Rate, 1913-19,M 
(Data in Table 2) 
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the city rates. are the s.ame as. in 1933, but a change in the relation 
of building valuation and land valuation (Table 5) caus.ed a 
s.light lowering of the weighted average. The school rate for 
1934 is one-half of a mill lower than the 1933 rate; the county 
rate is one-eighth of a mi11lower. ' 

The average city rate, the school rate, and the county rate, 
shown in Table 2, are plotted in Chart 2. The three rates in­
creased very much in the period of war-time and post-war in­
flation, 1917-1920. The reduction in the city average in 1922 
was due to the reduction of the building rate that year-the 
gradual establishment of the graded tax law being still in process. 
In 1925 most of the reduction was due to the same factor, 
although there was a reduction of one-half of a mill in the land 
rate that year (Table 1). Between 1925 and 1930 the city average 
moved upward considerably. The school rate rose considerably 
in the period 1918-1922, remained at the 1922 level through 1929, 
was increased slightly in 1930, and was unchanged in the years 
1931-1933. Thus, in the eleven years 1923-1933 there was only 
a minor change in the school rate; but there was a small reduc­
tion in 1934. The county rate rose in the period 1915-1920, re­
mained unchanged in 1921 and 1922, declined in 1923, and then 
rose for three years. It stood at the 1926 level through 1929 
but was increased in 1930. It was reduced slightly in 1933 and 
1934. ' 

It is clear from Chart 2 that decidely the major part of the 
growth of local taxes took place during the war period and in 
the first two or three years after the war. Tax growth in that 
period will be more fully discussed in Chapter 4. • 

DiHerencea in Tcu: aa Related to DiHerencea in 
Degree ollmprouement 

Real estate parcels range in terms of improvement from 
vacant land to the most highly improved land. The city building 
rate being only half the city land rate, the amount of tax per 
dollar of assessed value is less as the degree of improvement in­
creases. For each parcel, the ratio of total tax to assessed val­
uation may be caIled the "parcel rate." The more important as­
sessed building valuation is in total valuation, the lower is the 
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parcel rate. This variation in parcel rate mllY be expressed in 
the form of a simple equation. Pes defined above, 

total taz 
parcel rate - total &BIelaed. valuation 

That is, in terms of the graded tax, 
e1 te land valuatioD X land rate bonding valuation X bonding rate 

parc ra - total nluatioD. + total valuatioD 

Therefore, 
parcel rate _ land valuation + X boUdlng rate 
land rata total valuation land "rate 

For a simpler algebraic form of the equation, assume that 
z - ratio of bundlng valuation to total valuation (pereentage) 
100., - :It - ratio of land valuation to total valuation 
k - ratio of buUdlng rate to laud rate (a CODl!ltant tor oue year) 
7 - ratio of parcel rate to land rate (J)8rC8Dtap) 

Substitution of these symbols in the last equation shown above 
gives 

)' - 100'" - z 010 kz, or 
)' - 100", - z (l - k) 

Two examples will illustrate how the taxes vary as the 
importance of building valuation in the total assessment varies.. 
The combined local tax rate on buildings for 1934 is 29.675 mills 
per dollar of assessed valuation, and the combined rate on land 
is 39.975 mills. (For purposes of the illustration, the disparity 
between city valuation and county valuation is ignored.) In 
terms of total tax rates, the 1934 value of "k" is about .74. With 
reference to a piece of real estate on which the buildings are 
assessed at 30 per cent of the total valuation of land and build­
ings, 

)' - 100,. - 80,. II - .'4) - 88.1,. lopproxImaWl)') 
That is, the parce1 rate is 92.6 per cent of the land rate, and the 
tax is 92.6 per cent of the tax on a piece of vacant land assessed 
at the same figure. With reference to a piece of real estate on 
which the buildings are assessed at 70" of the total valuation 
of land and buildings, 

)' - 100,. - 70,. II - • .,4) - 81.8,. 1 ___ ) 

That is, the parcel rate is 81.8 per cent of the land rate, and the 
tax is 81.8 per cent of the tax on a piece of vacant land assessed 
at the same total valuation. 

Three sets of values for this equation are plotted in Otart 
3. The lower of the three sloping lines represents the values in 
terms of the city rates alone, the city parcel rate ranging from 
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100% of the land rate to 50% of the land rate. These values 
hold in any year of the present graded tax. When the school 
rate and the county rate are considered, the values must be stated 
for each. year, for there is no fixed relation between the con­
solidated building rate and the consolidated land rate. The 

10 

CHART 3 
Dlfterences Among Parcel Rates· Under the Graded Real Eatate 

Tax in Pittsburgh 
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broken line in Chart 3 represents the variation of parcel rates 
in terms of the combination of city rates and the school rate in 
1933. The 1933 parcel rate,jn terms of city and school taxes 
combined, varied from 100% of the land rate to about 68% of 
the land rate. The double line represents the variation in terms 
of the combination of city, school, and county rates in 1933. 
In terms of the combination of all local rates, the 1933 parcel 
rate varied from 100% of the land rate to about 75% of the land 
rate. 

The marked difference between the upper sloping line and 
the lower one in Chart 3 shows clearly that the differential in 
favor of improved property is relatively much less in t~ of the 



TAX RATES . 15 

combined rates than it is in terms of the citi rates. And since 
the school rate and the county rate are not in any fixed relation 
to the city rates, the relative significance of the city graded tax 
differential in the total of local rates is likely to vary from year 
to year. In other words, application of the principle of the 
graded tax to a variable portion of the local tax cannot provide 
a consistent percentage of tax differential in favor of improved 
property. 

Caution Necessary in the Interpretation 01 Tax Rata 

Attention has been called to the fact that tax rates mean 
nothing unless they are construed with reference to assessed 
valuation. Since neither market value nor assessed valuation of 
real estate is subject to sudden violent changes, the relationship 
between the lwo ordinarily does not change greatly in a short 
time. From one year to the next, therefore, the change in rate 
usually represents approximately the change in the ratio of taxes 
to fair value. The significance of tax rates is so completely 
dependent on assessment, however. that the relationship should 
be reviewed briefly. 

<a> [flterpt'daliofl of TIJS Rat. LITle" 

• It is a very common assumption that difJ;erent tax rates in 
different communities mean different tax burdens. Likewise, it 
is a common assumption that uniformity of tax rate in a partic­
ular community means uniformity of tax burden. Neither as­
sumption will hold water. Mere tax rate levels do not show 
levels of tax burden. 

If assessed valuations in one taxing unit average SO per 
cent of fair value and those in another taxing unit average 15 
per cent of fair value, then 30 mills in the first community is no 
more burdensome. on the average; than 20 mills in the second. 
If both levy the same rate, the burden in the latter is SO per cent 
greater than that in the former. The rate alone, however. does 
not express tax burden in either community. The average ratio 
of the total tax to fair value is expressed by half the rate in the 
former and by three-fourths the rate in the latter. In brief. 
if assessed valuation is lower than fair value. tax rates over­
state tax burden: if assessed valuation is higher than fair value, 
tax rates understate tax burdea. Therefore, however important 
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intercommunity tax comparisons may be in an economic society' 
marked by intense regional competition, such comparisons cannot 
be made merely on the basis of tax rates. 

Within one taxing unit, equity would prevail (in so far as 
equity can prevail under a blanket ad valorem. tax) if all prop­
erties were assessed at the same proportion of fair value­
regardless of what that proportion might be. But the greatest 
evils of a property tax (or of any other tax) lie in the inequality 
of assessments. Assume two parcels of real estate of equal fair 
value, one being assessed 20 per cent lower than the average 
(regardless of what the average assessment ratio is), and the 
other 20 per cent above the average. Then the tax burden on 
the former is 20 per cent less than the average burden, and that 
on the latter is 20 per cent in excess of the average; and the bur­
den on the latter is 50 per cent greater than that on the former. 

Inequalities of assessment are far from being rare. They 
are so uniformly reyealed in' serious investigations of assess­
ments that· they must be called common.' Uniformity of tax 
rate, therefore, does not mean equality of tax burden. 

Under the Pittsburgh graded tax system, a sound inter­
pretation of tax rates cannot be based merely on the ratio of 
total assessed valuation to fair value. It is necessary to consider 
both the relationship of assessed land valuation to fair land value 
and th~ ratio of assessed building valuation to fair building 
value. For illustration, assume two parcels of identical descrip­
tion, the fair land value in each case being $4,000 and the fair 
building value $6,000. On a full assessment of fair land value 
and fair building value, the city' tax at 1934 rates would be 
$144.20 on each parcel. If the assessment had been $5,000 for 
land and $5,000 for the building on one parcel and $3,000 for 
land and $7,000 for the building on the other parcel, the city 
tax in 1934 would be $154.50 on the former and $133.90 on the 
latter. Although the total valuation of each parcel, $10,000, 
would have been fair total value, the city tax on one would have 
exceeded that on the other by more than 15 per cent. 

• Good OJUltratfontt will be tOODd In the lollowlDI' refereDeM: J'eo P. 
J'enaeD, Propm" TG4'Q.tjoft. '" 'he UtK'e4 B'atu (Cblcago: The UnlnnltJ' of 
Chicago Preas, 1931), Chapter XII; Roy G. Blakey and a.aoclatell, f'1Yd,w." 
Jl,,,ftaot. (Mlnoeapolll: The UnlvenUy of MIDDMOta Prea. 1932), Cbapter 
,.: Herbert D. 8lmpaoa. Ta. BacW aM YO .. ReforM ttl ClaloG4o (~=t 
Tbe Institute tor EcoDomle Reeearch. NorthwetrterD UDiversltJ'. 1930). 
1,. Cbapten IV-VII: Diehard W. NeleoD and Georae W. Mltehell. A ........ ' 01 
Real Bata'. 4" loVHJ OM Ot1uw ,IlWJ..WUferw Bfdt .. (Iowa Ciu: State 'Old­
venitI' 01 Iowa. Bureau ot BuallleBI ae.eucll, 1931). 
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(b) Interpretation of Changes in Tas Rates 
In considering changes in rates, it is necessary likewise to 

consider change in the adequacy of assessment. If assessments 
were kept at the same ratio to fair value, a change in rate would 
reflect accurately the change in tax burden. But changes in tax 
burden may occur without changes in rates; and, on the other 
hand, changes in rates may occur without any change in tax bur­
den. There is, therefore, no fixed relation between change in 
rate and change in tax burden. 

If for a period of several years rates were to remain un­
changed, a rise in the ratio of assessed valuation to fair value 
would cause an increase in tax burden. This ratio would rise 
with assessed valuations unchanged if fair value fell; it would 
rise when valuations were lowered if fair value fell faster; it 
would rise if assessed valuations were increased faster than fair 
value increased. On the other hand, with rates unchanged, a 
fall in the ratio of taxable valuation to fair value would reduce 
tax burden. The ratio would fall with valuations unchanged if 
fair value rose; it would fall with increasing valuations if fair 
value rose faster; it would fall with decreasing valuations if 
fair value fell less. 

In recent years, of course, tax rates generally increased until 
a halt was called because of the depression. -If assessed valua­
tions did not rise with fair value, the increase in tax burden was 
not in proportion to the increase in rates. If assessed valuations 
moved with fair value, the increase of rates reflected accurately 
the increase of burden. If assessed valuations were raised to a 
higher ratio of fair value, the burden increased faster than the 
rates. 

On improved property in Pittsburgh the amount of tax 
might change materially without any change in either tax rates 
or total assessed valuation. A change in the relation between 
land valuation and building valuation would produce such change 
in the amount of tax. For example: Assume a parce1 assessed at 
$20,000, half the total being land valuation and half being 
building valuation. The city tax on such parce1 in 1933 would 
have been $309. If the land valuation had been lowered to 
$1,000 and the building valuation raised to $13,000, there would 
have been a reduction in tax from $309 to $278.1G-a ten per 
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cent reduction. On the other hand, if the land valuation had 
been raised to $13,000 and the building valuation lowered to 
$7,000, the tax would have been raised from $309 to $339.90-
a ten per cent increase. 

In brief, tax rates alone do not show tax levels, either 
among communities or among properties in the same com­
munity. Since fair value usually changes slowly, change in 
rates gives an approximate measure of change in tax levels from 
one year to the next; but long-time changes in tax rates do not 
necessarily give an accurate indication of change in levels of 
tax burden. .Interpretation of either tax levels or tax changes 
must be based on both rates and assessed valuation~. In Pitts­
burgh neither levels nor changes may be interpreted without sep­
arate consideration of land valuation and building valuation. 



CHAPTER 2 

Assessed City Valuation of Taxable Real Estate· 
in Pittsburgh 

There are two sets of assessed values in Pittsburgk One 
is fixed by the city for city taxes and city school district taxes. 
The other is fixed by the county for county taxes. In this study, 
the primary interest is in the valuation assessed by the city. 

The Iud valuation, the building valuation, and the total 
valuation assessed by the city are shown in Table 3 for the years 
1914-1934. In Table 5, land valuation and building valuation are 
expressed as percentages of total for each of those years. Table 
4 shows the per cent net increase in valuations from 1914 to eacIt 
of the years 1915-1934. Valuations are plotted in the upper part 
of Chart 4; in the lower part of the chart, assessed value of land 
and assessed value of buildings are represented as percentages of 
total assessed value. 

Land values fell in 1915, were raised somewhat at the trien­
nial reappraisal for 1916, declined in each of the years 1917-1920. 
rose a little in 1921, but stood lower in 1921 than in 1914. Build­
ing valuations increased in every one of the years 1915-1921 and 
in the latter year totaled about 24 per cent more than in 1914. 
In 1925, the year in which the building rate was finally estab­
lished as half the land rate, and a year in which assessed valua­
tions represented a triennial reappraisal, the land valuation ex­
ceeded that of 1914 by 13.9 per cent; the building valuation in 
1925 was 56.5 per cent above the building total for 1914. In 
1931, the total of assessed land valuation, at the peak. exceeded 
that of 1914 by approximately $110 million, or 22.9 per cent; the 
total of assessed building valuation exceeded that of 1914 by 
$335 million, or 118.8 per cent. Thus in seventeen years the 
amount added to building valuation was more than three times 
the amount added to land valuation. 

(19) 
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In every year since 1914, except 1923, the assessed value of 
land has declined as a percentage of total assessed value, and the 
assessed value of buildings has increased as a percentage of 
total. In 1914 land valuation was 63 per cent of the total and 
building valuation 37 per cent. In 1933 land valuation was 48.4 
per cent of the total and building valuation 51.6 per cent; 1934 

,revisions (incomplete) have reduced land more than buildings. 

TABLE" 

ABa.a.ed City Valuation of Taxable Real Estate In Plttaburah 
1910-1934° 

- - Total 
V .... Land Valuation Buildinl ValuatiOD A8Ie8Ied ValuatloD 

1910 ---_._-_ ... -._._-_ .. _- • 151.236.965 
1911 ------ ---- 755,818.383 
1912 -_. __ .... _- _ .... _--_.- 749,619.410 
1913 $48ij·;is.;ii40 '282:060.8'. 

758.366.910 
1914 162.928.810 

1915 480,191,010 290.833.300 771.024.310 
1916 483,316,070 299,2.47,850 782.503.920 
1917 482,149,040 310,793,800 792 ,9'2 ,840 
1918 481,132,590 320."'38,820 802,571,4.0 
1919 480,131.130 325 ,839 ,600 806.020.730 

1920 419.850.740 334.658,8tO 814.507.550 
1921 .f8O.461.700 349,386,420 829.848,120 
1922 487,939,620 380,2.38,310 868,177 ,930 
1923 532,688.420 396 •• 76 ,380 928,864,800 
1914 530.675.130 420,482.780 951.157.910 

'1925 547,475,280 441,35.,840 988 ,830 ,120 
1926 5068,219,170 .f65,897,650 1,014.116.120 
1927; 554,616,950 505 ,396,600 1,060,013,550 
1928 573,738,300 535,lO.f.I40 1,108 .842 ,440 
192. 57.,589,080 562 ,017 ,070 1,136.606.150 

'.30 576,882,690 587,781.010 1,161,663.760 
1931 590,968,170 617,201.910 1,208,170,080 
1932 586,692,810 621,573.310 1.201,266,120 
1931 586,380.100 625 ,257,730 1,211.637,830 
193t 566,5M,17ot 61.,224,.f9Ot 1.180.8OI.66Ot 

-Data 191D-1931 from ...... .., Rqtwt O/Ille Cib COfIboller. PiUliburab. 1932, pp. 65-61 
Land valuatioD and building valuation. 191D-1913. DOt .parately report.ed. City nhaadoa 
distiDCt from COWILy valuatioD wiLbia the city, 

tPrelimiDary fiauteB frum. cu.y Boud of ~ ReviIloaI were atIU beIq made wbeD lheIe 
6aw'ee were furniMed. 

Valuation and the Graded Tcu: 

The fact ~hat building valuation has risen SO much faster 
than land valuation leads to an important question bearing upon 
the interpretation' of the graded tax. It is a common assumption 
of the market that tax differentials (e. g., on bonds) are eventual­
ly smoothed by differentials of capitalization, with the result that 
the absolute tax difference does not represent a differential of 
net burden on the basis of the new capitalization. The question 
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raised, therefore, is whether the graded tax differential in Pitts­
burgh has at least in part been capitalized and therefore at least 
in part wiped out as a current difference in burden. No final 

CHART' 
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answer to this question is possible with available data-probably 
not under any circumstances. Consideration of the probabilities, 
however, is an essential step in an attempt to deal with the Pitts­
burgh real estate tax. This consideration hinges about the follow­
ing factors: new building, transportation, rent and cost of build­
ing, and the change to the graded tax-none of which can be 
given more than tentative analysis here. 

(a) New Building 

The estimated cost of new buildings, as stated in the record 
of building permits, is the only direct clue to the value of new 
building construction. The aggregate permit value of new build­
ing (including alteration and extension of old buildings) in the 
period 1914-1932 was $464 million; at the level of building costs 
in 1932 (when 1933 valuations were fixed) the aggregate was 
$429 million (Table 6). 

TABLE' 

Per Cent Net Increaoe In the A .. e.oed City Valuation of Tuab1e 
Real Rotate In Pittobulllh from 191' to Each of the Y .... 

1915-1934 

(Based on Data in Table 3) 

Per Cent Increue from 1914 

Vear 
In Land Ia Bulldln. In Total 

Valuation Valuation ValuaUoa 

1915 0.1*% '.1% 1.1% 
1916 0.5 '.1 2.' 
1917 0.' 10.2 ,., 
1918 0.' 13.6 5.2 
19" 0.2- 15.5 5.6 

1920 O.Z· 18.d 6.1 
1921 0 .• - .... 1.1 
192' 1.5 .... 13.8 
192' 10.8 40.5 2l.' 
1926 10.' ".1 ".f 
1925 13.9 56.5 29.' 
1926 14.0 65.2 32.9 
1927 15.3 19.2 lO.' 
192. 19.3 89.7 .... 
192' 19.5 99.2 ".0 

.. 30 . 20.0 lOB." 52.7 
1931 22.9 118.8 58.' 
1932 22.0. 120.' 5 •. " 1933 21.9 121.1 .. .. 
1 ... 17.at 117.1f ... 1It 

""""""­ • 
tPrelimiDary. See Jut foot.Dote to Table 3. 
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TAB~B 5 

Ratio of Land Valuation and of BuDding Valuation to Total AAeued 
City Valuation In Plttaburllh, 191 .. 19340 

(Bued on Data in Table 3) 

Per Cent of Tota /Valuation 
v-

IAnd Valuation Bl1I1dJllI Valuation Total VaJaatioD. 

19.& 62,0,. 37 ,0,. 100,0,. 
1915 62,' 37,7 100,0 
1916 61.1 H,2 100.0. 
Jvn OIl,' 39.2 100.0 
19t1 00,1 39.9 100.0 
1919 59,' .0.' 100,0 

1.20 58,' " .1 100.0 
1921 n" 62,1 100.0 
1922 56,2 02,' 100.0 
19U 57 . .1 42.7 100.0 
I.U 15,1 ",2 100,0 

1925 15,' ",6 100.0 
1926 54.1 ",. 100.0 
1917 52,' ","7 100.0 
1921 51.' .. ,' 100.0 19>. 10,6 .... 100.0 

1910 ,",S IO.S 100.0 
I'll ",I 51.1 100.0 
I'" ",6 51., 100.0 
IOU .. ,. 51.6 100.0 " ... ... at 52.at 100.0 

This total value of building permits includes non-taxable as 
well as taxable buildings. The amount relating to non-taxable 
buildings erected in the period cannot be segregated in the avail­
able data; but it may be noted that the listed value of tax-exempt 
buildings in recent years has averaged somewhat more than 20 
per cent of the total listed value of taxable and exempt buildings.' 
If this proportion may be taken as a fair indication of the pro­
portion of exempt buildings in the permit total since 1914, the 
aggregate permit value (adjusted) of new taxable buildings 
rt:presented by these permits was about $343 million. Stated in 
round numbers, this amount is the same as the amount by which 
the building valuation was increased from 1914 to 1933. The exact 
comparison is sheer coincidence; the approximate equality, how­
ever, is surprising, for in the figures mentioned DO allowance has 
been made for depreciation. 
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What rate of deduction should be considered for deprecia­
tion, obsolescence, and other losses is problematical. Deprecia­
tion at an average of 1 per cent annually on the value of building 
permits (adjusted for change in building cost) is shown in Table 
6. If about 80 per cent of the permit value be assumed taxable, 
depreciation on taxable new building at 1 per cent would have 
been $30 million; at 1 ~ per cent, $45 million; at 2 per cent, $60 
million.10 ~ 

TABLE 6 

Value of BulldlnA Permits Iaaued In PlttaburAh, 1914-1931, 
and Depreciation at One Per Cent on New BuUdinA Value 

to the End of 1932 

(Amounts in Millions) 

Value of Adjusted Value DepredatiOD at I Per 
Vear Permiu I .. ued- 0( Permltst CeDi. to End or 193n 

1914 $ 18.2 • 29.8 • 5.' 
1915 .4.3 2.1.1 '.9 
1916 13.S 18.8 ••• 1917 11 . .1 1.1.0 2 .• 
1918 7.9 8.' 1.1 
1919 1'.7 13.0 1.7 

192. 16.1 11.0 1.3 
1921 23.' 21.1 2.' 
1922 35.2 32.0 '.2 
1923 33.1 27.2 2.' 
192' ".3 28.3 2.2 

1925 41.5 .... 2.' 
1926 ".8 35.9 2.2 
1927 37.1 31.5 1.6 
1928 40.2 33.5 ... 
1929 36.7 29.8 .. , 
1930 20.8 17.6 ••• 1931 13.1 U.8 •. 1 
1932 9 .• 9 .• 0 .• -- -- --
Total _.2 U29.1 $37.5 

. 

ep'rom the Bureau of Building Inspection, Cit!' of PilUInar'P. Both taabIe aad DOJI.tUable 
lIIduded. Alt.eraLiODl and addltiau included.. 

tAcUusted to 1932 left! of COIIt or buildiD' by appilcatJon of the index of the coil of tndJdIq 
in the Unlted. Stat.ea computed by the Federal Re.erve Bank 01 New York. 

Plat rate of ciepndatlon on original hue (ad)oat.ed value) from tbe bqhmlq of the )'aI' 
followiq that in which paml18 were illued to the ead of 1932. 

Buildings standing at the beginning of 1914 were assessed 
at $282 million. No certainty is possible regarding the extent to 
which these buildings had been marked down from new taxable 
value. If on a vacant plot of land a group of new buildings were 
constructed and thereafter other buildings were erected at a 

10 Statui of the buUdtDI'. Dot degree to wbJch lD1'1l8tment bu beeD amor­
tised. ... the OODeerJl of the aueuor. 
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value exactly equal to the deductions in value in the first group, 
in due course of time buildings would range from zero value to 
100 per cent of new value, and the average depreciation would 
approximate 50 per cent. Pittsburgh was growing at a moderate 
rate during the life of the buildings taxed in 1914, and new 
buildings had no doubt exceeded replacement. Moreover, as­
sessors commonly refuse to recognize complete disappearance of 
building valu¥ as long as the building is in use or is fit for. further 
use. 

Probably no great violence to fact would be done by the 
assumption that buildings assessed in 1914 were, on the average, 
approximately one-third depreciated. On this assumed basis, 

• straight-line depreciation would be computed on $423 mi11ion. 

Depreciation from this estimated base for the period 1914-
1932 would amount, at 1 per cent, to about $76 mi11ion; at 1~ 
per cent, to $114 mi11ion; at 2 per cent, to $152 mi11ion. Price 
appreciation, of course, was in some degree a counter to physical 
depreciation. The cost of building index (Table 7) was 66 
per cent higher in 1932 than in 1914. But among the build­
ings standing in 1914 many long ago ceased to be merchantable 
in a strict sense of responding to market prices on sound build­
ings. Probably after ample allowance for price appreciation 
there would remain (applying the rate of I, 1~, or 2 per cent) 
$SO million, $75 million, or $100 million of depreciation on the 
old buildings standing in 1914. 

With respect to old and new buildings, on the basis of the 
broad assumptions already stated, it looks as if depreciation at 
least within the range $80 mi11ion to $160 million would have 
occurred since the beginning of 1914. Of the $343 mimon of 
new buildings assumed to be taxable, this would leave from $183 
million to $263 mi11ion of net addition to value by new buildings 
constructed, with allowance for price change; but the increase 
in assessed valuation of buildings was $343 million. If it is true, 
as it appears, that, for one reason or another, depreciation bas 
been offset, then in effect building valuation bas been marked 
up more than it would bave been merely on account of new 
buildings and changes in cost of building. 

It is recognized that permits fn:quently show less than 
finished cost. In 1926 Joseph M. Gnlman estimated, on the 
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TABLE 7 

Ind""... of Selected Factors Meeting Value of Tuable Property ID 
Pittsburgh, 1914.1932· 

COII8OlIdated Tax Rate 
Genond Rmt. PlU.burll4 Coot of in Pittlburlhtt 
Busineee BUUdl.::f' 

Vear Plttsburllb Unit 
Dlatrlc:tt Sta ..... Land Dulldlnl' 

June Decem"... Rate Rate Avon .. 

1914 17.8 -- --- 70 .... 92¥ ".6 
19t5 87.3 -- -'- 72 87.9 ••• 89.' 
1916 102.6 ._-

iOO~o 
83 104.0 103." 103.9 

1917 100.0 -- 100 100.0 100.0 100.0 
1918 102.3 

iIi.5 
107.6 110 U9.0 118.2 118.6 

191' .... US.S 131 1201 •• 114.9 120.9 

1920 103.8 134.9 135.0 169 Ul.2 139.3 146.' 
1921 75.6 155.5 155.3 128 160.7 148.' 155.' 
1922 89.8 156.7 156.7 127 175.0 153.7 165.' 
1923 Ul .... 160.4 160.7 1.1 172.6 lSl.1 163.4 
1924 .... 171.8 172.1 U' 173.2 151.7 161.' 

,.25 106.4 175.2 175.2 U' 178.0 141.7 1M.' 
.926 112.4 175.4 175.0 101 196.5 160 .• 179.' 
1927 IOS.9 174.7 .74.4 U7 196.5 160.8 178.' 
.928 112.6 112 .• 171.6 138 208.9 167.' 1M.' 
'92' 124.9 168.3 167.1 1<2 ..... 167.8 .87.6 

1930 lOS.9 161.9 163.7 137 219.6 177.1 196.' 
1931 17.5 156.8 152 • .1 128 217.3 175.8 194.6 
'OJ. St.O 135.9 129 •• "" 205.' 169.1 185.2 

*For buslneeI index. 1917 awrap equal. 100; for Rnt Index. December, 1917 eqaall 100. 
for cost of building Indes. 1917 averqe equalt 100; for eacb of the three rate CIOIIeOlidaUoat. 
the 1917 combiGatioa equale 100. 

tNat adjuated for trend. The lon&-tena bUlineallndex vi the Bureaq of Budne. Rew:arda 
ill hued on component IIeris which were~·uted for trend. but t.ftDd for the CDmpolllte 
index hal been computed onlr for the linee 1919. WUbert G. Frfu. ?'"ie 'Tf'Yf14 oj 
Bui~ ix tile Nil"""'" DUtrict. ITTSBURGH BUSINESS REVIEW. December. 
1932'\ and' Fifty Yan of BtuUuD Aaiflil7 .. 1M PitIJ .... c. DUtria. PITTSBURGH 
BUS NESS UVIEW. October. 1933. Tread. fieurea 19.4-.911 were stlmated from the 
aeries 1919-1931 by IIUalPt.-Ilae extrapolatioa and applied to the adjuted .~ f • ............ 

:nJnited Stela Bureau of Labor Sta".'ca Reat =mpcaeat 01 tile iDda: of the CDIIt vi Uftq 
ill Pituburab-

*'Federal Reeerve Bank of New York. Tbe index II CDrn!DU,. comPUted oa the brde 1926 
equal8 100. Tbe on.uw iDde:I: beiq in rou.ad nwnben. the c::onven.ed inde& " .. ted I.J..kewi& 

ttBued au c:oneoUdat1cm of (8) IIChool rate. county rate. aDd cit,. land nte. (b) eebooI rate­
county rate. and city building rate. aud (c) ICbool rate, COUIlt,. rate. aDd 1ftiabted aYU"a118 
of dty rates. See Tabla 1 and 2. For considen.tJon of powtb. couolidatJoQ • aIIIUDed 10 
be ~bIe. alLboqb for any J'UI' the mneo'id.,e1 I"at.e wouIcl be erroaecn& 

basis of interviews with building contractors, that residential 
building permits in Pittsburgh represented about 70 per cent of 
finished cost.ll But it is true also that an appreciable part of 
finished cost represents waste attributable to whim or poor judg­
ment of the proprietor or to inefficiency or sharp bargaining of 
the contractor. At least to such extent, finished cost exceeds fair 
market value. Although net additions to new buildings might, 
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because of the understatement in permits, be raised somewhat 
, beyond the range indicated in the preceding paragraph, it appears 

quite doubtful that the amount 'should be raised much, if any. 
It seems clear, therefore, that after reasonable allowance for 

depreciation and other deductions and liberal allowance for 
change in the cost of building" there was a wide difference be­
tween net additions by construction and actual increase in build­
ing valuation. 

Part of the difference is attributable to annexation. ,Most 
of the annexations since 1914 were on the South Side. The 
Board of Assessors reported in 1931 that the assessed value 
brought into the city by South Side annexations from 1910 to 
1932 amounted to $62 million." The land valuation and the 
building valuation in this total were not separated, but in view 
of the considerable amount of vacant land remaining in that area, 
it is certain that building valuation in annexed territory could 
account for only the smaller part of the difference between total 
increase of building valuation and net additions to building valua­
tion by construction. There remains a very considerable differ­
ence to be accounted for. 

(b) Transportano" 

Within the period of the graded tax, the great change In' 

transportation has been the development of the large-scale use 
of the automobile and the truck and the related deVelopment of 
highways. Undoubtedly the automobile has made a much larger 
area easy of access, and. as a result, has shifted and scattered 
land value~specia1ly residential. But the area incorporated 
in the city (and therefore covered by city valuation) has expand­
ed since 1914 from 42 square miles to 54 square miles.11 Thus 
a very substantial portion of the extension of land value into 
areas formerly less accessible has been covered by annexation. 
III addition. the automobile. the bus, and the truck undoubtedly 
brought a larger trading area intO the orbit of Pittsburgh; and . ~ 

. this enlargement of the trading area would be supposed to have 
had Ii sustaining effect on land values in the commercial areas 
of the city. if not actually to have increased those values. For 

•• "'_ •• 1 ........ • , 1M ev, c.atNI .... Plttllbu...... lUI. P. 11 . 
.. __ ., tAo 0Itl/ _. PI_ 1831. .... 7. 
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these reasons it looks doubtful that highways and motor cars 
could have served materially, if at all, to retard the growth of 
the total land valuation in the city, however much they may have 
reshuffled neighborhood land values. Easier transportation may 
have contributed somewhat to the spread between land values 
and building values by encouraging building in areas formerly 
not built up. But new and desirable residential developments 
detract from both land value and building value in run-down 
sections while increasing building value and land value in the 
new areas." Thus the new development would not necessarily 
cause material change in the relationship between city-wide land 
valuation and city-wide building valuation. 

(c) Rent and Cost of Building 
The index of average rent in Pittsburgh computed by the 

United States Bureau of Labor Statistics is based mainly on rent 
for wage-earners' homes. But this city is so predominantly an 
industrial city that the index of average rents of wage-earners' 
homes is probably a reasonably good indicator of the change in 
the general level of rents over a long period. 

This index (Table 7) rose very fast after December, 1917 
(the beginning of the period for which it has been computed). 
The rise was sustained until June, 1926, when the index stood 
75.4 per, cent higher than in December, 1917. It seems probable 
that there was at least some advance in rent before the end of 
1917; for Pittsburgh and other steel centers received early stimu­
lus from the demands of warring powers in Europe, and our 
own national demand for war materials was pouring out in the 
latter part of 1917 .. " After 1926 there was moderate decline in 
the rent level, but in June, 1931 the index was still nearly 57 
per cent higher than in December, 1917; at the end of the dis­
astrous year 1932 it remained 29 per cent above the December, 
1917 level; the average of the June and December index num­
bers in 1932 was close to the average in 1920. It must be recog­
nized that rather large concessions from nominal rental rates 
--,-.. Tbe reference. ~t eonne, .. to developDumta e:rteDeI" eDOQgb to olfer 
competition for purcbaeen or renten who might otbenrl8e tate Ipaea ill the 
older quarten. 

15 On the IJWI.ft rille In pig Iron prodUdJOD to tht. dlstrld In 1915 and the 
all·t1me record production In thLe d .. trlet In 1916., .tee Wt1bert Q. FrIts. 
MOfIehltl' ProcfilctW. 01 P41 lrOfi .. the Pitf.hrgll D"'"",,,. '"4-''''' Pl'rl'S­
nURGH BUSINESS REVIEW. NoftlDber. 1933. P. 17: ud B. N. Montane. 
"he P41 1""" IndudrJl ... the Weaten! PtnMr'''.'''' GII4 BI6eJIG"f10 V.~ lH.­
_'. PI=SBUBGH BUSINESS RE\"IEW. April, 1832, Po 14. 



CHART 5 
Induel of Aloeloed Valuation In Pittsburgh and of Selected 

- Factora Retatine to AaoeBled Valuation· • 
(Valuation Indexeo Baaed on Table 3; Other Indexeo in Table 7) 
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WtOre being mad~ in 1932, and that the difficulties of co1\ecting 
~nt were' grave. Actual rent realization no doubt fe1\ further 
than this index fe1\. On the other hand, in the period after the 
war to 1926, rent realization probably rose faster than did the 
index because of a higher ratio of occupancy and less difficulty 
of co1\ection. Moreover, the index probably fa1\s short of regis­
tering the fu1\ rise of rental rates because it shows nothing prior 
to December, 1917. Therefore, while it is likely that the crash 
of income from investment properties was greater than the fa1\ 
of the index indicates, it is probably true also that the level from 
which the decline began was appreciably higher than the peak 
of the index indicates. 

The cost of building in the United States rose very rapidly 
from 1914 to 1920, and throughout the twenties it remained far 
higher than in 1914 (Table 7). Tlie course of building costs in 
Pittsburgh was probably much the same. The volume (adjusted 
value, Table 6) of building in Pittsburgh declined from 1914 to 
1918 and did not again exceed the 1914 volume until 1922. That 
is, competitive building for higher rents was slack for several 
years. Brisk building, once begun, continued through 1928, and 
the volume of building was still relatively high in 1929. More­
over, the volume of mortgage money made available was still 
relatively high in 1929.'8 In short, it appears that income on 
rental property remained adequate as an incentive to building­
and as an incentive to the financial institutions to provide money 
for building-practica1\y until the time of the crash in 1929. 

It is true that taxes rose a great deal during the period of 
rising rents, and the building cost index suggests that building 
maintenance costs were considerably higher during the twenties 
than before the war. The importance of these factors, however, 
a& deterrents to the rise of net rental, is often overstated. It is 
common to assume norma1\y a gross rent of at least 10 to 12 per 
cent as the rate necessary to cover taxes, depreciation, manage­
ment costs, and fair net retum. If half of the gross rental were 
required at a given time to pay taxes and other costs, a rise in 
gross rental would produce a rise in net rental unless taxes and 
other costs rose twice as fast relatively as gross rental rose. 
On this basis, a SO per cent rise in gross rental would sustain a 

16Theodore A. veeutra. Real ""flt. """woe: .. AlIep ..... Cov~ 
BWutCcGI Po",,,",_ PITTSBURGH BUSINESS REVIEW, October. 1832.. 
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100 per cent rise in taxes and other costs without impaim'lent of 
net return. It is reasonably clear from Table 7 anll Chart 5 
that the rise in the charges on gross rent were not such as to 
prevent a substantial rise in net rent. 

The higher level of rent and of building costs, relative to 
pre-war levels, would be supposed to have led to active recapital­
i~ation of real estate. Both '"the vigorous building activity of 
most of the twenties and the sustained volume of transfers and 
financing indicate that such recapitalization did occur. This> 
writeup of values in the market should help materially to explain 
the great increase in total> assessed valuation, but it does not 
throw light on the enormous spread between the increase of land 
valuation and the increase of building valuation. 

(d) Th. Chang, to the Graded Tax Systetth 
In considering the shift of tax burden under the graded 

tax law, one should keep in mind that this law was enacted only 
a short time after another major change had been made in the 
Pittsburgh real estate tax system. The year 1911 marked the 
repeal of the old classified real estate tax law, under which there 
were three tax rates. Under this older law, ''built-up'' property 
was taxable at the highest rate; "rural" property (which in­
cluded vacant portions of great estates in the .residential sections 
as well as outlying undeveloped land) was taxable at two-thirds 
of the highest rate; and "agricultural" land in the city was tar­
able at half of the highest rate. 

This favorable differential on land was abolished in 1911, 
and uniform taxation of all real estate was required, effective 
in 1912. Then in 1913 the present graded tax law was enacted, 
establishing a tax differential in favor of buildings. i.e., against 
land, to become effective gradually in the period 1914-1925. The 
graded tax system, therefore, was an utter reversal of the sys­
tem that> was effective through 1911-and vacant lands, pre­
viously taxed half or two-thirds as heavily as improved property, 
came to be taxed more heavily than improved property." 

It must be supposed that such a shift in the placement of 
taxes considerably affected land values in the market. The effect 
of the change in 1911 on land appraisals for taxes is not clear. 

It '"'" Im_ .. or tile -... hi 1811 IIu ___ oat .... _ 
"" ....... b.lr IIdwanI P. Dol ..... hi "A Crttlool '"'- or ___ or tile 
~tbbu1'Jrb, Graded. Tu La_:' ,...~ ....... -t I •• ~.ariera .... N~. 0/ PelIiHNI 
... .... s ...... VoL CZLTm. (""'Id Ipbte Mareb. INa) ... 1"'. 
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• Land and buildings were not taxed separately in 1912 and 1913, 
and valuations are not separated for those years. It may well 
be observed, however, that the total appraised value of taxable 
property was less in 1912 than in 1911 (Table 3). Part of the 
appraised value, it will be remembered, was taxable at a low rate 
in 1911; when it was all made ~llble at the full rate, the total 
appraisal fell somewhat. .. 

It has been shown that the conditions after 1914 were such 
as to lead to much higher total market value of rental property . 

. On the other hand, the placing of an increasing share of the tax 
on land (up to 1925) would be expected at least to retard the 
growth in the value of vacant land, if not to depress it; and, 
because of' the relatively slow tum-over of real estate, such effect 
in all probability would have extended to transfers and recapital­
izations for some time after 1925. Since vacant land and im­
proved land are bought and sold in the same' market, the market 
value placed on vacant land would affect the market value placed 
on improved land. In a period of equalization of local real estate 
investment values, a penalty on vac:.ant land would mean a pre­
mium on improved property. But the penalty on vacant land 
was also against land on which there were buildings. Hence it 
appears, that market conditions for a considerable time would 
have been such as to indicate a premium on buildings. 

In short, it appears that conditions in the transitional period 
were such as to result in (a> a sharply rising total'value of 
rental property, (b> retardation of the rise in land value,. and, 
therefor!!, (c) a premium valuation of buildings. If this con­
clusion appears to fly in the face of the orthodox maxim that 
residual value of real estate eventually rests in land, it must be 
observed, first, that the change in the Pittsburgh tax system was 
unusual, and, second, that it is generally assumed to be-orthodox 
to buy and sell subject to foreseen tax differentials. 

If it is true, as it appears to be, that part of the rise in build­
ing valuation, absolutely and in relation to land value, was direct­
ly an effect of the change in the tax system, then much of the 
real estate has been recapitalized. To whatever extent recapital­
ization has occurred, the graded tax has ceased to be a net dif­
ferential on present owners. 
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• 
Probable Fallacy in the Graded Taz 

The purpose of the graded tax, presumably, waS to place on 
land a larger share of the local tax. The justification for dis­
proportionate taxation of this sort was related to income on the 
land, i. e., to land rent.1. The method of taxing on the value 
basis, however, is such that l'!:obably it more or less defeats the 
purpose. • '. 

Property taxes in one form or another are very old. In the 
long history of legislation and litigation dealing with taxes on 
property, as applied among free peoples with developed systems' 
of private property, value has again and again been defined as 
price actually paid, 01' price that most probably would be paid, 
in an open competitive market by a willing buyer to a willing 
seller. In the modem commercial world, fair value of improved 
land has come to be thought of as intimately related to net return 
of the specific property considered or to net return of like prop­
erty. The value of vacant land is judged in terms of net return 
on land already improved and in terms of prospective demand for 
additional land for improvement. 

If the taxes on land are increased more than land income (or 
expectation of income), that is, if the tax actually absorbs more 
of the rent, the investment value of the land will be reduced, 
and, presumably, the assessed valuation will be reduced. But 
absorption of a larger part of the rent by taxes will not of itself 
reduce the gross annual rent, and reduction df assessed valuation, 
other' things remaining the same. will increase the net return. 
There will be adjustments, upward and downward, of investment 
value and of assessed value until there is reached a capitalization 
in which allowance is made for the tax differential. Subsequent 
change in the relationship of taxes and rent will lead to another 
capitalization. There will be no consistency of relation between 
assessed valuation and rent. In other words,' the graded tax, 
reaDy meant to be a classified property income tax, affects the 
valuation and, therefore, tends more or less to defeat itself. 



CHAPTER 3 

Yield and Budgetary IInportance of the City 
Real Estate Tcul'in Pittsburgh 

During the calendar year 1933 the city collected $15,261,000 
of real estate tax (Table 8). The largest amount received in one 
year-that in 1930-was over $21,686,000. The pronounced de­
cline in yield between 1930 and 1933 was due to the combined 
effect of reduction of rates and increase of delinquency (Tables 
1 and 22). 

Current and Delinquent Taz Collection. 

The amount of real estate taxes collected is in part the yield 
of current levies and in part the delayed yield of taxes levied in 
previous years. Tax delinquency will be considered in Chapter 
5, but the distinction between yield of current taxes and yield of 
delinquent taxes should be noted here. In 1930, when the largest 
amount of real estate tax revenue was collected, the amount of 
current taxes was $20,246,623 and that of delinquent taxes from 
prior years'· was $1,439,814 (Table 8). The latter amount was 
6.6 per cent of the total in 1930; in 1933 the delinquent taxes 
from prior years were 10.4 per cent of the total (Table 21). The 
percentage of total collections consisting of delinquent taxes from 
prior years varies more or less, the highest proportion in the 
period 1915-1932 being 9.1 per cent (in 1916), and the lowest 
being 4.5 percent (in 1922). Current taxes in that period ranged 
between 90.9 per cent and 95.5 per cent of total real estate taxes 
received for city purposes. In school tax collections, the per­
centage derived from delinquent taxes of prior years is not very 
different from the city percentage (Table 21). The county per­
centage is usually larger, but it should be noted that the county 
penalty dates are different. (See Chapter 5.) 

t9 This doea Dot represent total eoilectlOD of delinquent tana. Taxa whleIJ 
beeome dellDqueat durlng the par but are pal4 before the and of the ,..,. aN 
IDduded III the eolleettoB of eurreot tasea dDl'lDa the TelloI'. Bee Table 26. 

(34 ) 
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TABU B 

City Real Eltate Tau: Collectlcmo, Pittsburgh, 1915·1933' 

""'" Cunen. Prom LevI" of Total 
Voor Levy Prior Yean CoUectJODl 

1915 • ',017 ,24<1 • 686,990 • 7,704,236 
1916 8.240,246 829,541 9,069.787 
1917 7,605,57.5 729,0150 8.335.023 
1918 9,712,705 .. 591,003 10.303.708 
19Ut 10,220,622 758,271 10.918,900 

1920 12,587,655 733,041 13.320.696 
1921 U,t86.303 667.240 14,153,543 
1922 13.169.688 615,352 13.78S.CMO 
.923 .4.286,025 845.286 lS,Ul,31l 
.92& 14.688,486 832,IG 15,320,626 

1925 13,890,755 880,800 ",771.555 
1926 16,048.3017 825,601 16.873.949 
1917 16.596.945 9:n,653 17 .518,598 
1928 19,143,005 930,979 20,073,9840 
1929 19.295,.s.so 1.214.779 30,510,129 

1930 20.246.62.1 1.a9,8.4 21.68d.~" 
1931 19.520,707 1.295,687 20.816.394 
1932 16.232.075 1,535,965 17 ,768.OJB 
193.1 U.672.7 • 1,581,100 15.261 •• 

. • Amounta 19.5-1932 from. d __ RfItwI III 1M o;c,~. Pi&taburab. 19J3 cia • 
from .... C1 ... CoIlIrOll ..... .-

Yield 01 the City To on Land ernd 01 Thert on Buildin,. 
Under a system of uniform rates, the yield of the tax on 

land and the yield of the tax on buildings would be in the same 
proportion as land valuation and building valuation (except that 
delinquency might introduce some difference). Under the graded 
tax plan, there were periodic changes in the ratio of the building 
rate to the land rate in Pittsburgh during the period 1914-1925, 
and in 1925 and thereafter the city building rate was half the city 
land rate. Consequently. yield cannot be assumed to have been 
proportional to valuation. 

Collections from the current tax on land and from that on 
buildings are shown separately in the published city reports only 
for the years 1918-1930. During the period 1918-1925. the graded 
tax differential was still in process of being established, by stages.. 
In 1918 the building rate was 80 per cent of the land rate; in 
1919 the ratio was changed to 70 per cent; in 1922, to 60 per 
cent; in 1925, to SO per cent (Table 1). Land valuation and 
building valuation, however, were advancing at unequal pace 
(Table 4 and Chart 4) ; Uld the change in the comparative yield 
of the two taxes was affected by changes in both rates and valua­
tions. With annual variations the yield of the land tax grew 
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faster than the building tax total from 1918 to 1925. In 1918 
the land tax was 65.4 per cent of the total received from levies 
of that year; in 1925, it was 71.6 per cent (Table 9). From 
1925 to 1930 the building tax rate was fixed at half the land rate, 
but the total of building valuations advanced considerably faster 
than the total of land valuations. In that period the aggregate 
building tax increased faster than the aggregate land tax, ad­
vancing from 28.4 per cent of the total to 33.0 per cent. 

For the whole period 1918-1930, the smaller increase in the 
building rate was almost wholly offset by the larger increase in 

. total building valuations. The proportions of the land tax and 
the building tax in the 1930 total were almost the same as in the 
1920 total. That the gain in the building tax total in those years 
was relatively about the same as the gain in the land tax total 
does not mean, of course, that in 1930 the burden on buildings 
was as great in proportion to the burden on land as it was in 
1920. The city rate on buildings in 1920 was 70 per cent of the 
city land rate; in 1930, it was 50 per cent. 

TABLE 9 

Collections of Current City Levies on Land and on BuUd1ngl 
In P1ttaburah, 1918-1930· 

From Current From Current Tu: 
Tu: on Land ODBuildin&I 

Total frenD 
Year CarreDt To 

Per CeDt Per Cent 
Amount 01 Total Amount 01 Total 

1918 • 6,351,070 65.<" $3 ,361.6J.I 30.6% • 9.112.7IN 
1919 6,926,318 67.8 .1.294,30& 32.2: 10,220,622 
1920 8,450,408 67.t .,137,247 32.9 12,587,655 
1921 8.943,562 .... 4,542,74. 33.7 13,486,303 
1922 9,02.,139 ... S ".145,549 31.5 13,169,688 
192. 9,893,593 .... 4,392,4..32 30.7 14,286.025 
"24 9.8U.,OJI .... 4.614,.s4 31.8 ".4.&1,486 

1925 9,942,322 71.6 3,948,433 28.4 1.1,890.755 
1926 II ,336,0701 70." ".712,27" 29.' 16.CM8.347 
1927 11,'70,998 ".1 5,125,947 30 .• 16.596.M5 
1928 13,259,748 .... 5,883,258 30.7 19,14..1,005 
1929 13,09f,116 67.9 6.201.2.U 30.1 19.295 • .J.50 
1030 13.570,509 67.0 6,676,11' 33.0 JO,J.66,Q.1 

.l0III AI .... R..,tJ.I 1M Cil7 eo.troIJw. Pltubaqb. for yean.JaowD. Data aot pubIiIbed 
far ot.ber)"aft. Dellaqueac. t.u coUecdou aot ., dlrided III pablilhed report&, 
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City Real E.tate TalCe. in Relation to" Total Local 
Real E.tate TalCe. in the City 

In addition to the city tax, the tax for the school district and 
that for the county are levied on real estate in Pittsburgh. In 
1930 the city received $21,686,000 (Table 8) and the school dis­
trict received $12,862,000 (Table 10). County collections within 
the city are not separately reported but may be approximated by 
allocation in proportion to assessed value of taxable real' estate. 
In 1930 the county received $14,400,000, not including the poor 
district tax, which is levied only outside Pittsburgh (Table 11). 
The county valuation of real estate within the city that year was 

TABLE 10 

Real. Batate Tu ColIectlona of the PittaburaJa School D1ltr1ct 
1915-1933* 

....... .......Le¥I .. T .... v_ Current LeY)' 01 PrIory .... COU_ 

1915 • '.OSt.n, • "',," • •• 4.,6.l6I • 
1916 ,,2tS,"' SOS.SIM '.'4,.541 
19.7 '.311.02, .117,270 4,698,296 
ml '.760.512 .u6,029 5.016.561 

.91' •• an.MI 1S1.9U . 1.216,02' 
1920 ',711,&89 317.266 6.enl,755 
I'll 6.S,",.619 269,483 6,116.102 
1922 9,219.l5S 282.689 9,502,CM& 
IOU ',12I.W '70,050 10 • .191.412 

192& 10,'16," stSlDa 10.691.491 
1925 10,589,622 543,100 II ,IlJ ,712 
1926 10,'''.5.1 561,669 11,315.250 
1921 U ,029,211 6t7,.626 1l.6M.6.W 
1 ... 11.61.s,5J1 615._ 12.291.6.16 

1'29 11.809.0" 75t,4" 11,5M,to! 

I"" 12,004,520 157.779 12,162,:199 

I'" lI,9a9,OJD l.eM7,t98 13,036,521 
19J2 ll.062.350 997.661 11,060,019 
IOU 10 • .171.165 1.IOS • .sU 11 ..... ''" 

. -.....ou •• IllS-lUI ftoIa DQbUebed ftPOIII elf &be ..... aI PIlbIIc: .......... ..~ 
lOUda .. __ .... _ ............. 

61.4 per cent of total county valuation, and county collections of 
the real estate tax within the city in 1930 may be estinaated at 
about $8,840,000. The amount of the city real estate tax in 1930 
was a little less than the sum of the city school district tax and 
the city share of the county real estate tax, or, in other words, 
about half the total in the city area. Since 1930 the city rate has 
been cut from 26 mills to 20.6 mills on land and from 13 mills 
lo 10.3 mills on buildings (Table 1). The school rate for 1934 
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is only one-half of a mill less than that for 1930; the county rate 
is one-fourth of a mill less (Table 2). The city levy for 1934, 
therefore, is much less than half the total levy in the city area. 

TABLE 11 

Real Eatate Tn Collections of Allegheny County, 1915-1933* 

From From Levietl Total 
Vear Current. Levy of Prior Year.t Collectiont 

1915 • 2.147,392 • 422,866 • 2,570,258 
1916 3,196.822 311,612 3.508.434. 
1917 3.543.404 529.347 4,072,751 
1918 4,136,370 488,748 4.625.118 

1919 4,410,077 624.766 5,034.843 
1920 5,846.479 560,889 6.407.368 
1921 6.032.782 714,041 6,746,823 
1922 6,188.129 683,538 6.871,667 
192. 5,823,537 787,670 6.6U,20? 

192. 6.t07,21' 572.270 6.619.484 
1025 8,846,902 821,617 9.668.519 
192. 10,364.204 997.366 11.361,570 
1927 10,759.04. 1,032,677 11 ,791.118 
1928 10,905,600 1.372.984 12,218.586 

192. 11,244.424 I.W.l19 12.712.743 
1930 12.861.173 1,500,502 14.362,275 

-1931 12,570,173 1.384,963 13.955.136 
1932 11.100,245 910.368 12,010,613 
1933 10,476 .• 678 1.229.669 11.706",7 

-Amount. 191$-1932 from published reporU of the Controller of AIIeaheIv' Cowlty; 1933 data 
from the Controller'. office. • 

tcollectfoDII reported from the "Om doc:tet." are Included. See 8eCODd f~DDle to Table 24. 

Budgetary Importance 01 the City Real E.tate Tall 
in Pitt-burgh 

In order to see the budgetary importance of the real estate 
tax, it is necessary to compare the yield of that tax with the yield 
of other revenues. The financial reports of the city, however, 
do not show a classification of items known as "revenues"; they 
show "receipts." In Appendix A, the method of classifying re­
ceipts into revenues and non-revenue receipts is discussed. We 
are concerned here only with revenues (Table 12). 

In 1932 the real estate tax produced 75.6 per cent of city 
revenues from all sources, water service included (Table 13). 
III 1915 the corresponding percentage was 61.9; by 1923 it had 
risen to 75.7. The percentage was a little lower in the period 
1924-1927, but in the period 1928-1932 more than 75 per cent 
of the revenue total was from this source. 
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TABLE 12 
City Real Eltate Tn CoUecdonl. Other General Budllet Revenue, 

and Water Service Revenue. Pittobul'llh. 1915-1932* 

• General Budpt. R.eveDue 
Gnand 

Year W ..... Total City 
Other General Total Geaeral RoveDuoS Revenue 

ReallIIotale Bllda:et BudKet 
Tut Revenues: Revenue 

1915 • 7.704,236 12,025,661 • 0,729,897 '2.709.957 $12 • .fJ9,854 
J916 ',069.788' 1.989,010 11,058,798 2.359,967 13.4.8,765 
1917 8,335,022 2.193.415 10,528,437 2.362.850 12.891.287 
1918 10,303.707 2,210,'92 12,5' •• 499 2,501,956 15.016.0155 
IPIP 10.97',900 1.757,30' 12.736,204 2.687.638 15.423.842 

1920 U,J20.696 2."9,044 15.769.740 2.869,51d 18,639.256 
1921 1".15.1,543 2.531,924 16.685.467 2.682,028 19.367,"5 
1922 U,78S.040 2.517.159 16,302,.99 2.752,064 19.054.263 
192.1 15,131.311 2,176,607 17,307,918 2,687,110 19,995,088 
1924. 15 .320,626 2,638,095 17 ,958.721 2,770.371 20.729.092 

1925 14.771.555 2.&78,881 17.650.430 2.733,195 20.383.631 
1926 16.&73.949 2.880.662 19.75t.tll 2.885.252 22.639.663 
1927 17.518.591 3.588.179 21.106.777 2.840.459 2l.N7.236 
1921 20.073.98t .1.526.311 23.600,297 2,86O.72t 26.0661,021 
1929 20,510.129 ".338,357 23 ..... _ 2.,979,462 26.127.928 

1m 21."6.'" 3,"1,076 25.177.513 .s.280.t33 28.457.9" 
1931 20,116.39' 2,636.731 23,45.1,125 .s,261.186 26.71t.311 
1m n.761,OJI 2.781.275 20,556.313 2.938.176 2.J.4-M.189 

39 

IICompilecl froID A •• ..., R".." td tIw ca,o CIMIrolItr. Plttabuqh, for ran coverecI. The 
bam for cIa.6caUon of reportecl "recdp"," into "nvuu." ancl "1lOD-leVeIlIle n:c:eipg" 
lI...wood In Aopeodlz A. 

tlDClad. delblQueD.t tanI but DOl peDalt)o aDd mten!lt OD dellaQueat tuee. • 
ISM footnote below n:prdlna the lru:omoletea_ of ~tIoll. "Geaeral Bud.pt. ReftIlae' 
Incladel all revenue except walei' Itl"Vlce ftQeipu. Mlaor patnl revea.DtII comprieiq &bit 
Ilem "0Lher GuenI Budpt R.eveau." ue cn.cu..d in Appendia B. 

The revenue total on which these percentages are based in­
cludes receipts from the water service. The water system. how­
ever. is usually thought of as a business enterprise. outside the 
category of ordinary governmental functions. Municipalities 
generally do not use the real estate tax for the support of the 
water service (nor for the support of other major public service 
enterprises). A more instructive view of the budgetary impo~ 
tance of the real estate tax, therefore. may be obtained from a 
consideration of revenues exclusive of the water service receipts. 
The total. exclusive of water revenues, will, for c:onvenience. bf 
called "general bUdget revenue.· ... 

•• 1Il .... publlabed _dol _ or _ ClU CoBtI'oU ... __ 
D4 wban. .. 4 laDdlnp are el·"'''"' AI ''Publle Ilel'Ttce eDterprt-. II Tbla 
elUllfteattOll t. eota&letebt with that \UIf!d by the Burau ot the 0euaL III 
the PlttabUf1fb data. boweftl'. tbeae Items ..... DOt to be .. DeU'Q- IeCI"lPted 
from tbe ordlllU7 IOftl"DDl.atal buclct't •• la the water I171item.. SlDt'e the 
ftD&D.dal report8 of the eit:f' abow DO d&atl1lct ..... ter tnad. It I. DOt poasIble ta 
eII~ a ~.te .......... dOll of l'eftD._ .ttributable to tbe water ..-.t_ 
ttl.... WD&o tv u:ampt.. DO alloatloa of IDtereet eaJ'1Md. But the ~t 
purpoM Sa to 'tIew the QProzlIIlate lIDportaDce of the ~ eRate to: lD the 
total of paeral b'Q4aet ""IUMS. Pol' this P1lI'pOee. It .. IDOI"e ac:cvata tD 
eUmlu.te ldeD.dAable water ,.,....... 'l"be nmaiDIDC ...... wID Ml __ 
.no. 4II:tort1Ga .. tile etac-t of PMdl IMacIeet ... , ... . 
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In 1932 real estate tax collections were 86.4 per cent of gen­
eral budget revenues; the aggregate of special assessments, 
licenses, permits, franchises, rents, interest, fines and other pen­
alties, grants and donations, and all other minor general budget 
revenues amounted to 13.6 per cent of the revenues applicable 
to the general city budget (Table 13). In 1915 the real estate 

TABLE IS 

Per Cent of City Revenue from the Real &emt. To ..... from Oth .. 
80_ Plttaburgh, 19I5-193l 

(Based on Table 12) 

Per Cent of Genera1 
Budset Revenue Per Cent of Grand Total Cit,. Reveaue 

Year ... 
Other Total Other Graad - General General - Genera1 w .... Total -.. BudEd. Budcet -... Budget - Cit. 

Tu Revenue Revenue T .. Revenue ...en .. ........ 
1915 79.2')1, 20.8')1, 100.0% .1.9')1, 1'.3')1, 21.8')1, 100.0% 
1916 82.0 18.0 100.0 67.6 te.' 17.' 100.0 
1917 79.' 20.8 100.0 ".7 17.0 18.3 100.0 
1918 82.3 17.1 100.0 .... 14.7 16.1 100.0 
1919 .... 13.8 100.0 71.2 11.4 n.' 100.0 

1920 ".5 15.5 100.0 71.5 13.1 15.4 I<ID.O 
1921 ".8 15.2 100.0 73.1 13.1 13.8 100.0 
192. .... ts .• 100.0 72.' 13.2 14.4 100.0 
192. 87.4 12.6 100.0 75.7 10.9 13." 100.0 
192' 85.3 1'.7 100.0 73.9 12.7 13 •• 100.0 

1925 ".7 US.3 100.0 72.5 14 •. 1 13.' UJO.O 
192. , , 85.' .4.6 100.0 74.5 12.7 12 •• 100.0 
1927 ".0 17.0 100.0 73.1 15.0 11.9 100.0 
1928 85.1 14.9 100.0 75.9 13.3 10.' 100.0 
1929 ".0 1'.0 100.0 7'.5 12.' 11.1 100.0 

1930 ".1 13.9 100.0 76.2 12.3 11.5 100.0 
1931 ".8 JI.2 100.0 77.9 ,., 12.2 100.0 
1932 .... 13.6 100.0 75.6 U., 12.5 100.0 

tax produced 79.2 per cent of the total; it was within the range 
83.0 per cent to 88.8 per ~nt during the period 1919-1932. These 
percentages for the period 1915-1932 are plotted in Chart 6. The 
close relationship between the real estate tax and the budget is 
obvious. The relative smallness of every other class of revenues 
may be seen by reference to Appendix B. 

Importance 01 the General Property Ta1t in Combined 
Local Rer1enue. in Pitt. burgh and in 

Other Leading Citie. 
The tax on real estate has about the same outstanding im­

portance in the revenues of the Pittsburgh school district as it has 
in the general budget revenues of the city. Of the county reve-
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nues. the real estab, tax provides roughly two-thirds. 'The im­
portance of this tax in the total of a1lloca1 revenues may be seen 
by reference to data compiled by the Federal government. 

CHART 6 
Real Eetate Taz Revenue and Other General Budaet llevenue 

of the CltJ of Pltteburah. 1915-1932 
(Data in Tabl .. 12 and 13) 

30 
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-' 

25 
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Inlts financial reports of cities the United States Bureau of 
the Census presents consolidated local data for all cities having a 
population of 300,000 or more. Various degrees of governmental 
consolidation are found among these cities, and it is necessary 
to consolidate local data to attain, comparability." 

In Table '14 the percentage ratio of general property tax 
revenues to total revenues in 1919 and in 1930 is shown for Pitts­
burgh and for all other cities in the United States having a popq­
lation of more than '300,000. Of the consolidated total revenue 
of the city corporation of Pittsburgh (including public service 
enterprises), the Pittsburgh school district, and the citY portion 
of the county revenues, 76.4 per cent was derived from' the gen­
eral property tax in 1919 and 80.8 per cent iii 1930. Of the total 
exclusive of public service enterprises, 84.9 per cent was general 
property tax in 1919 and 86.0 per cent in 1930. . 
• What is called "general property tax" in the consolidated 
'Pittsburgh total is mainly real estate tax, but it includes an 
allocated city portion of the personal property tax collected by 
the county. The amount of the county personal property tax 
allocated in proportion to the real estate valuation in 1930 was 
about 3 per cent of the consolidated total," exclusive of public 

t.l Approximate only, for division of actl'tttlea: UMI reaponlfbwttee betweeJJ 
state and ~ loeal goverDllleDt t. not un1form BDlOD&' the statel. The "vera) 
classes of tasing districts In the major e:ltiea: are .bOWD In 'WuJflCfcJI SlGU6Uu 
01 OU*. 1930, pp. 171-114. In five of the twenty-8ve dtles baving a popu­
lation of 300.000 or more. the city corporation t. the only local taxing 41str1et; 
these five cities are New York, Baltimore, Boston. San J"ranef.fto. aDd Wash­
ington, D. C. In New Orleans only the levee dtetrlct 18 .separate from the 
city. Philadelphia haa a separate school district and • poor district, the 
remnant of the old county organisation being carried OD the COD80lIdated elt,."· 
eouaty tu: budget. In at. Loull there II DO dhrttnct COODty government. bat 
the school district f. distinct from the cltJ' corporation. In each of lbe fol­
lOwing cities the count, government remalDS. but lbe only other local unit .. 
the cttJ' corporation. which Includes the scbool lllyatem: Detroit. Hilwautee. 
Buffalo. MlnneapoUs. Newark. Rochester. lerse, City. and Louisville. CountJ'. 
city, and schoollll are separate In Chicago. Loll Angelett, Cleveland. Plttebor«h. 
Clneinnatl. KaDBU City (Mo.). Seattle, IndlaDapoUs, and Portland. In addi­
tion to these three unlta. bowever. Chicago h .. three other dtllltrl~park 
district, I!Ianltary district. and forest preserve; Clevelalld, a park dlatrtet; 
Seattle, a port dlllJtr:lct; 1'0rtlaDd, a port district. The C8n.ma cl8Judftcatlon of 
districts Is on the bula of power to levy tues. The admlnl.uatlve orlllnlsa­
tlon and the maae of joint arrangements In these metropolitan.,... til otteo 
bamlng. See The Gooemmfmt 01 JldroJ)oU'afi .tr"~:a the Committee on 
Metropolitan Government of the National Municipal e (New York: Na­
tional Municipal League, 1930). 

sa Tbe conBOlkJated Pittsburgh reftOne total, ncept public aervtl!e eal'll­
tnp, was ,54,117,556 in 1930. United Statea Bureau of the Ceneu •. I'lnaf1Cf41 
BtatWfw O!s~'!:i 1930, p. 172. Connty penonal propertJ' tas tota1ed $2.677,-
466' and valttatiOD of tuable real eetate In the city wu '1.093 
mlliloDB of the COUDty total of $1,781 mlllloD8. COfierollw', 10,. A ....... 4. ~ 
JlorC, AllegbenJ' CountJ', 1930, page8 11S7 and 228. Thu the UIIIM88d value of 
real estate In the city wu 61.4 per cent of the counq tota1: 81.4 per eea.t of 
the COUDtJ' penow property tas eolleetloDl amountecr to .... ewhat more to. ~ 
$1.6 mtlUons, or roughl, 3 per eea.t of the amount Nt up b,. the Borau of 
the Ceuna .. the eGD80lJdated rweaue total tor Plttlbuqb.. 
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TABLE 1. 

Per Cent of CoDlblned Local Revenue from the General Property Ta, 
Major American C1t1ea, 1919 and 1930' 

. 

PI!!' Cent of Grand • Per Cent of Total Except 
Total Loca1 Revenue Public Service Ent.erpriau 

City , . 
1919 •• 30 1919 .930 

. New York. N. Y _____ 73.0% 66.2% 78 .• % 70.2% 
Chlca!.l' ilL. . 56.0 50.9 6t.6 55.1 

• PhU. elphla. Pa. ___ . 67.2 71.7 73.5 76.' Deuoit, Mich. _____ . __ 73.0 57.3 78.9 72.0t 
1M Aoaeltl. Cal 63.7 53.6 72.9 64.8 
Cleveland, Ohlo... ____ 64.8 157.2 7'.9 76.2 St. Lout •• Mo. ________ 64.' 64.3 66.6 70.3 
Balumo~.-------- 62.2 64.6 68.6 73.1 Bo.ton. __ . ___ 68.' 67.9 65.7 72.2 Pln.burah, Pa.. ____ 76.' 80.8 .'.9 86.0 

SBn Pftncl8c:o. Cal. 69.6 66.2 79. 78.' 
Mllwaukee. WiI. __ 63.5 63.9 65.4 68.0 
Buffalo. N. Y. ___ 69.4 70.0 74.2 73.9 WuhlqtOD, D. C. _______ 40.3 56.2 0.2 58.' 
MinD_poll .. Mlnn 79.8 73.2 74.' 77 .• 

It"' OrIana. I. 40.5 66.ot 58.0 74.7 
CIncinnati. Ohio.-- 63.at .... 5 7O.f 65.6 
Newark. N. J.--------- .... 9 69.7 66.5 7 •. ' Kan .. City. 140. .. __ 59.0 63.6 66.' 70.S 
Seattle. Wub. __ 51.' 66.0 7O.ft 69.5 

Ibdlanapat~ [nd._ .. 75.f II.I 75.9 8t..3 
Rocbelter. . Y. - 64.' - 68.' 
~ City, N. J._- - 70.7 - 76.1 

IlVllle. Ky - 69.5 ~ 77.' PonJ.and. Ore. ___ - 56.9 - 62.2 

-ntae pn!CeDtqeIi aft [or dllM havlq a populatioa of more thaD lOO,ooo. Par each dt,.. 
100 PIlI' cent I, a total comJ)l'iled of (II) dty reveaue; (b) .:bool revenue: (c:) a pan. of couaty 
ftY'enue, allomted. to the dty oa tbe bali, of the rauo of ....-eel valuation of real eltaLe 
lD. lhe city to the total...-d valuation of real estate ta the county; and (d) the city ponJoa 
of IIPI!daI dilukt. reYellue. wherever t.bere are ,peciaI dilUic:l& 8ued. 00 data pthered aIld. 
c:ouolid&ted by U. UDitcd Stat. Bu.raa of the c:euu... ill ~ Sl4IiIlIa ttl o:a:.. 

• 1919 aDd 19JO.. tK-" 01 on ___ 000. 

service i:ec:eipts. The real estate tax provided about 83 per cent 
(approximately five-sixths) of the combined general budget 
revenues of the three loca1 governmental units in Pittsburgh. 

How the importance of the real estate tax .in the consolidated 
1oc:a\ revenue in Pittsburgh compares with its importance in other 
major cities cannot be stated accurately on the basis of the census 
d\ta. because of the inclusion of undefined amounts of personal 
property taxes in various consolidated city totals. The approxi-

, mate c:ompari~. however, may be seen in the importance nf 
the gen~ property tax. fot neit¥r here nor in any other city 



44 REAL ESTATE TAX IN PITTSBURGH 

TABLE 15 
Per Cent of Combined Local Revenue In Pltt.burah from the General 

Property Till< and Median Per Cent of Major American CIties 
1915-1930* 

Year Plttabursb 
Median of 

Cilia of 300,000 
or More 

Range Amon, Cities 
of 300,000 or More 

Low HIIh 

1915 79.0% 66.8% '1.8% 79.0% 
1916 80.3 .... 42.' 80.3 

'1917 81.9 ".0 42.' 81.9 
1918 81.8 68.3 ".8 81.8 
1919 ".9 70.9 42.2 M.9 . 

19201 
1921 is"] 73-:2 ".5 i5.i 
1922 .... '4.0 .. .. tIS" .6 
1923 .... 73 .• 47.' .. .. 
1924- 85.8 72.6 .... 85.8 

1925 .... 73.4 ".2 ".8 
1926 ".9 7.1.' 52.6 ".9 
1927 ".2 73.0 55.6 83.' 
1928 85.2 73.0 57.0 85.2 
1929 85.6 13.1 33.0 85.6 
19 .. .... 72 •• 55.1 .. .• 

·Saaed OD data published by the United. 5tatel Burau of the CeD8IIIIn FituMd4I SI4IbHa 
of' Cilia (anDual). Total defiDed In firat footDOte to Table 1'" adDlive 01 receiPti tJI public 
.ervfce enterpriaee. 

tData for IP20 DDt. pubUahed. 

does the personal property tax yield more than a small part of 
local revenues. II 

First .let us note the comparison in terms of totals which in­
clude revenues from public service enterprises. Among the 
twenty-one cities having a population (estimated) of more than 
300,000 in 1919, the Pittsburgh percentage, 76.4, was the highest; 
four other cities had percentages above 70; eleven, between 60 
and 70; three, between SO and 60; and two, between 40 and SO. 
Among the twenty-five cities having a population of more than 
300,000 in 1930, the Pittsburgh percentage, SO.8, was exceeded 
only by that of Indianapolis; in four of the other major cities, 
70 per cent or more of the consolidated local revenues came from 
the general property tax; in thirteen, betw~ 60 and 70; in five, 
between SO and 60; in one, less than SO. The median on this 
basis for cities of over 300,000 people was 63.8 per cent in 1919 
and 66.0 per cent in 1930. 

• 
. ., ThIs .. a eorollary to three Mtabllahed ad weD~bow:a lam: J'INt. 
penonaJ. property t. bardl,. &Dywbere more tbaD • IIDall traction ot tbe US 
nat.. Second. where large amount8 of penooal property are lIated aDder ~ 
tem. of clautfted propel'tJ' tau.. the ratM are much lo .... er tIuul real .ute tas 
rates. Third. the eftklency of eolleettng personal property tue. Ja. .. a poenI 
nle. lower thaD the emeIeDq of coUec:t1na: real _tate taseI. 
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CHAl\.T 7 
Ratio In 1930 of General Property TaJ: Revenue to Total Local 

Governmental Revenue In Cltleo Havtna a Population of 
More than 500,008 
(Data in.Table 14) 

CITV PER CENT OF TOTAL LOCAL REVENUES 
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In terms of ~venue exclusive of those derived from the 
operation of public service enterprises, the Pittsburgh percentage 
was 84.9 in 1919 and 86.0 in 193O-in each year the highest in 
the group. No other city of this group exceeded 80 per cent 
in 1919, and only Indianapolis exceeded 80 per cent in 1930. The 
median for cities of mo~ than 300,000 population was 70.9 per 
cent in 1919 and n.4 in 1930. 

These comparisons make it strikingly clear that the local 
dependence on the general property tax in Pittsburgh far ex­
ceeds the average of major American cities. Mo~YeI', we 
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CHART 8 
Pittsburgh Ratio of General Property Tu Revenue to Total Local 

Governmental Revenue and Median Ratio fot CIties Ha ...... a 
Population of More than 300,000, 1915-1930 

(Data in Table 15) 

have noted that the personal property tax allocated by the census 
method accounted for only about 3 per cent of the Pittsburgh 
total in 1930 and that the real estate tax accounted for 83 per 
cent. The real estate tax alone in 1930 was a larger percentage 
of tho consolidated total for Pittsburgh than was the general 
property tax in the totaljl of these tther large cities. It must be 
observed also that more than average dependence on the real 
estate tax in Pittsburgh is not merely characteristic of 1919 and 
1930; it was true in other post-war years; it was true likewise 
before this cOuntry entered the World War (Table 15). In 
Chart 7 the ratios of property tax revenues to total general city 
revenues for cities having a population of more than 500,000 in 
1930 are plotted' for comparison. The Pittsburgh ratio was 
greater than any other-far greater than most of them. In Chart 
8 the Pittsburgh percentages since 1915 are plotted for com­
parison with the median percentages for cities having a popula­
tion of more than 300,000. 



CHAPTER 4 

Growth of City Real Estate Tax Collections 
in Pittsburgh 

The earliest year for which city tax collection data are 
reasonably comparable with the data for recent years is 1915. The 
first year of the separate school district tax was 1912; but city 
accounts and school accounts were still somewhat confused in 
1913, some points of the segregation not having been agreed 
upon. The fiscal year was changed in 1914, and city data re­
ported for that year are for only eleven months. Data for 1915, 
however, will serve well as a starting point, for at that time the 
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CHART 9 
R .. llatate Tn CoUectlOIlII of the City of Plttaburah. of the 

P1ttoburab Sc:bool Dlotrlct, and of Alleah8llf County 
1915-1933-

(Data in Tabl .. 8, 10, and 11) 
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REAL ESTATE TAX IN PITTSBURGH 

CHART 10 
Net Bonded Debt of the City of Pltt.bu11lh, of the Plttobu11lh 

School District, and of Allegheny County," 1915-1933t 

--

[.,.00' "" ./ ~CITY 

. ~ --- 1.. ....... -

."-.,,,.'" 
SCHOOL..., .... -~ 

, 
-I' - -

1915 1918 1921 1924 1927 1930 
.Baeed on data from Officlal80tueee. G~ booded debt tell tdD1dO& fund _til, aI 01 tbe aut 
of the year. 

tcompare the slopes of the curve&. The vertical lCaIe g loprlthmJc. On a chart of thillOrt. 
difference in tteepnesa of slope repmleDU dHlerence in rate (per ceIIt.) of p'owtb or 01 decliDe 
("rate" to be conaidered .. In compound interest). 

country had not been much affected by the war-time inflation 
of pric~s: According to the United States Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, prices were tending upward by the end of 1915, but 
the average of wholesale prices in 1915 was little higher than in 
1914. 

In 1915 the amount of city real estate tax collections, in­
cluding delinquent taxes," was $7,704,236; from 1915 to 1930, 
the trend was definitely upward, although in some years there 
were halts in the upward swing (Table 8). The largest annual 
total was that in 1930, the amount being $21,686,437. There was 
a moderate decline in 1931 and a sharp decline in 1932 and 1933. 
The high point of school tax receipts in the city was reached in 
1931-,a year 1ate~ than the peak of city taxes (Table 10). Both 
these totals, of course, were somewhat affected by annexation. 
The high point of county tax collections was that in 1930 (Table 
11). 

2.4 Delinquent ta:l:a are dlaCU8lJed 1D Cbapter G. 
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In Chart 9, total collections of the city, of the school district, 
and of the county for the years 1915-193Z- are plotted on a 
logarithmic scale. Differences among the curves with respect to 
slope reftect differences in rate of increase. The rate of increase 
was considerably greater in the county total than in the total for 
the city and that for the schools,. although both the latter were 
somewhat enlarged by annexation. 

That tax totals during the twenties were far above the pre­
war totals is clear. The rise in tax rates has been shown in 
Chapter 1. The rise in taxes, however, does not show in full· 
the growth of local public expenditures, for the net bonded debt 
of each of the three local units grew very much in the period 
1915-1932 (Chart 10). Each of the units has paid out since 1915 
much more than its revenue system produced. 

Consideration of changes in· major fa<!tors affecting the 
growth of the budget will facilitate an understanding of the 
growth of taxes in Pittsburgh. 

Major Factor. Contributin, to th. GroUIth 01 Taxa 

Public expenditures should be viewed as purchases-p~ 
chases of labor, of supplies, and of contractual services. Ex­
penditUres of a governmental unit are affected by changes in 
the price of labor, in the wholesale price of commodities, and in 
the price of construction projects just as truly as are the ex­
penditures of a private business. In fact, the governmental unit 
may be less able than a private firm to escape the effect of rising 
prices and less able to run to cover in a period of economic de­
pressi~ When costs become burdensome to business, business 
can curtailor suspend temporarily the higb-cost operations. Go..­
emment can curtail somewhat-and bas done so in this de­
pression; but government cannot dose up. nor can major public 
services be even temporarily suspended when costs rise. Go..­
emment must protect life, guard rights in Pl'llperty, enforce 
contracts, and maintain indispensable community services. such 
as highways, sanitation, and fire protection. On the other hand" 
when a crash of prices leads to business curtailment and to the 
discharge of large numbers of employees, government is faced 
not only with the necessity of maintaining the usual services but 
also with the necessity of feeding industriaI1abor until industrial 
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activity is resumed. Indeed, the hope of prompt resumption of 
business when the economic skies clear is based not merely on 
the confidence that government will protect property and enforce 
contracts, but also on the assumption that government will pre­
vent the grave physical deterioration of the labor force and the 
destruction of labor morale. 

Our concern for the moment, however, is with the fact that 
purchases made by governments have cost more in recent years 
than they cost before the war. This fact becomes clear in the fol­
lowing consideration of changes in compensation to labor, in 
wholesale prices, and in costs of construction in this country. 
None of the price changes can be construed as representing 
exactly what happened in Pittsburgh, but all of them give indi­
cations of what must have been the general course of prices paid 
by the city. Since the post-war peak of commodity prices was 
in 1920, it will simplify the treatment in each case to show the 
change from 1915 to 1920 a~d, where possible, to indicate the 
1921 level and the range in the years after the 1921 depression. 

(a) Changes in the Compensation of Labor 

Indexes of city tax collections, city payrolls, and cost of 
living in Pittsburgh are shown in Table 16. In Table 17, several 
indexes of wage rates and average earnings are shown, each 
being stated as a percentage of the corresponding figure in 1915. 

Four of the indexes in Table 17 were computed by the 
United States Bureau of Labor Statistics. These show the fol· 
lowing changes in average rates of pay for specified classi~ca­

tions of labor: The average hourly wage rate for all types of 
industrial labor in the United States (agricultural labor not in­
cluded) rose 127 per cent from 1915 to 1920; in 1921 the average 
was 112 per cent above the 1915 level; in the period 1922-1929 
the annual average ranged from 102 to 126 per cent high~r than 
in 1915. The average union wage rate in this country, stated as 
rate per full-time week, was 84 per cent higher in May, 1920 
than in May, 1915; in May 1921 it was 89 per cent above the 
May, 1915 average; in the years 1922-1930 the May average 
ranged from 79 per cent to 138 per cent higher than the corre­
sponding figure for May, 1915. The average rate per full-time 
week for all types of labor in the iron and steel industry in the 
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TABLE 16 

lndexe. of City Tax CollectIon .. City Payroll., and Coat of Llv1ne, 
Pltt.bureh, 1915-1931 

~~~rt 
Coot of LI_ln P1ttsbur1lhS 

Clt.y Tax 
Year COUlDCtJO~ 

JUDO Decem ..... 

1915 100.0 100.0 100.0 101.1 
1916 117.' .... -- 113.' 
1917 108.2 108.8 -- 136.9 
19t8 lJJ,8 121.9 

166.7 
lM.O 

'9.9 14a.6 1'2.1 186.4 

1920 173.0 166.' 204.1 190.' 
19n 1&3.8 177.6 114 .• 168.2 
1922 179.0 150.S 161.2 164.' 
19U 196.S 170.9 166.1 168.3 
192' 1".0 110.9 167.6 171.1 

1.25 19t,8 175.6 172.5 176.0 
1926 219.1 187.9 172.8 "174.1 
19:17 227.S 196.7 171.1 nO.9 
19:Z1 260.7 lOS.S 167.5 170.S 
1920 226.' 201.5 161.7 168.7 

1930 281.' 236.' t66~l 157.7 
10,11 270.3 244.7 148.5 143.1 
10,12 m.' 192.3 U2.3 128.' 

-Rued on total current IlM dellnquent. Table 8: "IS total eQual, 100. 
tBued. on total of all Idt!DLi.6.ble Iteau of alartes and 'WIlF! in the dUlified atalement of 
"DI,bum:meDU lor GeDeralltq)eftlel" iD A_ul R'IM' qF 1M Ci9 CMlrolIw. PitlabQl'lb. 
for _ell rear; lOIS t.olal equal. 100. 

trhe COIl of IIvtq Index for Pltt.tburtb. u computed by .. he Uaited Stats Bureau of ..... bor 
StIItJ.Uc:a, ezt.end. 0111, from December. 1917. Since that time the chanl8 lD the Pittabu.rab 
'nds haw DOt dltfend P'l*t1y (rom the chana'elln the natloa.a1 COlt of Uvine IDdez computed. 
by the tame quc)'. The IDdew: numben for Piu .. bul'lb {or 1915 and 1916 were fttImated. 
OD the buJ.J of the UlUmptlOD. that the perc:entqe cbaqe In the PiLLlbqrp iDda In 1915 . 
and 1916 Wall the .me .. the percentaae c:baqp III \be aatloDal ~ Tbe .!m.ted lDda 
Dumber [or JUDII, 1915 .... taku u 100. 

United States was 145 per cent more in 1920 than in 1915. This 
index is available only for part of the years since 1920. In 1922 
the corresponding index number was 10 per cent higher than 
that in 1915; in 1924,89 per cent; in 1926, 8S per cent; in 1929, 
96 per cent; in 1931, 86 per cent. The index of average hourly 
rates paid to common labor in the iron and steel industry in the 
Pittsburgh district was 119 per cent higher in 1920 than in 1915 . 

. This index, likewise, is available for only part of the years since 
1920. In 1922, it was 90 per cent above the 1915 average; in. 
1924, 131 per cent; in 1926 and 1929, 138 per cent; in 1931, 142 
per cent. 

One of the indexes shown in Table 11 is based OIl the 
average hourly earnings (computed by the Bureau of RaIlway 
Economics) for all grades of employees on Qass I railroads 
except oflicers. From 1915 to 1920 this average rose 156 per 
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cent. In 1921 it was 155 per cent higher than in 1915. In the 
years 1922-1930 it ranged from 136 per cent to 157 per cent 
above the 1915 average. 

The indexes mentioned are sufficient to show the very great 
increase in wage rates from 1915 to 1920 and the considerable 
excess of such rates during the twenties over the 1915 rates. 
To the extent that the city was then employing labor of a 
class ordinarily paid at wage rates, it was forced to raise the 
rates paid on city work. There could be little reasonable doubt 
that wages to labor such as that engaged in street and sewer 
cleaning, street and sewer repair, building maintenance and re­
pair, and janitorial work, had to be advanced. To a very con­
siderable degree, of course, the rise in labor costs entered the 
city fin~e picture indirectly, through the rising cost of con­
struction done under contract. Cost of public works will be con­
sidered later. 

A large part of the city payroll is paid to workers of clerical, 
technical, or professional rating. Such classes of employees are 
commonly on a salary basis. Compensation paid to salaried 
workers ordinarily is slow to move upward with price adjust­
ments, but it does move up; and salary rates are likely to c:op­
tinue rising after the peak of wage rates has been reached. 
Selected indexes are shown in Table 17 to indicate the change 
in average earnings of salaried employees. It is true that "av­
erage earnings" do not mean the same thing as "average rates 
of pay." Salary rates, however, are stated for long periods, and 
salaried employment is comparatively stable. Therefore, changes 
in average earnings of salaried employees indicate roughly the 
changes in salary rates. 

Average earnings of office workers of representative manu­
facturing concerns in New York state increased 64 per cent 
from 1915 to 1920, according to the New York State Department 
of Labor. In 1921 the index of average earnings of this group 
was 65 per cent higher than in 1915; and in the years 1922-1930 
the index ranged from 65 per cent to 98 per cent above the 
1915 average. For illustration of the greater stability of sal­
aries, in comparison with the movement of a wage index, this 
index may be compared with that of average weekly earnings 
of all types of factory employees (including office workers) in 



TABLE 17 

Selected ....... 01 Wqe.1IDCl ............. the UDltell Stata 

(All, ...... eoa-ted to Baoe 1915 EquaJa 100) 
w __ A __ 

A.erqr Rate 
W....". 17: A ...... ..... It ......... ....,. 

w~. """uaJ. -. y- Unloa K ....... All 
Kale, ..... s..... ~ So1aried Clerical. 

All T,..,.. v.z.:. ... J'ulJ..Tfme RoartJ'. JIall .... 141 .. MIlo JIallroada 
Ind""'" W'"'" Com_ U.s., H.y._ H.Y._ U.s. U.s." 
EmI17.- W .... All T,..,.. La .... 

u.s. Emltll- ~ 
S911 1000 100.0 100.0 '00.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
1f16 107.' 103.' -- iiI.i 

IOS.7 103.5 112.' 107.5 101.6 
1917 IU.' 101'.' -- U9.9 111.' 127.' 117.0 UI.O 
191' 157.' 126.7 -- w:i 177." 127.5 158.' 133.0 146.5 
IPIP '7'.' -.66,' -- 213.' , .... 112.' ,SO •• 162.3 

1920 227.2 IN.' _., 278.9 255.6 1M .• 219.1 169.0 200.1 
1921 21L7 119 .• 

i6P.i ii9.i 
..... 165 .• 200.2 168.5 192.0 

1922 201.' 171.' 2J6.1 165.0 '94.9 163.1 183.' 
1921 JIO.7 194.1 

fi1.9 m:i 
235.6 172.2 212.0 167.5 lM.2 ,m 216.' 209.S "'.6 177.6 21.5.' 17.1.2 187.' 

1921 211.' 217.' iiU iiT.i 
266.1 112.' 219.9 176.' 188.9 

1926 222.' 22'.! US.6 187.a 225.8 181.' 191.0 
1927 224.' 2J5.' -- -- 250.6 189.7 228.0 187.0 195.6 
1928 221.2 235.2 

iiJ.i m.i 
248.1 192.1 229.1 192.5 201.1 

192' 226.2 . 235.' ..... I .... 211.' -- --
1920 222.' m.' ii5.i iir:i 213.' 19'.2 223 . .1 -- --19U 210.7 2.J7.' 2.J6.7 187.7 205.6 -- --1912 110.6 207.' -- -- 235.6 161.5 176.' , -- --

= . Empl~ 
Dililrict of 

ColWllbl'-

100.0 
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New York state. This index rose 119 per cent from 1915 to 
1920; the average in 1921 was double the 1915 average. In the 
years 1922-1930 the annual Index of earnings of all faCtory, 
employees stood in the range 95 per cent to 133 per cent above 
the 1915 level. The index of aveIage annual earnings of salaried 
employees of manufacturing firms throughout the country, as 
computed by Paul Douglas, showed somewhat more gain in the 
years 1916-1921 than the New York index of average weekly 
earnings of office employees in manufacturing. On the other 
hand, the index of average annual earnings of clerical employees 
of steam railway companies, also computed by Douglas, rose 
more from 1915 to 1920 than either the New York index or his 
index of salaried employees of manufacturing firms. 

Two of the indexes shown in Table 17 are based on average 
annual earnings '( including bonuses in certain years) of em­
ployees of the Federal government from 1915 to 1928. One is 

, an index of the average annual earnings of employees working 
in the District of Columbia in the Executive departments of the 
Federal government. This index rose 43 per cent from 1915 to 
1920. In 1921 the excess over 1915 was 38 per cent. In the 
years 1922-1928 the range was from 41 per cent to 68 per cent 
above the 1915 aver'lge. The other index of earnings of Federal 
workers is that of postal employees in the United States. This 
index rose 59 per cent from 1915 to 1920 and stood in 1921 at 
a level 61 per cent higher than that in 1915. In the years 1922-
1928 the range of this index was from 59 per cent to 84 per 
cent above the 1915 level. 

In Chart 11 an index of total city tax collections and an 
index of total city payrolls in Pittsburgh are plotted for com­
parison with selected wage and earnings indexes. It has been 
pointed out ~t there is a considerable group of the wage class 
on the city payrolls but that city employees are more generally 
of the salary class. It has been shown (Table 7) that business 
activity in the Pittsburgh district rose briskly from 1915 to 1920 
and was at considerably higher levels throughout most of the 
twenties than in 1915. Perhaps it may well be noted also that 
while governmental employees on a salary basis usually enjoy 
greater assurance of continuity of employment than is enjoyed 



CHART 11 
Indexes of City Tax Collections, Payrolls, and Cost of Living in 

Pittsburgh and Indexes Reflecting Changes in the Cost of Labor* 
(Data in Tables 16 and 17) 
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by salaried employees in industry, the civil service in local gov­
ernmental offices does not appear to provide the assurance that 
is found in the Federal civil service. The City of Pittsburgh, 
therefore, must have felt keenly the industrial competition for 
labor very early in the war period. Moreover, activity in in­
dustry and in building after the war must have sustained that 
competition for some years. 

From 1915 to 1920 the growth in total city payrolls was 
very marked, the rise amounting to 67 per cent. Perhaps there 
was some increase in numbers employed, especially in 1919 and 
1920, when public works projects were being resumed. But, in 
view of the major factors affecting rates of pay, there is room 
to believe that much, if not most, of this increase in payrolls up 
to 1920 was due to increases in average rates of pay. After 
recovery from the 1921 depression-the jolt of which was re­
flected in the city budget for 1922, the payroll total no doubt 
was affected both by changes in rates of pay and by changes in 
numbers employed. There was an increase in each of the years 
1923-1930, except 1925. In 1923 the total was 71 per cent larger 
than the 19L5 total; in 1930 it was 137 per cent larger than the 
aggregate in 1915. 

It should be understood thoroughly that the increases that 
occurrea' in compensation to labor represented dollar increases. 
One of the curves in Chart 11 (upper right) represents changes 
in the cost of living in Pittsburgh (estimated for 1915 and 1916. 
on the basis of the United States index). The great increase 
of Pittsburgh rents after 1917 has been shown in Table 7 and 
Chart 5. Because of the extreme rise in the cost of living. it is 
prohable that for a number of years after 1915-possibly to the 
mid-twenties--city employees received less real income than 
before the war. 

It is clear from Chart 11, first, that the growth of city pay­
rolls was very much related to the increase in prevailing rates of 
wages and salaries, and. second, that the growth in taxes was 
very much related to the rate of growth of payro11s. The fact 
that taxes grew faster than payrolls will be better understood 
after consideration of commodity prices and construction eosts. 



GROWTH OF TAXES 57 

(b) Clumges in Wholesale Prices 

About a year after the war began, in 1914, a long-sus­
tained upward movement of prices started in this COWltry. There 
was a moderate decline in average prices during the first year 
of the war, but recovery in the latter part of 1915 brought the 
average of prices in that year to about the same level as that pre-
vailing when the Wllr began. . 

In March; 1917, just before this country entered the war, 
the monthly wholesale price index of the United States Bureau 
of Labor Statistics was nearly 55 per cent higher than the 1915 
average. This index rose fast until May, 1920; in that month it 
was more than 140 per cent higher. than the 1915 average. In 

TABLE 18 
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spite of the sharp break in prices shortly after this peak had 
been reached, the 1920 average exceeded the 1915 average by 
more than '122 per cent. . 

The low point of this wholesale price index in the decline 
that followed the 1920 peak was reached in January, 1922; 
but in that month the prices were 31.5 per cent higher than the 
average in 1915. In the years 1921-1929 the annual average 
index ranged from 37 per cent to 49 per cent above the 1915 
level. The monthly average was higher than the 1915 average 
through November, 1931. In the' devastating year 1932 this 
index averaged only 6.6 per cent less than in 1915. 

Among different commodities, price changes differ a great 
deal. The extraordinary changes during and after the. war, how­
ever, were··so general as to cause marked advance in the average 
of any comprehensive commodity list. Attention is directed to 
Table 18, in which, in addition to-the comprehensive wholesale 
price index already discussed, several of the more restricted com­
modity group indexes computed by the United States Bureau of 
Labor'Statistics are shown. The increases differed, but all were 
sharp; and the several group indexes stood throughout the 
twenties decidedly above the corresponding 1915 levels. 

Purchases by the city cover an extensive array of commodi­
ties. TlIe wide diversity in the activities of the city government 
necessitates the purchase of office equipment and supplies, fuel, 
building' materials, cleaning equipment and supplies, fooa, cloth­
mg, household equipment and supplies, medical equipment and 
supplies, equipment and supplies for fire fighting, police equip­
ment and supplies, automobiles, trucks-.-in short, an extensive ar­
ray of commodities of many classifications. Consequently, al­
though no one of the indexes shown in Table 18 is offered as an 
exact index of the average price of commodities bought by the 
city, there is no doubt that the indexes shown give a rough ind}­
cation of changes in the average cost to the city of commodities 
purchased. (The higher cost of building mate~ would be 
reflected indirectly in higher contract rates on public works, 
which will be considered presently). 

The monthly mdex of wholesale prices (the all-commodity 
index) was above the 1915 average until nearly the end of 1931. 
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A physical volume of city purchases equal to that of 1915 prob­
ably would have cost more in every year thereafter through 1931 
-much more in most of the years. Moreover, the city Willi grow­
ing and its services were being expanded throughout the twep.ties. 
The physical volume of purchases also must have grown; and 
expanded volume at higher price levels inevitably required much 
bjrger dollar amounts for commodities. 

In Chart 12 the general index of wholesale prices, an index 
of the amount spent by the. city for commodities, and an index 
of total city tax collections are plotted fO,r comparison. It wiD 
be. seen at- once that the amount spent for commodities jumped 
to a much higher level in the period of the great rise of prices, 
1916-1920. The increase in the amount paid out for com­
modities in that period was relatively greater than the increase 
in the amount of taxes. In other words, a larger part of the tax 
total was required for commodities. On the other hand, it will 

CHART 13 
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be observed that the amount spent for commodities did not in­
crease so much as average prices. If the available price indexes 
may be taken to show roughly the Change in the average price 
of commodities bought, the city bought less in 1920 than in 1915. 
Thus it appears that the city probably was running short of sup­
plies and permitting equipment to deteroriate in that period. If 
so, replenishment of supplies and rehabilitation or renewal of 
equipment would help to explain why the amount spent for sup­
plies did not fall immediately with the fall in prices after 1920. 
Hence it seems that during the twenties, when prices were de­
cidedly above the 1915 level, the city had to make up deficiencies 
of prior years and at the same time to meet current requirements 
that had. been enlarged by the growth of the city and of its 
services. . 

(c) Changes in the Cost of Public Works 

City public works, other than those paid for out of earnings 
of public service enterprises, have to be paid for ultimately out of 
taxes and special assessments. The immediate firulncing of such 
public works projects in Pittsburgh, however, is provided mainly 
from the proceeds of bond funds." Therefore, instead of caus­
ing great immediate change in city taxes, the cost of ./Dost city 
public 'Yorks is covered in later years by appropriations for the 
amortization of bonds; and the cost of this method of financing 
is covered in later years by appropriations for the payment of 
interest on outstanding bonds. The rise in the amount required 
for amortization of debt is not timed with the outlays for public 
works, for borrowing and the use of the proceeds of bond issues 
are not closely related in time. (The extreme variation in bal­
ances of borrowed money is referred to in Appendix B under 
the section title "Interest on City Deposits.") Because of the 
indirectness in the relation between expenditures for public 
works and final payment for them out of revenues, the effect 
of changing cost of public works on city taxes is gradual and 
long-sustained rather than sudden but currently liquidated. 

2, Of • total of approxtmatel7 $82 mJlU01l paid tor eItJ' publle worb of 
a pennanent type 10 tbe period 191&-1031 (w.ter .,.tem Included), bond fUod 
paymenu: tot.led about $46 million. Wilbert P. Abter. BOfIN P ..... 0/ hbua 
War" PlcI,.,dftQ 1M' th" Bt.WUza"me 01 1I ... ,,~ fa P4H • ..,.,.. (UIlPUb­
lIahed ILA. theala. UDlvenlt7 of Pltubur .... 1833). Po ae. 
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The cost of public works is not merely the cost of construc­
tion; it includes the cost of land -on which structures are located, 
and it may include damages paid to owners of abutting prop­
erty.·· In the available data the only clue to the changing cost 
of land for public works is in the changing assessed valuation of 
taxable land (Tables 3 and 5). The total of land valuation 
changed very little from 1915 to 1921. In 1922 there was a 
moderate increase; in 1923, a marked increase. Thereafter, the 
assessed valuation of land rose gradually until 1931. Since 1931 
it has been reduced somewhat. In the years 1923-1932 the as­
sessed valuation of land ranged from 10.4 per cent to 22.9 per 
cent above the 1915 total. It is conceded that assessed valua­
tions are poor guides with reference to what a governmental unit 
must pay for land I and it is recognized that total valuation is 
affected somewhat by annexations. But the rise of assessed 
valuations at least affords evidence of the rising cost of land for 
public works. 

In Table 19 the following items of city data are shown for 
the years 1915-1932: tax collections; collections of special as­
sessments; the amount reci.uired from general budget revenues 
for amortization of long-term debt; and the amount required 
from general budget revenues for interest on city debt, including 
floating debt. In Table 20 each of these amounts is expressed 
as a percentage of the corresponding amount in 1915. An index 
of construction costs and an index of building costs in the 
United States are included in Table 20 for comparison. 

The cost of construction in the United States, as measured 
by the Engin,,"ng Nnw-R,cord index. was, at its peak in 
June, 1920, only a little short of triple the average for 1915. In 
spite of the swift break after the peak was reached. the average 
for the year 1920 was 2.7 times the 1915 average. The low 
point of the decline that began in 1920 was reached in March, 
1922, when the index was nearly 75 per cent above the 1915 
level. There was substantial recovery in this index after March. 
1922, and the average for that year was 88 per cent higher than 



62 REAL ESTATE TAX IN PITTSBURGH 

TABLE 19 

City Collections of Tazeo and of Special Asaeooment. and 
Amounts Required from General Budget Fund. for Amortlaatlon 

of Long-Term Debt and for Interest, Pittsburgh, 1915-1931 

Collectio11ll of Tues and Requirements from General Budpt, 
01' Speda1 Aaaesuneuta4' Funda for Debt ud Intereal 

y .... 
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......... en .. Aaaeaementll Uont Requirement,f and Interal. 

1915 , 7.704.236 • 200,814 • 7.905.110 '1,003,855 '1.343.567 .2.3·".W 
1916 9,069,788 237,105 9.306.893 .. 1.260,265 .. 
1917 8,335,022 391,819 8.726.84.1 1,063,985 1,086,637 2.150.622 
1918 10,30.1,707 504,712 10,808,419 1,112,923 1.025.120 2.138,043 
1919 10.978,900 SI6.JM l1,0&95.2U 1.041,957 963,258 2,005,215 

1920 U.320.696 418,489 [3.739.185 1,223,845 1,146.897 2.310,'42 
1921 14.153,543 653,942 14.807.485 1,'"1.298 1.561,370 3,002,668 
1922 13,785,040 714.122 14,499,762 1.587.467 1.821.632 3.409.099 
192. 15,131.311 436,642 1S,567,953 1.716.559 1,783.404 3."99,963 
19 .. 15,320,626 544.881 15.865,507 1.750,560 1.7",IM '.498.72' 

1925 ",711,555 750.736 15.522,291 1,817.845 1,683.199 3,501 ,ON 
192. 16.873,949 742,967 17,616.916 1,681,560 f ,797,05. .1.478.61' 
1927 17,518,598 980,469 18.499.067 2.129.945 2,036,501 •• 166,446 
1928 20,073,984 1.042.249 21.116,233 2.266,602 2.415,003 '.681,605 
1929 20,510,129 BOl,073 21,312.202 2.S31.fr28 2,499.696 5.030.924 

1930 21.686,437 9Bl,958 22,670,395 2,f86,560 2,"3.110 ,,959.670 
1931 20,816,394 500,115 21,406.509 2.494,981 2,42',998 '.919.979 
19" 11.768.038 328.705 18.096.743 2,482.800 2.H3.469 '.926.269 

~ueat coIlectJolI.I iDdudecL See Table 8 and Table B-1. 
tAmortization requirement on 10n&'-term debt exclusive of water debt. RetJrement 01 -'-on­

term. "current expense" ~ ezduded. fa the foUOIriq IlIDOWI"': 1915. l1.os5.000; 1918, 
$700,OOOj 1926. 1300.000. 
~Int.erest on both funded debt and floatlnl debt ezoept funded water deb&. MOlt 01 the 
dty'l ~ debt relat.el to damaaes and c::oaU'aCtl on public worts. 
~ Iinldll8' fund reterve8 made II. PMSible In 1916 to cancel a Dumber of f!:l; benld IeIUeI 

held ... linking fu ad investmen .... and the reductioa of water debl. aJODe c:ouIcIa:abl.,. 
the total appropriation from. current. funda for amort.laaUoa.. 

the 1915 average. In each of the years 1923-1930 the annual 
iltdex was decidedly more than double the 1915 index, the range 
in those years being from 119 per cent to 133 per cent above the 
1915 average. In 1931 the average was still 96 per cent higher 
than in 1915. In 1932, when construction was nearly at a stand­
still throughout the country, this index averaged 70 per cent 
higher than the 1915 level. 

The index of the cost of building computed by the Federal 
Reserve Bank of New York rose 135 per cent from 1915 to 
1920. In 1921 it averaged 78 per cent higher than in 1915. In 
the years 1923-1930 the range of the annual index was from 90 
per cent to 98 per cent above the 1915 level. The average in 
1931 was the same as that in 1921. In 1932 this index averaged 
61 per cent higher than in 1915. 
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To a considerable degree the city' evaded the sharp rise in 
construction costs in the earlier years by the expedient of cur­
tailing construction. But when construction and borrowing 
were resumed on a considerable scale, in 1919 and 1920, costs 
were very high; and, in spite of the jolt of the 1921 depression, 
they continued high throughout the rest of the period. Borrow­
ing was heavy in 1921, when construction costs were severely 
shaken but were nevertheless far above the pre-war levels. It 
was heavy in 1922, and construction costs were rising after the 
spring of 1922. Bond issues were much curtailed in 1923 and in 
1924, rose substantially in 1925, and were very large in 1926, 
1921, and 1928. It should be understood that these are gross 
bond issues; but it has been shown in Chart 10 that the net 
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bonded debt increased very fast in the period 1919-1922, sub­
sided somewhat for three years, and then leaped upward higher 
than ever in the late twenties. Public works bond issues far ex­
ceeded bond retirl!ment and signally increased the amount re­

. quired for amortization. The full effect of the high cost of con­
struction, of course, is not shown in the tax totals in the twenties. 
On the other hand, even if the cost of construction should now 
settle to very low levels, the high costs of public works in the 
twenties would remain a part of the tax bill until the final ma­
turities of the thirty-year bonds issued in the years 1920-1930 
are retired in the years 1950-1960. 

If high costs of construction are to be counted the main 
explanation of the increase in city debt and in the amount re­
quired for the retirement of bonds, the same factor must be 
blamed f~~ the very considerable increase in the amount of in­
terest paid on city debt. True, interest on bonds is payment for 
the use of credit, that is, cost of a given method of financing, not 
cost of construction. But that method has long been used in 
this city, and when additional borrowing was required because 
of higher construction costs, payment of more interest was the 
inevitable result. The amount of interest paid was increased also 
by the fact that city bonds issued in the years 1917-1921 bore a 
higher rate of interest than the city had been paying before 1917. 
Interest I>n floating debt relates mainly to public works and is 
included in Table 19. Interest on so-called "current expense" 
bonds, also included, probably is at least in part related to public 
works, for rising costs of public works and of public works fi­
nancing undoubtedly helped to create the revenue deficiencies 
temporarily met by such issues. . 

(d) Other Influences Affecting the wO"Wth in the AmOflnt of 
Real Estate Tues 

Increases in the rates of pay for labor, in commodity prices, 
and in cost of public works have not been the only factors caua­
ing a growth in the amount of real estate tax required. Even 
if the kinds of service rendered had not changed, there was never­
theless a considerable increase in population in the city (1910 
population, 533,905 i 1920 population, 588,343; 1930 population, 
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669,817). Moreover, part of this increase was due to annexa­
tion of contiguous boroughs and..townships •.. These annexations 
brought into the city budget a number of areas formerly covered 
in the budgets of adjoining boroughs and townships. According 
to the City Controller's reports, the area of the city in 1915 was. 
about 42 square miles; at the end of 1930, the area was more 
than 53 square miles. In other words, the city had to provide 
services to many more people scattered over a much larger area. 
Taxes from the annexed areas, of course, were used in meeting 
the cost of increased services and are part of the total City tax 
collection. In part, therefore, the growth in total city taxes repre­
sents merely a combination of totals formerly separate. 

In addition to the increases in quantity of service due to 
increased population and increased area, there were without 
doubt increases in the extent and in the complexity of some of 
the city services .. Since 1915 several skyscrapers and some very 
large apartment houses have been built; and pte number of 
buildings of the general type previously existent has been vastly 
increased. Probably the scatter of garages, automobile service 
stations, and parking places added to the fire hazard. Heavy 
motorized fire-fighting equipment was required and was bought. 
The city has provided more complete facilities for the protection 
of health and for the care of the poor than it had before the war. 
Its parks and playgrounds have been expanded. This city, like 
every other American city, has been deluged with automobiles 
and trucks since 1915. Many of the streets and bridges have 
been made over, and modem boulevards and bridges have been 
built. Traffic of today could not possibly move on the city 
highway system of 1915. Moreover, larger concentration of 
movable wealth. traffic congestion. high accident rates, and auto 
thefts---iluite aside from any other factors-bave required ex­
pansion in the city police force. the traffic problem alone re­
quiring a large number. Undoubtedly both the qualitative im­
provement and the quantitative extension of city services help to 
explain the growth in taxes. 

Some there are who claim that much of the tax growth is 
due to graft and waste. No doubt both graft and waste affect 
public business: but there is no way of estimating to what ex­
tent, if to any extent, the increase in the smoant of taxes has been 
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due to these factors. There would be cause to marvel if a gov­
ernment conducted by hunian beings were not at least somewhat 
lacking in efficiency and integrity. Probably it cannot be demon­
strated, however, that public business is less efficient than private 
business; and there is room to doubt whether it can be demon­
strated that it is less honest, since most evidences of lack of in­
tegrity in government show at the same time lack of integrity in 
private business. Direct theft of public property is generally 
the only way an official can extract city resources without the c0-

operation of people with whom city dealings are conducted. But 
the major graft in American cities is not in outright embezzle­
ment; it is in payroll padding and in irregularities on contr;6ts 
for materials, supplies, equipment, and construction. Therefore, 
something approximating a miIIenial housecleaning, not only in 
public offices, but also in private offices, would be the only possible 
means of eliminating the graft on public treasuries. Mean­
while, part of the public money will continue to trickle through 
questionable channels; but graft rarely explains a very large 
part of the tax bill. Waste and incompetence no doubt are 
significant factors in the tax bill, but choice of public adminis­
trators on the basis of ability to round up the vote will not cure 
the evil. 

Even though there is some measure of graft and inefficiency, 
it. woul4 be necessary to show a large increase in theft and waste 
since 1915 before it would be possible to consider these factors 
of much importance in the increase of city taxes. And when 
prices, population, area of 'the city, vastly improved streets and 
bridges, necessary expansion of fire and police force and equip­
ment, and extended care of the ill and the poor are taken into 
account, there is reason to doubt that waste and such brigandage 
as may have been perpetrated by city officials and cooperative 
citizens would explain any very large part of the increase in real 
estate tax totals. Government of honesty and efficiency should be 
sought, of course. There can be no d~t officials of integ-
rity and competence, given moderate mmunity protection 
against political hamstringing, can provide ter service for less 
than poor service usually costs. But, at best, the goyemmental 
job of the city is big, costs a great deal of money, is growing, and 
will cost more money. 

X'1'1'l..73'1.·3Sf 
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CHAPTER 5 

Delinquency of City Real Estate Taxes in 
Pittsburgh 

Real estate tax delinquency occurs under any system of tax 
collection, just as slow pay and bad debts are found in the records 
of ,any business not operating on a strictly cash basis. Since the 
re. estate tax is the major local revenue in the United States, 
local budgets and local tax rates throughout the country are 
affected by delinquency of this tax. Tax delinquency in Pitts­
burgh, therefore, is not here offered as a horrible example; it is 
presented merely as the local angle of a nation-wide phenomenon. 

TABLB 21 

Per Cent of Real &tate Tu CoUecdona from Current Lny IUld 
Per Cent from Le'rl .. of PrIor Y..........cIty of Plttllburth. 

Plttllburth School DIetrict. and ADe&heay County,·19IS-1933 
(Bued OA Tabl .. 8, 10, and 11) 

CI."clPI ......... CI.,,_D_ AD_~ 

v_ ..... ..... ..... ..... ..... ..... 
Current t..vta cI eo ..... Levi .. cI c.,..... t..vta cI ....... PrIor v .... ....... PrIor v .... ....... PrIorV .... 

I"S .1.1.,. .. ..,. 90 .• .,. .. 9 . .5" ., .. .,. '6.'", 
1916 90.' ••• .... 10.6 '1.1 ••• 1917 91.2 •••• '''I '.1 17.0 U.O 
19.1 N.~ 5.' • 93.' 6.' " .• 10.' 
191' N.I 6.' N.I 6.' 1'.6 12 •• 

192. 90.5 5.5 ... , s.~ 91.2 • •• 19l1 OS.S .. , M.O '.0 " .• 10.6 
'011 OS.S '.5 97.0 5.0 90.1 , .. 
192.) .... 5.6 OS.S '.5 .... II.' 
101' ".6 5.' os.a ••• , ..• '.6 

1m 90.0 60 N.I .. , ".5 '.5 
1926 ".1 .. , N.O 5.0 91.1 ••• lIn 90.' 5.5 90.' 5.5 91.2 ••• 101. .... • •• 90.' 5.' . M.' 'I.I 
1- M.I 5.' ".0 6.0 ".5 U.S 

.030 N.' 6.6 N.S 6.' ".6 10 .• .... , ..... .1 II.' '.1 90.1 ,., 
IOJI '1.. '.6 91.' .. ~ II.' '.6 
I~ ".6 10 .• 90.' '.6 ".5 10.5 
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Annual Collection. from Levie. of Prior Year. 

In the period 1918-1931 city real estate taxes received from 
levies of prior years ranged from 4.5 per cent to 6.9 per cent of 
annual tax collections (Table 21). In 1932 and 1933 the percent­
age was considerably larger, as it was in the years 1915-1917. The 
importance to the city budget of the collection of delinquent taxes 
is thus- too clear to ignore. Recognition of its importance and 
the initiation of more aggressive efforts to collect are said to 
help explain the large volume of delinquent taxes garnered in 
1932 and 1933. The decided reduction of rates after 1930 may be 
assumed to have facilitated payment of old levies outstanding. 

Collection Agencie. 

The Treasurer of the City of Pittsburgh is collector of city 
taxes, both current and delinquent. He is also the collector of 
taxes for the Pittsburgh school district. County taxes, before 
delinquency, are payable to the County Treasurer; after delin­
quency, they are payable to delinquent tax collectors. 

. V .... 

1915 
1916 
19.7 
1918 
J919 

192. 
1921 
192. 
1.23 
1024 

192. 
192. 
1927 
192. 
192. 

1.30 
1931 
193. 
I ... 

TABLE :12 

DeUnquent City Tuea Outotandlna In P1ttatJurah 
1915-1933· 

(Each Amount as of the End of the Year) 

Levleo of Prior Cunmt Yar LeYIaI Total 
Yean U.paid Uapaid OuutancUUI 

'1.015.925 • 815.166 $1."'1,091 
922,306 723.260 1.715.566 

1.613.955 65.3,258 2.267.21.1 
1.001.9.7 .815,628 1.818,50&5 
1,053,161 '718,063 ,,771.227 

1.033.595 • 767,265 I,BOO.1k5O 
1,121,362 776.634 1.891.996 
1.260.93' 882 • .f8.1 2.143.417 
1.273,300 855,SS8 l.ut.lSS 
1.117,9f.6 949.061 2.067.005 

1.349,581 023 ...... 2.m.921 
1.-626,O2l 1,195,389 2,621.412 
1,670,422 1.229,939 2.900,361 
1,966,838 I.MO •. no 3.607.201 
~ • .186.652 l,8lS,802 •• 21Z,2.W 

2 • 696 ,804 2,082.720 '.779,524-
.i,lOS,?1l 3.093.010 6.0&81.721 
',937,682 ',193,886 ',131,.561 
1.521,810 '.616._ 12.19I.U8 

• LerieI 01 prior yean unpaid. 1915-1932. rrom A."". RdtwI ~ 1M Cib ~ ..... 
IIJ)edJve yean; current lme. uupaid. 1915-1932. from Coatrolfer'1 neport., 19.J.2. p. 68 (a.aaouag 
for 1930 and 1931 di@'er very lIliahtl,. from UDOUDU IIbowD in &he ftpOIU 01 thole ~, 
193.l data from City ConU'oJIer'loJfice. 

. 
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Date. 01 Delinquency and Penaltie. lor Delinquency 

City taxes on real estate in Pittsburgh may be paid wholly 
or in part at two per cent discount in January of the year for 
which they are levied. Taxes not paid in January are due on or 
before March 31 at face (no discount, no penalty) unless the 
taxpayer chooses the installment method of payment. Prior to 
1933 the plan of quarterly payment was optional. Under emer­
gency legislation in 1933, the method of payment in monthly in­
stallments was provided as an additional option. 

V .. r 

1915 
19U5 
nan 
1911 
lPIO 

'920 
1921 
I'll 
1925 
1916 

I92S 
1926 
19n 
191' '12' 
'QI '03' '031 
IOU 

TABLE 23 

Dellnquent School Te_ Outetendlna 
In Pltteburth, 1915-1933· 

(Each Amount BI of the End of the Yeer) 

LevI", of Prfor Current Year 
Yean Unpaid Leviel Unpaid 

• &11,02' • '90.19$ 
f6J.2S0 .575,737 
642,556 363,351 
'76.250 368,093 
'9.1,653 285,686 

475 • ..,' 2SS,asi 
'94,371 343,892 
561,979 539,096 
659.92' 521.936 
719.376 56l,712 

'79.a8 620.046 
869,128 695.670 

l,076.07.S It9.187 
1.255,610 _.W 
1.510.U7 1.tM6 •• 26 

1,649 •• 7. 1.'".306 
2,07f,887 2,OOI,t.S6 
~ ...... 70S 2.99.s.6Ot '.m . .M2 .s.7J.2.~ 

ToIa1 
Outatandlna 

• 911.2t9 
838,987 
805.907 
844,3.0 
779.339 

761.259 
838.263 

1,108,075 
1.181.910 
1,213.101 

t,S".67' 
1.5M.798 
'.105,260 
2.2040.235 
2.556.54J 

3.149.1M 
',079,343 
6.059.307 
•• 670.177 

-lOIS-19M: tram. the au.\lIl1'eDOl'Y 01 the: Boant 01 Public BdllCl.tloa. Pll.tIbuqh; 11SS data 
"- tile _ 01 tile Boord. 

City taxes unpaid on April 1 become delinquent unless the 
taxpayer has started payment on an insta11ment basis. On the 
quarterly basis the successive insta11ments of the tax unpaid be­
come delinquent on April 1. May I, August I, and November 1. 
Under the monthly plan each monthly insta11ment unpaid be­
comes delinquent on the first day of the month immediately su~ 
ceeding that in which it is due. There is a flat penalty of two 
per cent and an interest charge of one-half of one per cent a 
month on delinquent city taxes. 
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TABLE U 

DeUnquent Real Ketate Tuea of A1lepeny County Outatandlna 
1915-1933" 

(Each Amount as of the End of the Year) 

LevIes of Prior Cllrftnt Year Total v .... Yean Unpaidt Levitt Unpaid OutetandlnKt 

1915 , 468,081 • 508 •• 79 • 976,5tSO 
1916 511,559 701,551 1.213.110 
1917 542.850 721,915 1.270,765 
1918 647,95" 837,575 1.485.529 
1919 690,765 175,967 1.466.732 

192. 667,013 l.tOO,254 1,767.267 
1921 835,239 1,.87,476 2.022,715 
1922 1,115,916 1,268,143 2,384,059 ,.23 1,261,773 1,086,053 2,347,826 
192' 1.313.257 1.170.156 2,4&),413 

1925 1.119.011 1.566.154 2.745 .165 
1926 1.342.043 1.997.348 3,339,391 
1927 1.892,528 1,916,969 3.809,497 
1928 1,964.019 2,33",855 4,298,874 
192. 1.902.830 2,1H,072 4,096.902 

1930 1.936.478 2.531.696 4.468.174 
1931 2,428,568 2.486.827 4.915.395 
1932 3,156.502 3,585,551 6,742,053 
1933 4.092,138 5,OJ9.7" 9.131.882 

-1915-1932 from the annual repGrb of the CoatroUet of AUegbeDy Couat,. (Pa.); 19.13 data 
from the County Controller. office. 

tIncomplete. No record could be found 01 the total unpaid balauce of cleUnquent tuet for 
which liens exi8t. Therefore each prior year total includes only the deHnquent taseI 01 three 
~ yean. For fW'ther explanation, mer to the eecoDd J)IU'llII'aPh under the lUb-title 
'Amoun.t and Growth of Delinquent Tuee:' below. 

Provisions regarding payment of school taxes in Pittsburgh 
are the same as those regarding city taxes. Provisions with ref­
erence '. to county taxes, however, are considerably different. 
Through the year 1932, county taxes were payable at five per 
cent discount in May, June, or July; at face in August; and with 
a penalty of ten per cent on or after September 1. Under 
legislation passed in 1933 the penalty w"i reduced to tve per 
cent, but delinquent county taxes were made subject to an in­
terest charge of one-half of one per cent per month. 

Amount IInci Growth 01 Delinquent City Tuu 

The aggregate of delinquent city taxes outstanding was 
$1,831.000 at the end of 1915 (Table 22). There was a moderate 
decrease in 1916; but in 1917 there was a marked increase. the 
aggregate at the end of that year being $2,267.000. By the ~d of 
1919 the total was down to $1.771.000. Delinquent taxes increased 
again in the years 1920-1922 but declined somewhat in 1923 and 
1924. 



CHART 13 

DeUnquent Tuee Outatandlnll--Ch' of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh 
School Dlatrict, and AUegheay County, 1915-1933* 

(Data in Tabl .. 22, 23, and 24) 
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In the period 1925-1933 the aggregate of outstanding de­
linquent taxes increased every year. This increase was definitely 
related to the slump in the real estate market. In each of those 
years, the number of deeds registered in Pittsburgh declined, 
and the number of real estate mortgage foreclosures increased. 
The number of residential building permits declined in each of 
those years except 1927, and the. estimated value of the residen­
tial construction represented by these permits declined every 
year after 1925. Thus, the rise in tax delinquency reflected the 

TABLE 2S 

Total New DeUnquency of City Real Eotate Ta_ In P1ttaburah 
, 192'1-1932' 

New DellaqueDt. Tass 

Total PaId Before Unpaid at 
V .... .CitY Total End of Year End of Vear 

Levy 

Per p.,. p.,. 
Cen' Cen, Cen, 

Amount of Amouat. ofN ... Amount. ofN ... 
Levy Delinq. Dellnq. 

% % s"f.. 1927 118.093,561 $2,108,208 11.7 , 878,269 41.7 1.229.939 
1928 21,096,811 2,534.417 12.0 894,041 35.3 1,640,370 ".7 
1929 21,431,432 2.711.091 12.7 885,289 32,7 1.825,802 67.' 
1930 22,648,582 3,312,960 14.6 1,230,191 37.1 2,082,769 62.9 
1931 22,954,596 4,172,865 18.2 1.079.847 25.9 3,093,018 74.1 
1932 t. '20.651.587 5.298.943 25.7 1.105.OS7 20.' 4.193,886 79.1 

Siz·Yr. 
~,,'S •.• " Av ..... '21.146,095 15.9 '1.012.111 ".2 $2.344.297 .... 

• Am.01IDt of levy and amount unpaid at end ofyear' from ANnuli Rq,wt D/IM Cily Ctlfftf'Glln'. 
Pittsburgb. 1932, p. 68. D~= paid before end of year (rom UftDubUahed data 
furniahed by the PeD.DIylvania of l.atemal A1Iain. Diviaioll of A ent aad 
T ..... 

increasing tightness of the real estate market after the mid­
twenties and was, of course, increased tremendously by the in­
dustrial crash after 1929. The amount of delinquent school taxes, 
1915-1933, is shown in Table 23. The total amount of delinquent 
county real estate taxes could not be determined from available 
data. Taxes on the "lien docket," i. e., more p,an three years 
delinquent, are not shown in the central finance records of the 
county. New delinquent county taxes and the total unpaid from 
levies of three prior years are shown in Table 24 for each of 
the years 1915-1933. Delinquent taxes of the city, those of the 
school district, and the incomplete data for the county are plotted 
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in Chart 13. The enormous increase since 1929 is seen at once. 
But it is equally apparent that tJtere was a large volume of de­
linquent taxes before the depression came on. 

Part of the city taxes that become delinquent are paid before 
the end of the year. This amount is not shown in the published 
reports of the City Controller. It is shown for the years 1927-
1932 in data furnished by the Pennsylvania "Department of In­
ternal Affairs. In Table 25 the amount becoming delinquent but 
paid before the end of the year is combined with the amount of 
current levy remaining delinquent at the end of the year, the 
two items constituting the total that became delinquent. The 
amount that became delinquent in 1927 was 11.7 per cent of the 
levy for that year. The percentage was '25.7 in 1932, having in­
creased in each of the years 1928-1932. In the six years 1927-
1932 the amount of taxes that became delinquent averaged 15.9 
per cent of the levy. In the same period the amount of delin­
quent taxes paid within the year in which they were levied 
averaged 30.2 per cent of the total amount becoming delinquent. 

TABLB 26 

City To I.e..", DiIcounh, and Ibtonenado .... 
Plttaburah, 1915-1933· 

Total DiIeo.bll and 
DIIIIoa ... Emaen.UOll8 y., TolaI \.e9y EzoD.eratioDI 

Per Cent. ..... e .... 
AIDa .... 01 Levy Am ..... 01 Levy 

1915 • '.960,311 1126.n. 1.50')1, • 1.0445 1127.820 I .• '" .9115 9,100,0:1:5 125,715 .. .sa 10.80& 1.16,519 1.50 
19U ',386,275 122.lll .... 5.2" 127,," 1.52 
1911 10.695,156 161.540 1.51 5.284 166,824 1.56 .," U.UO.tsJ 16f.n, 1.51 .".990 181.76' 1.65 

1020 ",sn,1M 19&.ld .... 19,137 21'1,185 1.61 
1921 .4.51'.871 106,157 I.'" .s.Gl' 2S1.9JS I." 
1921 ....... 2."1 194.'790 .... M.nO 290,.110 2.02 
19U 15.420,822 201.775 1.35 YO.IM 27',939 1.8' 
10M lS.661.f96 106.566 I.n 2t.6H 2Jl,2S0 I." 
1925 15.055._ 102._ 1.35 n,tlS 219,895 I." 
.916 U.SI0.9U US.2U 1.35 M.97' 267.216 I.'" 
192J 1,.09J,561 In,'59 1.29 33,91' 266.677 1.47 
191' 21,O5l6.11l 261,"'2 1.2' 52,00& lll,.ua 1.'9 
1029 21,4Si.6.U 263._ 1.23 ".2.n ,sIO.J&l I.OS 
1900 22,ea.S12 2"._ 1.1. SS .... lI9.239 I.tl 
1"1 22,954,5M lSI ,In 1.10 ".001 340,'71 I." 
10.12 20.651.587 20.2.041 0." 23,587 225.62' 109 
l~ II.W.Nt 16Z.IU 0." 1'.626 lH.'" ..... 

-0.. .... A....r.,.,., .... ac. 0 e ........ ' ...... lUI. .. II; INI'" m-
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TABLE 'J/I 

Per Cent 'of Net Levy Collected and Per Cent Unpaid In the Year 
of Levy-c!t)' of Pittsburgh. Pittsburgh School District. 

and Allegheny !lount)'. 1915-1933· 

CIty of PiLtlbuta:b P)ltlburlh School District AIleabeny CountY't 

Vear 
Per Cent Per Cent Per Cent Per Cent Per Cent Per Cent 
Collected Unpaid Collect.ed Unpaid Collected Unpaid 

1915 8'.6% 10.4% 89.2% 10.8% 80.'% 1'.1% 
1916 91.9 '.1 91.9 '.1 82.0 18.0 
1917 92.1 7.' 92.' 7.' Bl.O 17.0 
1918 92.3 7.7 92.8 7.' Bl.2 16 .• 
1919 93.4 ••• ".4 5 .• 85.0 15.0 

1.20 ".3 5.7 95.2 ••• .... 15.' 1921 .... 5.' 95.0 5.0 Bl.5 16.5 
1922 93.7 •. 3 ".5 5.5 Bl.O 17 ,0 
1923 ".3 5.7 95.0 5.0 ".3 lS.7 
1920 93.' •. 1 .... 5.' 82.5 11.5 

1.25 93.S ••• ".5 5.5 85.0 15.0 
1926 93.,1 ••• 93.' •. 1 Bl.' 16.2 
1927 93.1 ••• 93.1 ••• .. .. 15.1 
1928 92.1 7.' 92.' 7 .• 82.' 11.6 
1929 91.' ••• 91.9 '.1 Bl.7 16.3 

1930 90.7 '.3 88.' 1l.1 Bl .• t6.' 
1931 86.3- 13.7 85.7 14.3 Bl.5 16.5 
1932 79.S '20.5 78.7 21.3 75.6 24.' 
1933 ".5 25.5 73.5 26.5 67.5 32.5 

·Nellevy is total levy Ie. adjustmenl.8 by cfiecount and exoneratlon in the year of levy. Net 
levy for the city derived from data in Table 26; for the IIChooI disuict it ia the nUl of coUect.lODI 
from CUlTent levy (Table 10) and current levy unpaid at the end of the year (Table 2.); for 
the county it la tbe 8UDl of coUectiona from current levy crable 11) and auRat levy unpaid 
at the end of the year (Table 2.). 

tCaUtiOD: Tbe macrlitude of the county percentages mould not becompared with the maplta~e 
of the pen:enta&ee of the city OJ' of tboac of the ecbool cUatrict.. The c:01IectioD year, .. muted 
by penalty,.ditte .. it dUferent. 

It will be observed, however. that whereas 41.7 per cent of new 
delinquent taxes in 1927 were paid before the end of that year. 
only 20.9 per cent of the 1932 delinquent taxes were paid before 
the end of 1932. Tax delinquency was increasing. and delay of 
payment was becoming longer. The same thing was true of 
school taxes and of county taxes. 

New city taxes paid in January are discounted 2 per cent, 
and the payments in January ordinarily are large. Consequently. 
the city never expects to collect the face amount of all tax bills. 
If there were no delinquency and no reduction of levy except 
by discount for early payment, the amount of current tax col­
lected would be less than that levied by 2 per cent of the face 
amount of all tax bills paid in January. Discount. however, is a 
substantial amount. and there is always some reduction by ex­
oneration. In Table 26, the amount of discounts and that of 
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exonerations are shown for the years 1915-1933. Discounts and 
the total of the two adjustment items are expressed as percent­
ages of the gross levy. It will De noted that roughly one per 
cent or two per cent of the origin~ levy ia. at the outset not des- . 
tined for collection. For this reason the "net levy," that is, total 
levy less discounts and exonerations, ,is more accurate so far as 
its budgetary meaning is concerned. 

CHART l' 
Per CeDt of Net To LeY)' UDpaid at the BDd of the Year--Clt)' of 

Plttaburah, PlttlbW1lh School Diotrict, and AlIegben:y CoUDt)' 
1915-1933· . 

(Data in Table 27) . 

~IO~~~---------------------
§ 
~vF~~~================~ 
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It may be observed in Table 26 that discounts were a smaller 
part of total levy in the later years. This means that a smaller 
part of the levy was paid in January .. In Table 27, collections 
of current levy and current levy remaining unpaid at the end of 
the year are expressed as per cent of net levy. In the period 
1915-1921 the percentage of net levy remaining unpaid at the 
end of the year declined, that is, the percentage collected in­
creased consistently. Collections faltered somewhat in 1922 but 
recovered a bit in 1923. After 1923, with only slight interruption 
in 1927, there was a consistent increase in the percentage of net 
levy unpaid in the year in which the levy was made. Since 1929 
the increase has been very sharp. Corresponding data for the 
school district and for the county are shown in Table 27. Delin­
quent taxes of those districts showed practically the same general 
tendency a~ did delinquent taxes of the city, as may be seen in 
Chart 14. 

Budgetary Significance 01 Delinquency in 
City Real Estate TlUe. 

The budgetary significance of delinquency in real estate 
taxes will be more easily understood after a glance at the steps 
in the preparation of the budget. 

City ,department heads are called upon in the latter part of 
each year to estimate their needs for the succeeding year. The 
departmental estimates are submitted to the Mayor. These esti­
mates, after' being modified to suit the Mayor's judgment (or 
the judgment of those permitted to act for the Mayor), are sub­
mitted to the City Council as the proposed expenditure budget. 
The City CounCil makes whatever changes it considers necessary 
and, having decided upon the amounts to be authorized for ex­
penditure, e~ appropriation ordinances to provide for the 
e"'-1,enditures approved. At the same time it is the duty of Coun­
cil to provide revenue to cover the authorized expenditures, 
except to the extent that payment is temporarily postponed by 
borrowing. Part of the revenue, of course, is expected to be 
available under continuing ordinances. But, as we have seen in 
Chapter 3, the real estate tax is the predominant general budget 
revenue. 
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Once the total revenue requirement for the budget is fixed, 
the amount required from the real estate tax is simply the differ­
ence between the total revenue -required and the amount esti­
mated to be derived from minor sources. The eswnated amount 
of real estate tax revenue required is thus increased by any 
expected failure of other revenue. Moreover, the amount levied 
must be larger than the amount required. Allowance must. be 
made for the two per cent discount on tax bills paid in January, 
for at least some reduction of original levy by exoneration, and 
for any probable net increase in delinquent taxes. 

We have seen (Table 21) that an amount usually near 5 
per cent or 6 per cent of real estate tax collections is from levies 
made in years preceding that in which they are collected. If 
the amount of collections from old delinquent taxes equalled the 
amount of new taxes becoming delinquent, the tax rate would 
differ little from the rate that would be required if there were 
neither old taxes outstanding nor new taxes becoming delinquent. 
(There would presumably be a slight difference because of the 
additional administrative cost arising from delinquency.) In a 
growing community, however, except in depression periods, the 
amount of new levy each year is likely to exceed the amount in 
preceding years. Therefore, if there were no change in the 
ratio of new. delinquent taxes to new levy and no acceleration in 
the collection of delinquent taxes, the amount of new unpaid 
taxes would be likely to exceed collection of old delinquent taxes. 
Very commonly, therefore, the tax rate is set high enough to 
allow for a net increase of delinquent taxes. New delinquent 
tllXes and collections of old delinquent taxes are plotted for com­
parison in Clart 15. In recent years, there has been a decided 
increase in the excess of new delinquent taxes 0veS' the collection 
of old delinquent taxes, the city, the school district, and the 
county showing the same general tendency. 

It has been shown in Table 21 that an increasing portion of 
the levy remained unpaid at the end of the year. In other words, 
delinquent taxes increased faster in recent years than did the 
(net) levy. Meanwhile, the same economic conditions that made 
It difficult to collect current levies also made it difficult to collect 
old delinquent taxes. ~ a consequence there was a net increase 
in delinquent taxes. 
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CHART 15 
New Delinquent Tues and Collectlonlof Old Delinquent Tueo­

City of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh School District, 
and Allegheny County, 1915-1933· 
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Even a small net rise in delinquency, if not carefully re­
garded as a budget factor, wiD sooner or later wipe out a surplus 
and lead to a deficit; a large increase is a budget shock of ex­
treme violence. If it is foreseen and provided for in advance, 
the shock occurs in the period of budget-making. If it is not 
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foreseen and provided for in ad.vance, the enacted budget is un­
dermined. and the resultant shock JIlay come either in the process 
of hasty. often ill-advised. retrenchment during the year or in the 
realization of a deficit at the end of the year. 

When the budget is being prepared. allowance for increased 
delinquency may. be made either by cutting expenditures or by 
loading the tax rate sufficiently to produce the necessary revenue 
in spite of delinquency. Both cuts in proposed expenditures and 
loading of the tax rate may be employed. At any rate, a wider 
spread must be introduced between gross tax levy and expected· 
tax revenue. 

Let us suppose that in considering the budget for 1932 the 
City Council could have foreseen that new delinquent taxes in 
1932 would exceed the collections from old delinquent taxes by 
$2.658.000. To simplify the problem, let \IS '4!Isume that treasury 
balances available for new appropriations were expected to be 
the same on January I, 1932 as on January I, 1931 i that minor 
revenues were expected to yield the same in 1932 as in 1931 i 
and that there was to be no change in the assessed value of taxable 
real estate. 

Under these conditions, if the City Council had wished to 
provide the same amount of cash from the real estate tax in 1932 
that had been received in 1931, it would have had to levy about 
$3.000,000 more for 1932 than it levied for 1931 (the additional 
levy also being subject to discounts. exonerations, and delin­
quency). With no change in assessed values. an increase of more 
than 13 per cent in rates would have been required under this 
nlethod of balancing the budget. The Council, however. appears 
to have assumed that the community was in no mood to accept 
an increase in tax rates, and this plan was not fonowed. Rates 
were reduced (and, in spite of budget trimming. a substantial 
de6cit was incurred). 

The other method was to cut the expendi\Ute budget. Let 
UR suppose that the Mayor had recommended to Council an 
appropriation total, from revenue funds, equal to the ~te 
of city general budget revenue in 1931-about $23,453,000 
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(Table 12). Faced with a redu~tion of $2,658,000 in budget re­
sources, because of increasing delinquency, the City Council 
would have had to cut the proposed expenditure total by more 
than 11 per cent. Not all budget items, however, were subject to 
a cut. Allowing for debt service (both amortization and interest), 
pension funds, and special purpose trust funds (on the basis of 
actual payments for these items in 1932), the cutting would have 
had to be done in less than $16,000,000 of the proposed budget. 
The total of reducible items would have had to be lowered by 
about one-sixth, not to permit a reduction in tax rates but to 
prevent the necessity of increasing tax rates or incurring a deficit. 

It will be seen at once that to raise tax rates to offset delin­
quency is to compel those who do pay to make up the deficiency 
for those .. who cannot or will not pay. To offset an increase of 
delinquent taxes by cutting the budget may mean to some extent 
increased efficiency; but mainly it means curtailment of protec­
tion and services. It means less new public works; less mainte­
nance of existing public properties; fewer police to protect public 
and prWate property and to guard against accident and violence; 
fewer firemen and possibly badly maintained fire equipment to 
guard against confiligration; less of the inspectional services 
aimed at safety and health; less medical and nursing force and 
moo: limited medical supplies and facilities to shield the com­
munity against sickness. And the significant point here is that 
city protection and services are curtailed for those who do pay 
as well as for those who do not pay. 

To summarize the budgetary significance of tax delin­
quency: In the growing community with rising levies, the new 
taxes becoming delinquent are likely to exceed collection from 
old levies, even if there be no increase in the ratio of new delin­
quency to new levy; therefore, rates must commonly be high 
enough to allow for a net increase of delinquency. In times of 
depression, delinquency increases very fast, but rate adjustments 
to allow for this increase are difficult or impossible. In depres­
sion, therefore, delinquency may prevent or severely limit reduc­
tion in rates, and may, even with no reduction in rates, netelSitate 
severe cuts in the budget, with consequent curtai1ment of services 
for those who pay promptly as well as for those who do not. 
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Tax delinquency is always prevalent, but it grows to major 
proportions in depression periods. It seems highly probable that 
when times are hard the governmental treasury is placed in the 
position of a creditor with junior claim. The bank, the grocery, 
the department store, the automobile finance company, and other 
private creditors are--and, in business terms, must be--on the 
alert to enforce their claims. Meanwhile, tax collectors en­
counter a stout resistance. The tax may be postponed· ·for a 
long period, if necessary-with penalty, to. be sure, but without 
a loss of the property. It seems altogether likely, therefore, that 
in depression periods private claims are settled in preference to 
public claims. This may be socially good, but at least it should 
be recognized that lax tax collection policy in hard times is· a 
means of supporting private credit at the expense of the public 
treasury, or, to phrase it differently, a means of supporting the 
credit of some people at the expense of others. 

• Tu Delinquency anti Tu Collection Policy 
Noone in his social senses would advocate a harsh tax policy 

that would result in summarily dispossessing people of their 
homes or of real estate necessary for essential businesses. But at 
least it should be understood that real. estate· held without tax 
payment is in a very true sense held at public expense. The man 
in &!Tears for ~s does not hesitate to call the fire department 
if his home is burning; and the fire department must be main­
tained to protect his property, regardless of whether his taxes are 
paid or not. Likewise, he calls the police if marauders invade his 
premises or do him violence, and the police do not--annot­
IItop to ask whether the petitioner has paid his taxes. He still 
drives over the very oostly city streets and bridges; he does not 
hesitate to call the health department to remedy unsanitary con­
ditions or to quarantine neighbors having dangerous commu­
~icable diseases; his garbage and other refuse are carted away, no 
questiqn being asked about his tax receipt. The grocery and the 
department store may find it necessary to dose his accounts, but 
the city cannot possibly cut off, in any such way, the services of a 
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citizen whose taxes are unpaid. Indeed, when his income and 
his private credit are both exhausted, the city may have to feed, 
clothe, and house him. 

The very preservation of life, property, and social order 
hang upc;>n the maintenance of essential governmental function$. 
Somebody must pay the bill. The tax rate of those who pay 
taxes promptly is loaded and city services to them are curtailed, 
because of the failure of others to pay. Thus, he who does not 
pay promptly is drawing on the purses of others. If he is too 
poor to pay, he is for the time a burden on others. If he can pay 
but will not, he is needlessly a public charge and is, therefore, 
essentially a "sponger." Consequently, general laxity in tax col­
lection is uneconomic and inequitable. 



CHAPTER 6 

Summary 
Reduction of the tax on real estate is .usually the point of 

emphasis in agitation for retrenchment in expenditures of local 
government. because far the larger part of local governmental 
revenue in this Country is derived from the real estate tax. In 
Pittsburgh, as well as in other large cities. this close relationship 
between expenditures lU)d the real estate tax seems likely to con­
tinue. Noway has been found to avoid a complex and costly 
government ·in a big city; and. in American experience. no way 
has been found to finance city governments without primary de­
pend~nce on the real estate tax. . 

• 
City Real E.tate Tax Rat .. in Pitt.blD',h 

Three local governmental units-the city. the school district. 
and the county-levy taxes on real estate in Pittsburgh. The 
tax ,fpr city purposes is levied under the graded tax system. the 
rate on buildings being half the rate on land. This rate differen­
tiation was established by stages in the period 1914-1925. The 
school rate and the county rate are uniform on land and buildings. 

In 1913. the last year of the uniform rate for city purposes. 
the city levied 8.9 mills per dollar on the assessed valuation of 
lapd and buildirlfs. The highest building rate reached was the 
14-mill levy in 1921. The highest land rate was that in 1930. 
when a 26-mill rate was levied (Table 1). In 1925. the first year 
in which the full differential in rates was applied. the land rate 
was 119 per cent above the 1913 rate. and the building rate was 
less than 10 per cent above the 1913 rate. In 1930. when the 
land rate. at its highest point, exceeded the last flat rate by 192 
per cent. the building rate was only 46 per cent above the 1913 
rate. Thus. under the graded tax system. the land rate was 
increased much more than the building rate. On the other hand. 

<the rate reduction since 1930. in mills, has been twice as great 
on land as on buildings. In other words, in terms of actual mills 

(SS) 
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of difference under. the Pittsburgh graded tax, improved land 
was favored in the period of rising tax rates, but vacant land 
is favored in a period of falling tax rates. 

For rough comparison of the growth of city taxes with the 
growth of school taxes and county taxes, a weighted average of 
city rates may be used. 1n the computation of such average, the 
city land rate is weighted according to land valuation; the build­
ing rate, according to building valuation (Table 2). Such aver­
age, however, must be used with caution and only as a city aver­
age. Among specific parcels, the actual average varies widely 
because of varying degrees of improvement (Chart 3). 

The weighted average of city rates and the rates levied by 
the county and the school district reached their highest level in 
1930. In that year, the weighted average city rate exceeded the 
last flat rllte (that of 1913) by 10.535 mills. The school rate in 
1930 exceeded the 1913 ~chool rate by 5.75 mills. The county rate 
(not strictly comparable with the other local rates, because of 
differences in assessed valuation) rose 5.625 mills in that period. 
The greatest absolute growth thus occurred in the average city 
rate. The county rate, however, showed the greatest relative 
growth. 

From 1930 to 1933, the city land rate was reduced SA mills; 
the building rate, 2.7 mills. The weighted average city rate fell 
4.15 mills .. The city rates in 1934 remain the same as those in 
1933. The school rate remained unchanged in 1930-1933 but was 
reduced one-half of a mill in 1934. The county rate was the same 
in 1931 and 1932 as in 1930; it was lowered one-eighth of a mill 
in 1933 and a like fraction in 1934. 

Tax rates, however, mean little unless they are interpreted 
in the light of the relationship of assessed valuation to fair value. 
If assessed valuation is below fair value, the tax rate overstates 
tax burden. If assessed valuation exceeds fair value, the tax rate' 
understates tax burden. It follows, of course, that changes in 
tax rates mean little except when changes in the relationship of 
assessed valuation to fair value are taken into account. If 
assessments are' kept in the same proportion to fair value, a. 
change in rate measures the change in burden. A change in tax 
burden, however, may occur without any change in rate. It will 
be increased by a rise of the ratio of assessed valuation to fair 
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value; it will be lowered by a fall in the ratio of assessed valua­
tion to fair value; and a rise or a fall in this ratio may occur with 
or without change in assessed valuation. 

In Pittsburgh the land tax and the building tax are at 
different rates. The meaning of the rates. therefore, depends 
upon both the ratio of assessed land valuation to fair land value 
and the ratio of assessed building valuation to fair building value. 
Consequently, changes in the two rates could be properly 
interpreted only in the light of the assessment ratio for land and 
the assessment ratio for building. . 

A .. e./Jfld Valuation 01 Taxable Real Eatate 
City land valuation in 1933 exceeded that in 1914 by approxi­

mately 22 per cent (Table 4). The total city building valuation 
in 1933 exceeded the 1914 building valuation by nearly 122 per 
cent. In 1931. at the highest point ever teached. city land valua­
tion exceeded that of 1914 by $110 million; in 1931 building 
valuation exceeded the 1914 building valuation by $335 million 
(Table 3). Land valuation was reduced a shade in 1932 and in 
1933 and was reduced more in 1934; building valuation was in­
creased somewhat in 1932 and 1933 but was reduced in 1934. 

In 1914 land valuation constituted 63 per cent of total valua­
tion, and building valuation constituted 37 per cent. In 1933 land 
valuation constituted 48.4 per cent of the total and building 51.6 
per cent. The importance of building valuation in the total rose 
almost consistently from 1914 to 1933 (Table 5). 

There seems to be strong probability that at least in part the 
graded tax differential in Pittsburgh has been capitalized and 
that the resulting higher building valuation has at least in part 
offset the favorable rate differential on buildings. 

The increase in total building valuation, 1914-1932, was about 
equal to the value of taxable new buildings (estimated from the 
record of building permits and adjusted for price change). After, 
allowance for depreciation, obsolescence, and actual destruction 
or razing of old buildings standing at the begUu)ing of 1914 and 
of new buildings erected during the period, it seems impossible to 
account for the increase in building valuation except in terms of 
a writeup of building valuation in excess of the writeup that 
might be attributable to change in the level of the cost of building. 
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This increase does not mean necessarily that buildings were 
raised to a higher percentage of fair market value. Business, 
rents, building costs, and real estate activity were such as to in­
dicate the likelihood of an upward market revaluation of real 
estate for at least a number of years after the war, if not earlier. 
At the'very time that conditions indicated higher market valua­
tion of improved real estate, establishment of the graded tax, 
with a differential against land, must be assumed to have retard­
ed the growth in the investment value of land, if not actually to 
have depressed it. Thus it appears that the market conditions 
were such as to lead to, a rather decided upward revision of 
building values in the market, and it must be assumed that as­
sessors have appreciable regard for the market. 

The data on assessed valuations indicate that building valua­
,tions actually were raised more than new building and' change in 
the cOst of building would have raised them. It ilppears likely, 
therefore, that at least in part the tax differential has been capital­
ized in tax valuations. To whatever extent this has occurred, the 
rate differential has ceased to constitute a current differential in 
t&x burden. Indeed, it seems to be a fallacy in the graded tax to 
aim at a' differential income tax on the basis of property value. 

Yield and Budgetary Importance 01 the 
Real Edate Taz in Pitt.burgh 

Thll largest yield of the city real estate tax, including delin­
quent taxes, was $21,686,000, in 1930. In 1933 the total was 
$15,261,000. City taxes in 1930 were about one-half of the total 
real estate taxes collected in Pittsburgh; they were considerably 
less than half in 1933. 

Of the total city taxes received, 6,6 per cent in 1930 and 8.6 
per cent in 1932 cbnsisted of delinquent taxes from prior years. 
In the period 1915-1932 annual collections from delinquent taxes 
of prior years ranged between 4.5 per cent and 9.1 per cent of 
the total received. In 1933, the percentage was 10.4. 

Of the annual collections from the current levy in 1930, 67 
per cent was from the tax on land and 33 per cent from the tax 
on buildings. During the period in which the graded tax was 
being established, the faster rise of the land rate caused an in­
Crease in the ratio of land tax collections to total collections. 
Since 1925, the rates being in fixed relation to each other, the 
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larger increase in 'building valuation has increased the percentage 
attributable to the building tax. _ 

In 1932 the real estate tax produced 75.6 per cent of all city 
revenues, inclusive of water service revenue; of the total except 
water service receipts, the real estate tax produced 86.4 per cent. 
In the school budget, the real estate tax has approximately the 
same predominant position that it has in the city budget. About 
two-thirds of county revenues are from this tax. 

For each city having a population of 300,000 or more, the 
Bureau of the Census publishes a consolidated local revenue total. 
The total is comprised of city revenue, school district revenue, 
revenues of other taxing districts within the city (where there 
are such other districts), and a part of the revenues of the county 
and of any special district lying only partly within the city, allo­
cated in proportion to real estate valuation. Of such consolidated 
total for Pittsburgh, exclusive of revenues from public service 
enterprises, what is called the "general property tax" produced 
84.9 per cent in 1919 and 86.0 per cent in 1930 (Table 14). In 
both these years the Pittsburgh percentage was the highest among 
cities for which consolidated data were published.. In 1930 the 
allocated portion of the county personal property tax was about 
3 per cent of the total. Therefore, the real estate tax alone that 
year was 83 per cent of the total. This per cent from the real 
estate tax alone was higher than the general property tax per­
centages of the other large cities, although the latter. in most in­
stances, cover more or less personal property tax also. In the 
whole period 1915-1930, the importance of the general property 
tax (mainly real estate tax) was consistently higher in the con­
solidated total for Pittsburgh than was its average (median) 
importance in the local totals for the other large cities.. 

GroUItA 01 tA. CiO Real Ltate Tcu: in Pitt.barlA 
In 1915. city real estate tax receipts totaled $7,704,236; in 

1930 the largest annual total, $21.686,437 was collected. In the 
whole period 1915-1930. with occasional interruptions, the ten­
dency was definitely upward. The school to; total increased to 
1931. though the dollar increase was much less than that of the 
city tax. City tax receipts declined moderately in 1931 and 
sharply in 1932 and 1933. The school tax declined in 1932 and 
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1933. From 1915 to 1932, the percentage increase in city tax 
and that in the school tax were about the same. Both units, of 
course, were expanded by annexation. The rate of increase in 
the county tax was much greater than in that of the city or in 
that of the school district (Chart 9). 

A great deal of the rise in the tax total was due to changes 
in the cost of what the governmental units had to buy-labor, 
commodities, and contractual services. 

Available indexes show that dollar rates of compensation to 
labor rose very sharply from 1915 to 1920 and that wage and 
salary rates throughout the twenties were decidedly above the 
corresponding rates in 1915. Since the cost of living rose very 
much, increasing rates of dollar pay did not by any means con­
stitute like increases in real earning (Tables 16 and 17 and Chart 
11). But' they did constitute very great increases in dollar costs 
to the city, and the rise of wage rates and salary rates aids sub­
stantially in explaining the growth of taxes. 

Prices for commodities skyrocketed during the war years 
and in the years immediately following the war, apd the general 
level of prices remained throughout the twenties considerably 
higher than the 1915 level (Table 18). In view of the large 
quantity and the wide variety of commodities purchased by the 
city, these marked changes in price levels had much to do with 
the growth of taxes. 

Costs of construction rose to dizzy heights from 1915 to 
1920 and stood throughout the twenties far above the 1915 level 
(Table 20). Building was severely curtailed during the war but 
was resumed on a considerable scale soon after the war-when 
costs were still soaring. A large volume of public works was 
constructed during the twenties. The method of financing city 
public works-mainly by borrowing-prevents the full effects of 
high-cost public works from entering the tax budget immediately. 
But the increase of bonded debt leads to enlargement of debt 
service requirements, which are carried in the tax budget. The 
changed levels of construction costs, therefore, must be assumed 
to have had material in1Iuence in bringing about the growth of 

taxes. • 
Because of the higher unit price of what the city had to 

buy, more taxes would have been required in recent years than 
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before the war to maintain the sam~ services that were main­
tained before the war. But ci!y population increased about 19 
per cent betWeen 1915 and 1930. The area of the. city increased 
more than 25 per cent. In other words, the city had to provide 
service for many more people over a much larger area. Through 
the incorporation of suburban areas, tax totals formerly separate 
were brought into the Pittsburgh totals, a part of the increase 
being due to this factor. 

In addition to higher cost per unit of old services and a 
larger volume of city service required merely on account of larger 
population and larger area, there is no doubt that the services 
became more complex. For example, with the development of 
taller office buildings, larger apartment houses, and greater fire 
hazards from automobiles and gasoline, a more adequate fire­
fighting department was necessary. The city moved from simpler 
horse-drawn equipment to heavier and more powerful motorized 
equipment. Like all other American cities, Pittsburgh has been 
faced with an enormous growth in the number and the use of 
automobiles and trucks. It was not enough, therefore, to keep 
up the old streets and old bridges and to extend simple road 
structures into the newer city area. It was necessary to build 
modem roads and bridges to carry modem traffic. Meanwhile, 
larger concentration of movable wealth, traffic congestion, auto­
mobile accident rates, and automobile thefts-aside from any 
other factors-would be assumed to have required an increase 
in police force greater than the mere increase of the population. 
Furthermore, the city has provided more adequate and more 
extensive facilities and staff for the care of the sick and the poor 
and for the control of communicable diseases. 

It is commonly alleged that graft and inefficiency loom large 
in the increase of taxes. No doubt graft and inefficiency affect 
public offices, but probably it cannot be demonstrated that pub­
lic business is less efficient than private business or that govern­
ments have been increasingly lacking in efficiency. Probably it 
cannot be demonstrated that governmental business is less hon­
estly conducted than private business. In fact, most known 
governmental graft shows at the same tim~ack of integrity in 
private business md in citizenship. in that the outstanding graft 
in govemment has to do with payroll padding md irregularities 
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on contracts for supples, equipment, -and construction. At any 
rate, it would be necessary to show a tremendous increase in 
graft and inefficiency since 1915 before it would be possible to 
consider these factors -of much importance in the increase of 
taxes. 

Delinquency 01 City Real E.tate Tnu in Pitt.burgh 

The total amount of delinquent city taxes outstanding has 
increased every year since 1924. At the end of 1924, the aggre­
gate was $2,067,000; at the end of 1929, it was $4,212,000; at 
the end of 1933, the total was $12,198,000 (Table 22). Both the 

-increasing delinquency of current levies and the increasing diffi­
culty of collecting old delinquent taxes have resulted in recent 
years in a marked growth in the net increase of delinquent taxes, 
i.e., the excess of new delinquent taxes over collections of old 
delinquent taxes. 

Under any system of tax collection, there is some delin­
quency. Indeed, there seems to be a tendency of taxpayers to 
treat the local governmental treasury as a junior creditor, elaims 
such as those of the bank, the merchant, and the automobile fi­
nance company being placed first. Tax rates, therefore, are load­
ed for failure to collect. In a period of substantial net increase 
in delinquency, an increasing part of the tax rate must be con­
sidered a, allowance for delinquent taxes. Otherwise, a revenue 
deficiency is likely to result. 

Although the local government ordinarily appears to be 
treated as junior creditor, being thus placed in especial stress in 
hard times, local governments must maintain essential govern­
mental functions-police protection, fire protection, protection 
against at least the major threats of contagion, maintenance of 
highways -and sewers, etc. Moreover, when industry and com­
merce slow down a great deal and employment declines, the 
governmental unit may have to feed, clothe, and house labor until 
business resumes. The bill for public services has .to be paid, 
lUld those who do not pay are drawing on the purses of others. 
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APPENDIX A 

Non-Revenue Receipts 

City revenue data used in this study were compiled from the 
annual reports of the City Controller. Those at all familiar with 
the Controller's reports will realize at once that reported "re­
ceipts" amount to much more than the amounts called "revenue;' 
in Chapter 3. This difference requires explanation. 

The explanation will be facilitated by immediate reference 
to a definition of "revenue." The Bureau of the Census defines 
municipal revenue as "amounts of money or other wealth re­
ceived by or placed to the credit of the local governments for 

TABLE A-I 

CI\3' R __ uee ... d Non-Revenue Recelpte, Plttaburah, 1915-1933· 

Toto! Toto! Toto! 
V ... Reportecl_ ... Revenuett NOD-Revenue Rec:elptlt 

,Ot5 t>3."'.'''' 1'2,flO,SS, 110.562 ,876 
1916 19.301,566 13 ..... 765 5,882,801 
IOU U.610,l81 12 ,191,2117 1.710.OM ,9.1 19,761,588 lS,016,W ','a,us 
191' 2.1 .619,o.az IS.U.s.lt2 .,105,180 

1920 26,913."'2 '8.639,256 '.27t.n6 
1921 28,245,711 19,367.495 8,878.2t2 
1921 26,593,955 19,05',261 7.539.691 
lOll 2'.630,242 19,995,081 '.635,15' I'" 25,MI,6S.I 20.729.092 5,219.S4.1 

1915 25,116,"" 2O.S&S.6.11 S,t32.an 
I9l6 .15,2&0,811 12,6.19,661 12,«101.'" 
1927 <U.S'7.90S 2-3."'.236 18,600,759 
1928 .56,881,759 26,461.02l IO,t20.138 
1- .sI,zaG,HI. M.an,AI ".191 • .ss.s 
1930 H,tos,277 28,.7,"" 9.9U.131 
1931 "',721.426 26, "4,lll 8,007,11$ 

I"" ,Si.J.S6.JJO &S.tN ... •• 2 .... 7.0 
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TABLE A-1 

RepOrted Payments by the City of Plttaburth for Correction of 
Erroneous ReceIpt .. 1915-1931· 

ErroneoQ8 Erroneous ToW Erroneou Total Corrf!ctloD 
Vear Tax Water Service Tues and of ErroneoUi 

Receipt.a Receiptst W nter Receipta Recdpt4 

1915 13,452.59 .112,733.90 '16.186.49 $16,186.49 
1916 3,372.56 28.785.56 32,158.12 . 32,158.12 
1917 I 936.54 13,168.61 14.10s.IS 1".985'::1 1918 900.64 11.325.85 12,226.49 ll,381. 
1919 1,543.49 17,624,71 19,168.20 19.168.20 

1920 984.89 13,449.12 .'.'34.01 15,116.011: 
1921 902.89 9,488.33 10,391.22 10,391.22 
1922 3,383.30 9,815.83 13,199.13 13.199.13 
1923 --- ------ 1'.149.67 14.149.61 
1924 ---- 4,998.89 4.998.89 

1925 ---- ---- 11,243.86 1l.243.86 
1926 -.-- 20,597.81 21,416.891: 
1927 ---- ---- 11,720.32 11,720.32 
1928 --- ---- 9,421.94- 43.178.1:1 
1929 --- ----- 9,88f.15 19,805.15 

1930 -_.- ---- 12,364.89 12.364.89 
1931 --- --- IS .112.7' 15.U2.1. 

·1932 --~ --- 12:.864.47 12.861.47 

·From "'1t .. tIII/. Rejorl (JfUM CI~ CtmlnJIIw, Pittsbl1tP. for the reepec:tive yean. 
tTbis it@ID appean to arlse largely UI a bookkeepina adjustment due to aoDeratioD 01 

charitable institutioml from water ~ment.. In the publiahed reporu. erroneou. tu: 
receiPt8 and erI'OD@OUS water service receipt8 have not be:eD IIbown a,eparat.ely .ace 1922. 

:In addition to erroneou. taus and water rents, the total. include unclaaaified ref'undt of 
erI'OD@OUS reeeipu aa foUoWl: 1917. $880.23; 1918. 1155.50. 1920, $682.00; 1926. $819.02; 
1928, U3,756.23; 1929, 19.911.00. 

governmental purposes, under such conditions that they increase 
the assets without increasing the debt liabilities or decrease the 
d~bt liabilities without decreasing the assets. "1 The criterion 
given in this definition has been applied as nearly as it was pos­
sible to apply it. It is fully recognized that there is likely to be 
a measure of inaccuracy in the classification. In the first place, 
the data are mainly from published reports, and the lumping of 
odds and ends necessary for purposes of condensed publication 
results in occasional difficulties of classification. In the second 
place, over the long period studied there were occasional changes 
in the classification of receipts for purposes of publication. Every 
effort has been made to make the data consistent throughout the 
period studied, and it is believed that the remaining inaccuracies 
are not serious enough to distort the analysis of budget revenues. 

In Table A-I; the grand total of "receipts" is divided into 
revenues and non-revenue receipts. A summary of the more 
important classes of non-revenue receipts is shown in Table A-3. 

J "tiel'" B'a'''"" 01 m .... , 1930. p. 1& 



TABLE A-I 

HOD-.... eaue Recelpta of the City of PI.mJnuab, by Major C!Jsr_. 1915-19320 

.... bodoa 

__ 
SoleI a.r.Dda Total 

y- fr ... 'rom Other Truof ... IDftIlment of and NOD-Revenue 
1IorrowfJo. Local Val" Tronooctl ... .... Heta .. Mfecellaneou. Receipts 

1915 • 4." ••• 2. .42 .... ".545.423 ".020.'00 1.92.815 • 5,.907 1.0.562,876 
.916 1,194.'7' 3',250 2.483.525 1.852.600 241.583 71.366 5.882.802 
1917 266.400 19,250 1.917.771 ........ 28.050 262.722 2.7l9,093 
19.1 911.035 39,250 2,SU.M7 1.165.600 ...... "'.697 !.7.f5,I13 
.919 '.SH,1I7 29."" 1.9.'.320 317.000 71,735 29.330 8.195.180 

.920 '.'90,015 "'.062 2.195.661 " •• 600 57.464 11.313 8,214.178 
'92' '.887,105 70.216 2.392,766 .... - 112.526 8.73 • 8,878.244 
'922 •. n,.!7' 54,589 2.701.611 ....... 89.789 .4.727 ., .539,690 
'921 1.241.166 85,142 2,756.731 3'9.800 181.169 7,'"50 4.635.153 
.924 1 •• , •• ,10 70,21, 2.686.970 I.CMS.tOO ,,",983 °'.220 5.219,539 

1925 1.,., •. 11. 16,341 2.7B1.'79 533.200 CO,218 10,268 5,432.837 
'92' 9.296.247 '9.266 2.922.212 253.300 36,1)19 4,0" 12.601.148 
.927 .4.589,.169 10.216 ,,159,649 753.800 22.710 5.0t8 18.600,762 
192' 6.62'.104 13 .... :'.0&97.22' 184 • .fOO 22,759 4.550 10,420.741 
.929 22.000 470,000 ',5".325 '14.900 2&.294 10.83' 4.392,353 

'910 '.97'.902 13 .... 1,506,156 261,500 2.616 23,391 9.945,331 
1931 2.885.269 13 .... 4.335,298 216.400 38,318 448,711 8,007.116 
1912 ',2J4,461 13 .... 4.t6'.782 297.742 3.362 159,393 8.241,740 
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The predomin;U;tpart· consists of two claSs~&-.-bqrrowhtgs and 
transfers. A brief discussion of 'the se1eral classes of non-reve­
nue receipts is given in the following sections. 

Reali:1Jation from Borrowin, 

In most of the years since 1915, borrowing has been of con­
siderable amount. The par amount received and premium and 
accrued interest are included under '~Realization from Borrow­
ing" in Table A-3. The city's bonded debt is increased exactly 
by the par amount of bonds issued. Interest to be paid by the 
city is immediately increased by the amount of accrued interest 
received when the bonds are sold. The relationship of premium 
to the obligations created is not so immediate; it arises from the 
fact that the rate of interest stipulated in the bonds is higher 
than the rate demanded by the successful bidder or bidders. Pre­
sumably, then, it may be considered as the present value (at the 
time of sale of the bond) of an annuity equal to the amount of 
excess interest for the life of the bonds. At any rate, premium 
on bonds sold is derived from borrowing operations, not from 
revenue operations. 

.. .Reimburaement. from Other Local Unit. 

The city school district makes annual payments to the city 
in compensation for collection of school taxes by the city treas­
urer, who is officially school treasurer also, and for medical in­
spection in schools by the city department of health. In three of 
the years studied, payments were made by the county to the city 
under a plan of cost-sharing on public works projects. The 
amounts reported as received from the county were as follows: 
in 1925, $16,125; in 1926, $19,050; in 1929. $387,000. With these 
exceptions, the amounts in this classification in Table A-3 are 
payments by the school district. Since the amounts covering 
these reimbursements enter the local governmental picture as 
receipts of the school district or of the county, they were ruled 
out as city receipts. (Correspondingly, they would be counted 
as reductions of city expenditures, since they are finally charges 
on the school budget or the county budget.) 
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Tran./er. 

Another large part of .the non-revenue receipts is made up of 
transfers (Table A-3)\ The largest transfer each 'year is that 
trom the g~eral fund to the sinking "funds for amortization of 
debt. Amounts reported as interest received on sinking fund 
investments are classified in this study as transfers from general 
fund to sinking fund, since the sinking fund investments are city 
bonds. In some of the years, amounts are reported as transfers 
from sinking fund surplus to general sinking fund, i.e., surpluses 
in specific sinking funds made available to meet amortization re­
quirements in other sinking funds. Transfers from bond funds 
(balances of borrowed money) to sinking funds occur with re­
spect to amounts remainirig in the bond funds after the projects 
for which the bonds were issued have been completed. Special 
assessment receipts in street and sewer funds, after final pay­
ments to contractors have been covered by funding bond issues, 
are transferred to the general fund. Receipts reported under the 
heading "Stores for Distribution" are usually mere appropriation 
transfers by means of which the revolving fund used ·for central­
ized purchases is replenished as supplies are issued to the several 
departments; they may be new appropriation transfers for the 
enlargement of the purchasing fund. 

Transfers to or from the guarantee of deposit fund require 
a little fuller explanation. By an ordinance enacted in 1912, it 
was provided that $100,000 per year should be set aside from 
interest received on city deposits (except sinking fund deposits) 
until a fund of $500,000 had been accumulated. Thereafter, 
interest received on deposits of general funds (not sinking 
funds) was to be used. when necessary, to replenish this fund. 
If a depository should fail to meet its deposit obligation to the 
city. transfers were to be made from this fund to offset the im­
mediate reduction in available cash, and subsequent recoveries 
from the bank were to be placed in the guaranty fund. When 
transfers of general fund interest receipts plus recoveries from 
failed depositories raised the fund shove $500,000, the excess 
was to be returned to the general fund. This guaranty fund was 
merely a part of the treasury machi .... .ry for handling the tie-up 
or the loss of city funds through bank failure; it was in no 
sense an instrumentality for producing revenue. (This plan was 
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abolished in 1931, another method of deposit guaranty being 
established. ) 

Investment Transactions 

Receipts arising from investment transactions (Table A-3) 
are made up of two reported items. One is from redemption of 
matured investments. The investments are city bonds. Pay­
ment of city bonds at maturity brings cash into the sinking funds 
in place of the matured bonds. The other item of investment 
transactions is that frequently referred to as "sales inter se," 
cash of one sinking fund being traded for bonds in another. (The 
published reports do not deal with sinking fund profit or loss 
on investment transactions. It is assumed for purposes of this 
study that such profit or loss would not be of material conse­
quence.) . 

Sales 01 Real E.tate 

Realization from the sale of property makes city resources 
available in liquid form, thus introducing into the current flow 
of cash something that was not there before. III the absence 
of profit and loss data, however, these amounts must be counted 
as mere changes in form of city assets, not additions to assets. 
(It may be argued that receipts from minor sales of property 
other t)um real estate should likewise be counted as non-revenue. 
But mi';or departmental sales are so mixed with services that 
they cannot be accurately separated from earnings of depart­
ments.) 

Refunds and Miacellaneous Non-Revenue Receipt. 

Receipfs called refunds are ordinarily understood to be re­
turns of amounts or parts of amounts once paid out. Disbursing 
officers, being human, sometimes make mistakes. An erroneous 
payment returned to the treasury is a refund. Sometimes it is 
found that a payment has been made on aa erroneous invoice 
or on a claim that was in part or wholly fraudulent-not neces­
sarily because of any avoidable mistake of the finance officer. 
Recovery of such payment would usually be treated as a refund. 
In the published reports, there is occasional lumping of miscel­
laneous minor entries, so that refunds cannot be uniformly segre-
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gated from minor revenues or non-revenues. Sometimes the' 
description of what appears to be comparable items in other 
years "Serves as a guide in classification. 

Along with refunds in the total designated "Refunds and 
Miscellaneous" (Table A-3), there are several odds and ends. 
One of the more important items consists of. recoveries from 
failed depositories. It has been pointed Ollt in the discu~ion of 
transfers that recoveries from depositories failing while the guar­
antee of deposit fund was in operation were carried· to this 
f.md. Apparently, in some of the years after 1915 there were 
recoveries from banks that failed before the guaranty 'fund was 
established. The guaranty fund was abolished in 1931, a differ.. 
ent system of deposit insurance being established. In 1932, re­
coveries from failed banks are in this miscellaneous total. An­
other group of small items consists of amounts temporarily in 
trust, IUch as fines collected for the state or taxes and water 
rents over-paid. Any other item not otherwise classified but 
apparently not city revenue was placed in the classification "Re­
funds and ~iscellaneous." 



APPENDIX B 

Minor General Budget Revenues of the 
City of Pittsburgh 

Real estate tax collections are readily recognized as revenues. 
Among other reported "receipts," however, there are large 
amounts that must be classed as non-revenue ( discussed in 
Appendix A). Among the revenues, those received from the 
water service have been excluded as not properly a part of the 
general budget picture (Table 12, in Chapter 3). Appendix B 
is intended mainly to show the yield of the several classes of 
minor general budget revenues in comparison with the yield of 
the real estate tax 'and to indicate the kinds of items that make 
up each class of minor revenues. It is thus merely a summary 
of minor revenues, supplementary to the real estate tax study. 
It is in no sense offered as a thoroughgoing analysis of minor 
revenues of the city. 

As an introduction to the discussion of minor revenuel, a 
precaution should be observed. Administrations change, and 
there is no certainty that data published by one administration 
are exactly comparable with data released by other administra­
tions. Indeed, within a single report issued by one administra­
tion, the data are not always consistent. The attempt has been 
made, however, with a great deal of courteous assistance from 
the City Controller's office, to present data comparable over the 
period studied. 

In 1915 the minor revenues produced about one-fifth of the 
total general budget revenues. Since the war the cange has been 
from about one-sixth to about one-ninth (Table 13, in Chapter 
3). By reference to Table 12, Chapter 3, it will be noted that 
the . total of general budget revenues tended generally upward 
from $9,7()(),000 in 1915 to $25,200,000 in 1930. The total from 
the minor revenues was somewhat over $2,000,000 in 1915. Al­
though more irregular than the ,tax total, the minor revenues 

{lao} 



TABLB B-1 

Mia« GeDaIIl BucItet ........... of the Cit)' of Plttaburah, by aa-.t 1915-1931 

u..n.. ..... - ..... Gna .. 
y- TCIIaI - .... .... .. .... .... PitllburP 

A eat. Penal .. Co 11111 
_ .. 

Peal .... Doaati ... Rail~ 

.9U ".0%5.661 • 200.1" 1160.42' '1 ... 450 '190.509 '192.513 • 117.651 11".494-
1916 1.919.010 237.105 8ll.166 1.l6,26J '4',397 238."7 141,432 136,053 
1911 2.191.415 " •• 1.9 1",802 135.934 U4.626 237,011 116,641 132,382 
191. 2,210.192 JOt.172 771.453 142,180 .95,777 277,660 124.111 66.012 
191' 1,757,.106 '''.136 211.767 145.667 174.017 218.609 228.037 ---
1m 2,""OM 411,_ 119.699 1156,705 360.381 335,235 137.089 ---2.511.914 651.942 500.109 211,672 455.787 286.678 285,622 ---1.22 2,517 ,159 114.122 "',126 220.050 0626,232 403,127 250,786 ---1922 2.116,607 436.642 266,972 24l,S17 4.7,747 425,621 1S4,6J2 

273.225 IOU 2.611,095 ""III 2JO.540 255.'50 361,." .504.9$8 238,210 

192. 2,,7.,Ul 750.736 m.126 247,731 3U.958 .76,173 299,424 352,609 
1926 2,180,462 742,967 237.876 247.153 287.591 467.2M 217,993 452.609 
1927 1.581.179 910 .... 264.987 261.596 575,255 414.774 374,255 467,195 
192' '.526,,111 1 ,042 ,U9 246.522 2".567 679,586 392,868 323.822 382.054 
192P ',1"1,'57 102,073 24.1.890 255.890 629.029 362.142 3",.306 3M.811 

1910 1."1.076 ,., .... 237.424 242.612 515.894 423.697 ..... 056 384.810 
1911 2.6.J6.7JI 590.115 225.203 250.755 0159.050 368 .... 465.211 58,207 
1912 2,7U,271 '11.705 17',145 225,035 236,.188 162.569 1.207.016 8<.061 

-AU nna ... otIMr lbaa raJ atat.e tal: and .. ter rweaue. See Table 121a Cbapta' I. Item ''Other General Budpi R.eveuue." 
fIIof ... _ ..... "' .... _-.._ .......................... 

-
'182.741 

134.44' 
250,200 
128.127 
130,873 

151,446 138.! .. 
157. 16 
231,476 
226,453 

195.124 
226.989 
249,648 
210,645 
266.2U5 

236.625 
219.727 
166.356 
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also moved generally 'upward until 1927, when the aggregate was 
close to $3,600,000. By 1932 the total had fallen below 
$2,800,000. 

In Table B-1 the amounts received annually from the various 
classes of minor revenues are shown for the years 1915-1932. In 
Table B-2 the percentage of general budget revenue from each 
classification is shown. These .tables wi\l be clarified by a brief 
explanatory statement concerning each of the classifications. 

y .... 

--
1915 
1916 
1911 
1918 
1919 

.920 
1921 
1922 
1923 
1924 

.925 

.92. 
1927 
1928 
15129 

1930 
1931 
'93' 

TABLE B-1 

Per Cent of City General Budget Revenue, Pittsburgh, 
from Each Cia .. of Minor Revenuee, 1915-1931· 

[J. R .... FIn .. Gran .. Pitt .. 
Special ...... and Int.ereat and and ~ Total A ...... and Coneea- on P ..... Do ... 
m .... Permits ..... Deposit. d .. tiona ... .. 

%. % % % % % % % 
20.82 2.06 .... • .40 1.96 1.98 1.21 1.49 
17.99 2 .• ' 7." 1.23 1.28 2.16 1.28 1.23 
20.83 3.72 7.74 . 1.29 1.09 2.25 1.11 1.26 
17.67 4.03 6.16 I .• ' 1.56 2.22 0." 0.53 
13.80 '.OS 2.23 1 .• 4 1.37 2.19 1.79 --
15.53 2.65 5.58 1.06 2.29 2.13 0.87 -15.17 3.92 . 3.00 1.21 2.73 1.72 1.71 --lS.44 4.38 2.12 1.35 2.61 2."7 1.54 -12.58 2.52 1..54 1.4. 2.4. 2." 0." 1-:52 14.69 3 .... 1.28 I. .. 2 .... 2.81 1.33 

16.31 '.25 1.39 1.40 1.77 2.70 1.70 '.00 
.4,58 3.76 1.20 1.25 I." 2.37 1.10 2.29 
17.00 '.65 1.26 1.24 2.73 1.97 1.77 2.21 
14.94- .... 1.00 1.05 2." .... 1.37 1.62 
14,.00 .1.36 1.02 1.07 .... 1.52 1.65 1.61 

13'..87 3.91 0." 0." '.OS 1.68 1.85 1.53 
U.24 2.52 0.96 1.07 .... 1.57 1.98 0.25 
13.56 1.60 0.87 1.09 1.15 1.76 5.87 0.41 

......... 
lanon .. 

J'l";" 
1.22 
2 . .17 
1.00 ..... 
0.95 
0.82 
0." 
1.35 
1.27 

1.\0 
1.15 
1.17 
0.00 
1.13 

0.95 
0.93 
0.11 

.Am.ountl Ibown in Table B-1 for eacbyear uprtMI!d .. perce.nt.qes of the c:orreIPO.adi.q 
aDIlualamoung ahcnm in Table 12 .. "ToLa! General Budaet R.evenue." 

Special A •• e .. ment. 

Special assessments, in the most common usage of the term, 
are charges of some part of the cost of a public improvement 
against properties abutting on, or located near, the improvements. 
In other words, within the assessment area on a given project, 
they are charges on real estate, additional to the general levy. 
The assumption on the basis of which such special charges are 
justified is that the improvements are of special benefit to the 
owners of neighboring properties. In Pittsburgh, special assess­
ments are made to cover part of the cost of street and sewer 
construction. 
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Licen.e. and Pe~mit. 

103 

Licenses and permits, in the generally accepted sense of the 
words, are alike in that they are special charges imposed in con­
nection with governmental regulation of private· possession or 
conduct. Grants of authority for a fixed period of time-'-month, 
season, or year-usually are called licenses, and the fees collected 
in connection with such grants of authority are called "license 
fees" or simply "licenses;" An. authorization relating to a single 
performance of a specific action, such as erecting a building, is 
ordinarily called a permit. The distinction between these two 
classes of revenues is not always clear in the city records. More­
over, items under other names, such as "registration of elec­
tricians," are of the same general character. Whatever the name 
under which the item is recorded, all items recognizable in the 
published reports of the city as being of the character of licenses 
or of permits have been so classified. 

In the years 1915-1918 and again in 1920, this class of reve­
nue was the largest of the minor groups (Table B-1). The 
reason was liquor licenses-well in excess of $600,000 in the 
earlier years. . 

Aside from this major item in earlier years, this classifica­
tion includes a rather large number of other licenses, most of 
which may be grouped roughly ihto three classifications. First, 
licenses are required for a wide range of amusement and recre­
ational businesses-theaters, operatic performances, circuses and 
other transient exhibitions, carnivals and street' fairs, dance halls, 
baseball parks, shooting galleries, pool or billiard parlors, skating 
rinks, penny arcades, merry-go-rounds, and roof garoens. Sec­
ond, licenses are required for a number of businesses other than 
those in the amusement and recreational bracket-milk dealers, 
beauty parlors, junk dealers, second-hand dealers, pawn brokers, 
fumigators, street venders, and vending machines. A license 
is required of anyone selling or storing explosives. Sale of fire­
works is permitted only under license and only for one month 
preceding July 4. Third, a few licenses relate to occupations 
(not necessarily in connection with a specific place of business). 
Licenses, under one name or another, are required of auctioneers 
(each auction), beauty parlor operators (personal license in addi­
tion .. license for place of business), electricians, engineers, 
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plumbers, and picture machine operators. In addition to these 
three main groups, city licenses are required for the operation of 
horse-drawn vehicles or bicycles and for the possession of dogs. 

Most of 'the amounts received by the city for permits are 
for the several types of permits related to building, i.e., for the 
main structure, for wiring, for heating equipment, and for 
plumbing. A number of related inspectional fees have been in­
cluded with permits in Table B-t. 

Rent. lind Conce •• ion. 

Aside from the amounts received for rental of miscellaneous 
.properties scattered here and there throughout the city, three 
classes of city rental income should be mentioned-that from 
the markets owned by the city, that from the wharves and land­
ings, and tents and concessions from the parks. Fees for park­
ing automobiles on the wharves are included in the total of rents 
and concessions; golf' permits and golf locker rentals also are 
included. 

Interut on City Depoaita . 

The interest item shown in Table B-1 includes interest re­
ceived on deposits of general and special revenue funds, of bond 
funds, and of sinking funds. It does not include interest on sink­
ing fund investments. (See "Transfers" in Appendix A.) Ac­
crued iriterest on bonds sold is not included. (See "Realization 
frotn Borrowing" in Appendix A.) 

Although direct water service receipts are not counted gen­
eral budget revenues, interest that might be attributable to water 
funds is inCluded in Table B-1. Allocation of interest receipts 
would have to be arbitrary and has not been made. For present 
rough purposes, it need not be made, sinCe the general expend­
iture budget (including all expenditures other than directly iden­
tifiable water service expenditures) carries important items part 
of which are costs of the water service (for example, the City 
Treasurer's office). 

A great deal of the interest received is attributable to bond 
fund balances (borrowed money in hand); and much of the 
variation in amount of interest receipts is due to changes in bond 
fund balances. For example, at the end of 1925 the balf1ce of 
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bond fund cash '(not adjusted for warrants outstanding) was 
$2,779,610; at the end of 1927 the total was $14,716,095. The 
first amount was the lowest end-of-year bond fund balance in 
the period 1919-1932; the second amount was the highest. Such 
wide variation, of course, is extreme; but considerable changes 
are common and have much to do with variations in interest 
received. 

To whatever extent the rate paid on bonds exceeds the rate 
received on balances of borrowed cash, the carrying of large 
balances in bond funds is costly. Consequently, interest receipts 
from large balances of borrowed funds are deceptive and are 
classifiable as "revenues" (see definition in Appendix A) only 
in a doubtful sensoe. 

Fine. and Penaltie. 

In the usual meaning of the words, "fines" are imposed by 
the courts and "penalties" are imposed by administrative offices. 
The exceptions are not of material importance in this summary. 
Fines received by the city are mainly from the police courts, a 
small amount being from the aldermen's courts. The penalties 
included in this classification are mainly penalties and interest 
on delinquent taxes and on water rents. . (No allocation of pen­
alties and interest attributable to delinquent water rents was at­
tempted. The reason is the same as that for not allocating 
interest, explained above under the caption "Interest on City 
Deposits. ") The large volume of penalties for delinquent taxes 
and water rents in 1931 and 1932 is the reason why the total 
of fines and penalties was as large in those years as in 1929. 
Police court fines fell in each of the years 1926-1932. 

Grant. and Donation. 

Most of the revenue of this class is nc:eived from the state. 
One item, the city share of the fire insurance tax, is a lega11y 
fixed share of the gross premiums tax coUected by the state from 
foreign fire insurance companies (i.e., companies chartered out­
side Pennsylvania). Another item in this classification is state aid 
to the city for charities. The sharp increase in the amount of 
grants and donations in 1932 was due almost entirely to em"r­
gen~ unemployment relief, under the Talbot Act. 
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Beginning in 1930, there were limited grants from the state 
on improvement projects on main roads in the city. . 

Donations from private sources are received by the city now 
and then, either for outright expenditure or to be held as income­
producing trusts. The largest private donation is for the main­
tenance of Frick Park, received annually from the income of a 
trust created from the Frick estate. Other donations rarely have 
much effect on the total in this class of receipts. 

PittBburgh RailwaYB 

For the years 1915-1919, the amounts shown include items 
reported as charges for street cleaning and as taxes on gross 
receipts and on cars. The amounts shown for the later years 
are made up of three items explainable only in terms of the agree­
ment signtd in 1921 between the Pittsburgh Railways Company 
and the City. Under that agreement, all past-due claims for 
street cleaning, paving, and special taxes were pooled in one sum 
thereafter referred to in the city reports as "old claims." A 
stipulated sum (subject to change if mileage of street railways 
was changed) was set to take the place of special taxes and other 

. charges except paving and repaving in the car tracks. This pay-
ment is later reported as "franchise." Another stipulated amount 
(also subject to change if mileage changed) was set to take the 
place of all special asseSsments of paving costs. This was later 
reported '. ~ "paving and repaving." The amounts shown in 
Table B-1 for the years 1924-1930 include payments separately 
reported in th~ published data as "old claims," "franchises," and 
"paving' and repaving." For 1931 and 1932, the amounts re­
ported in the published data were called "franchises." 

MiBcellaneouB Minor Ref1enueB 

In addition to the classes of revenues already explained, 
there are numerous odds and ends of city revenues, some being 
of distinct classes but too small for separate classification in a 
summary, and some being of mixed character, straddling various 
classifications. 

Among the receipts classified as miscellaneous in Table B-1, 
the more important items are what would commonly be' called 
departmental earnings. Considerable amounts appear as charges 
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made by the Bureau of Highways and Sewers for making ex­
cavations in streets (for water connections or gas connections, 
usually) , for constructing siaewalks, and for other services 
specifically chargeable against individuals or firms. Special 
charges for bridge repairs are reported by the Bureau of Engi­
neering. At least in part, these seem to be related to the street 
railways paving charge, mentioned above. The Department of 
Health collects payor part-pay from some of the patients at the 
municipal hospital; other receipts of this department are derived 
from the sale of milk and the sale of vaccine anti-toxin. The 
Department of Welfare receives a few thousand dollars a year 
as payor part-pay for the care of persons at Mayview Home. 
Various fees and costs incident to legal actions are collected by 
the Department of Law.' Several thousand dollars a year are 
collected for the printing of private ordinances. The Bureau of 
Police reports an item "special police," consisting of payment 
for extra police detailed on private property. 

In addition to such items of departmental earnings, each 
year shows several amounts, scattered here and there among the 
departmental reports, representing a variety of sales and charges. 
In some of the years of the period studied, sale of horses was 
reported by several departments, most of these sales occurring, 
of course, in the process of motorizing city departments. Several 
departments report sales of material or of scrap. Recoveries for 
damages to city equipment or property appear occasionally, as 
well as receipts in liquidation of judgments. Numerous sma\l 
items of unclassified charges appear. An attempt has been made 
to eliminate refunds to appropriations; but probably some minor 
items of this sort remain in the total set up as miscellaneous in 
Table B-1. On the other hand, it is probable that some minor 
amounts of actual revenue are erroneously included in non­
revenue (Appendix A). The totals of the items, however, are so 
small that no conside~le error could arise from a mistake in 
the classification of them. 

Unclassified amounts received from the treasury assets of 
annexed areas are included here as miscellaneous. Inasmuch as 
the city assumes the debts of annexed units, receipts incident to 
annexation are not consistent with the definition of revenue given 
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in Appendix A; but" it is not possible, from published data, to 
work out the book gain or loss to the city from annexation. The 
volume of receipts thus doubtfully classified as revenue is not 
large enough to make substantial difference in the total. 

A group of collections from" public utility companies has 
been placed in the miscellaneous total. The more important are 
gross 'receipts taxes from two utility companies; charges against 
steam railway companies for rights-of-way over or across streets 
or alleys; and charges for the suspension of pipes, cables, and 
conduits on bridges. (Note, however, that the major collections 
from utilities are segregated under the heading "Pittsburgh Rail­
ways," explained above.) 
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