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Calls for land tax reform in Australia have a long history and the case for change is well understood.  However, 
progress in implementing the reforms proposed in various Commonwealth, State and local government reviews 
has been underwhelming.   The ‘outrageous’ proposal in this paper is that we should stop revisiting the same 
old well-accepted land tax reform proposals and focus on the impediments to needed reform.  Here it is argued 
that a particular focus of our attention should be on developing a cadastre fit for the 21st century – the register 
containing details on property ownership, boundaries and value.  Proposing a national land tax would provide 
that much needed focus and the resulting database would form the foundation upon which other jurisdictions in 
the Australian Federation could implement good land tax design. Despite the best efforts since the 1980s of the 
Australian and New Zealand Land Information Council (ANZLIC) and Intergovernmental Committee on 
Surveying and Mapping (ICSM) to enable and encourage states and territories to implement a cadastre fit for 
purpose in the new millennium, progress has not been matched by the need. A national land tax would demand 
the development of a Commonwealth funded National Digital Cadastral Database (NDCD) from which would 
flow demonstrable benefits not only for the administration of Commonwealth income taxes and foreign 
ownership regulations, but also provide the foundation upon which state and local governments could introduce  
land tax regimes fit for the new millennium.  

 

The Scene 

Economists like taxes on land, land owners do not and nor do politicians because of their high 
visibility.  In response, taxes on property have been implemented by politicians in ways which often 
lack transparency and economic efficiency.  The result is taxes on property transfers which lack 
transparency relative to equivalent recurrent land taxes, or taxes on land value where the revenue is 
earmarked (hypothecated) in ways which make them politically palatable such as promoting them to 
taxpayers as a fee for service or assigned to some worthy purpose.  In other cases political expediency 
is facilitated by imposing land taxes on those taxpayers seemingly deemed less ‘worthy’ politically 
such as investment property owners, or foreigners.  In this way the visibility and political sensitivities 
around land taxes are minimised. 

What often results is a design which is not only complex, lacks transparency and is economically 
inefficient – even if it is often seemingly equitable in its distributional impact.  These limitations have 
not however acted to limit the exploitation of land as a tax base.  As shown in Table 1, Australia taxes 
land at all levels of government and in myriad ways.  What results is a system of taxing property in 
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Australia which is high by international standards (Table 2), focused on taxing financial and capital 
transactions (Table 3) and relative to other federations, has a high level of property taxation at the 
State level (Table 4). 

Much has been written and said about property tax reform in Australia but progress on substantive 
reforms has been modest1.  Most significant in recent years has been the move at the State level to 
property based emergency services levies and the Australian Capital Territory reforms involving the 
phased movement from taxes on property transfers to a recurrent land tax.  Reform the taxation of 
property at the local government level has also been a subject of extensive debate and numerous 
government reviews2.  The Commonwealth has also sponsored tax reviews such as the 2009 AFTS 
(Henry Review)3 which argued the case for States introducing a land tax4 accompanied by the 
phasing down of current land transfer duties.   

While States do already impose land taxes (except Northern Territory) 5, these have in recent years 
been expanded from just relating to property other than the primary residence and farms to whether 
any property is owned by a ‘foreign person’6 or has a high value.  Local Government funding reform 
has also brought land tax reform into focus, here the concern being that with value of land often being 
based on its unimproved value, the current approach to valuing ‘land’ for medium and high density 
residential properties for local rating purposes undervalues that land relative to single residence 
properties7.   

The Commonwealth also has its issues with the taxation of land.  Not only is the income and capital 
gains from property other than the principal (or main) place of residence (PPR) taxable,  there are also 

                                                      

 
1 Eccleston, R., Warren, N., Verdouw, J. and Flanagan, K. (2017) Pathways to state property tax reform, 
AHURI Final Report No. 291, Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute Limited, Melbourne, 
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-reports/291 ; and  Warren, N. A., Eccleston, R., Verdouw, J., Flanagan, 
K., Duncan, A., Ong, R., .and Atalay, K. (2018) Inquiry into pathways to housing tax reform: AHURI Final 
Report . Melbourne: Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute. https://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-
reports/301 
2 See https://www.ipart.nsw.gov.au/Home/Industries/Local-Government/Reviews/Local-Government-Rating-
System/Local-Government-Rating-System; https://www.localgovernment.vic.gov.au/council-
governance/victorian-local-government-rating-system-review; 
https://www.lga.sa.gov.au/webdata/resources/files/ECM_656279_v17_Discussion%20Paper-
%20Local%20Government%20Reform.pdf ; https://www.jtsi.wa.gov.au/economic-development/economy/local-
government-rating-review ;  
3 See http://taxreview.treasury.gov.au/Content/Content.aspx?doc=html/home.htm  
4 The review proposed that any land tax should be imposed with differentiated tax rates imposed on the per-
square-metre value of the land (which would effectively exclude rural land). See 
http://taxreview.treasury.gov.au/content/FinalReport.aspx?doc=html/publications/papers/Final_Report_Part_1/c
hapter_6.htm  
5 State land taxes are levied depending on the type of land, its use and its total value.  Generally, land tax is not 
payable on the principal place of residence, primary production land and land with a value below some 
ownership threshold.   
6 See the definition in NSW at https://www.revenue.nsw.gov.au/help-centre/resources-library/g009  
7 See the NSW IPART review and its response to the concern by local government that the current rating system 
in NSW undervalues medium and high density properties because of its approach to valuing the unimproved 
value of the land associated with this property. 
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special imposts and regulatory arrangements attached to land and its use such as foreign ownership of 
residential and agricultural land8. 

The Parallel Universe 

While the debate around the taxation and regulation of land ownership at the Commonwealth, State 
and local levels of government is ongoing and change at best incremental,  there is a whole universe 
of debate and discussion running parallel to it like is just different which is absolutely fundamental to 
the land tax debate but almost totally ignored in terms of its relevance.  This is the universe revolving 
around what a cadastre should look like in the 21st century – the official register containing details of 
the ownership, boundaries and the value of real property (Appendix 1).  Understanding the cadastre 
universe and its challenges is absolutely critical to understanding the universe revolving around the 
land tax debate and what have been the major impediments to progressing reform. 

After all, seemingly good land tax reform proposals are useless and potentially bad if ultimately, they 
cannot be properly administered because of failures or limitations with the cadastre.  The fact is 
however, that the cadastre has relevance well beyond land tax design and administration.  As far back 
as 1986 the Australia Land Information Council (ALIC) was established by agreement between the 
Australian Prime Minister and the heads of the State and Territory governments.  It subsequently 
included New Zealand (in 1991 and renamed ANZLIC) and has the vision of ‘Spatially referenced 
information that is current, complete, accurate, affordable and accessible is used to inform decision 
making for economic, social and environmental outcomes.’ 9  

Complementing ANZLIC is the Intergovernmental Committee on Surveying and Mapping (ICSM) 
established in 1988 by the Prime Minister, State Premiers, and the Chief Minister of the Northern 
Territory – with Australian Capital Territory and New Zealand subsequently joining ICSM.  Its 
objective is to provide leadership, coordination and standards for assembling, delivering and 
maintaining national land and marine spatial infrastructure (datasets)10 and its vision is for a national 
land and marine spatial infrastructure which provides sustainable benefits for Australians and New 
Zealanders11.  An obvious focus of ANZLIC and ICSM has been ensuring the cadastre is 21st century 
ready.  Traditionally, the foundation of a cadastre is the cadastral (or survey) plan (setting out parcel 
boundaries and ID) which when joined together forms a cadastral map of an area that can then be 
overlaid with information like typographical data, roads and related infrastructure (such as sewers).  
Overlaid also on the cadastral plan is information directly relevant to land taxation such as land title 
ownership, tenure type, when last sold and for what, and the estimated current value for taxation 
purposes.  Being ready for the new millennium must mean it includes a range of data which reflects 
not just spatial infrastructure but data capable of enabling the efficient and simple administration of a 

                                                      

 
8 https://www.ato.gov.au/general/property/residential-rental-properties/  and  
https://www.ato.gov.au/general/other-languages/in-detail/information-in-other-languages/foreign-investment-in-
australia--what-you-need-to-know/  http://firb.gov.au/applications/estimator/ 
9 https://www.anzlic.gov.au/anzlic-council 
10 http://www.icsm.gov.au/about 
11 http://www.icsm.gov.au/education/fundamentals-land-ownership-land-boundaries-and-surveying/land-and-
land-ownership-0  
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land tax.  Integrity of ownership and value data is central here as is data on the spatial aspects of 
property including both the land and its structures and their quality and use. 

Figure 1  ANZLIC Foundation Spatial Data Framework 

 
Source: https://www.anzlic.gov.au/ and  https://link.fsdf.org.au/ 

Figure 1 indicates how ANZLIC is already aware of the importance of developing a comprehensive 
spatial database and in September 2015, ICSM assumed as one of its responsibilities the modernising 
of Australia’s datum through the formation of a dedicated working group to oversee the 
implementation of Geocentric Datum of Australia 202012. 

The universe occupied by ANZLIC and ICSM should not be seen as parallel to or of little direct 
interest to the universe of land tax design and reform.  After all, the dataset so much the focus of 
ICSM are the same used to administer taxes on land – whether on their transfer (non-recurrent) or 
ownership (recurrent) or on income generated (realised or accrued) by that land.  Too often, 
economists and politicians ignore the fact that a policy idea is only as good as the ability of those 
tasked with administering it to do so efficiently and with integrity.  Frequently, policy proposals are 
mere idea ‘bubbles’ which are ‘pricked’ when it comes to how such a tax might be imposed and 
collected in practice.  This is currently the case with many of the recurrent state land taxes which are 
being imposed on ‘foreign persons’ at a time when the cadastre excludes any reliable reference to 
such information on the owners. 

Equally, those proposing tax reforms are often oblivious to what design possibilities there are because 
of their ignorance about available – or potentially available – data.  For example, the development of 
3D cadastral plans and maps of land and the collection (mostly by the private sector) of data on the 
actual structures on land, could imply scope for taxing more than just the area of the land but the 
utilisation of that land – a development especially important in the case of medium and high density 
housing. 

Tax administrators are also often oblivious to the broader debate (or parallel universe) circling the 
same issues challenging them as they seek to ensure integrity in the tax system they are administering.  
Knowledge by administrators about the parallel universe occupied by the States developing their own 
State Digital Cadastral Database (SDCD)13 is therefore crucial to good tax administration.  

                                                      

 
12 https://www.icsm.gov.au/datum/who-managing-gda-modernisation 
13These SDCD are  supported through ICSM guidance, coordination, promotion and agreed standards. See the 
ICSM national strategy on cadastre – Cadastre 2034: Powering Land and Real Property at 
https://www.icsm.gov.au/july-2015-newsletter and  https://www.icsm.gov.au/what-we-do/permanent-
committee-cadastre 
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Aligning Universes through a National Land Tax 

In fact, SDCD is clearly fundamental to the land tax universe as without it, there would be no 
foundation for land taxes.  Moreover, the future success of and scope for reforms to land taxation is 
heavily dependent on integrity, consistency and transparency in the development of the SDCD.  The 
challenge is however that while the SDCD are maintained by the states, they involve issues 
fundamental to all levels of government and to all aspects of society. After all, a bank making a loan 
to property owners or owners making local government planning applications or a Commonwealth 
government making national rules in relation to land ownership, would all benefit from a national 
approach to the cadastral system.  A National Digital Cadastral Database (NDCD) would therefore 
offer national benefits well beyond taxation.  Moreover, as the demands on the cadastral system are 
always changing, there is considerable benefit from having a unified and consistent approach across 
all States and territories. 

A focus on a unified approach to a National Digital Cadastral Database guided and funded centrally 
would therefore offer: 

1. Benefits to States arising from: 
a. a more consistent and transparent approach to maintaining the SDCD including crucial issues 

such as relating to ownership, value and various spatial aspects, all of which are crucial to 
land taxation design;  

b. overcoming a major constraint on smaller States improving their SDCD by addressing the 
issue of the cost relative to benefit to them of improving their SDCD;  

c. knowledge on cross border ownership of land by residents;  
d. consistency of treatment owners/property across jurisdictions (eg residents vs non-residents); 

and 
e. consistent valuation approach regardless of land value definition applied in practice. 

2. Benefits to local government from access to not only comprehensive and timely rating related 
data but data essential for good land use planning and management of infrastructure and assets;  

3. Benefits to the Commonwealth government in administering: 
a. income taxes on property (eg rental income and capital gains);  
b. potential taxes on ownership such as net worth and estate and gift duties; and 
c. regulation in relation to foreign ownership of property. 

While the benefits of a National Digital Cadastral Database to the national economy and society more 
generally would be significant, what is missing is the catalyst for expediting the development of such 
a database whose benefits have been known for over three decades.  It is here that the land tax debate 
enters as a potential stimulus for change.  The case against Australia’s reliance on transfer taxes on 
land has long been made and the need for such a tax to be replaced by a recurrent broad based land tax 
is well understood.  That case is not helped by the base of current recurrent land taxes being imposed 
on any of unimproved capital value (or land value), improvements value, capital improved value, 
annual rental value and in some cases, fixed charges.  This is at a time when the economically 
efficient base is the highest and best use (HBU) of (unimproved) land or the value of that land with 
new improvements which reflect the highest and best use of that land14.  Adopting a national land tax 

                                                      

 
14 See discussion on highest and best use land tax in: Mangioni V. and Warren, N.A. 2014, ‘Re-defining the land 
tax base in highly urbanised locations’, Australian Tax Forum 29(3):461-482; and in Eccleston, R., Warren, N., 
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would require a decision on the base which if reflected HBU, would require a range of spatial 
information including area of house and land, use, location, title owners (and their ‘foreigner’ status), 
and the current construction costs of HBU improvements to that land. Similarly, the suggestion of 
moving to a net worth tax at the national level would invoke similar tax base design challenges to an 
efficient land tax.  Measuring the base efficiently is also important to the equity of these taxes as it 
will ensure the taxes have their intended distributional impact while also not distorting the investment 
decisions by the owners of those assets. 

Proposing a national land tax could therefore act as a catalyst for an expeditious implementation of 
what ANZLIC and ICSM have sought to achieve for over 30 years.  What would flow would not just 
be the equity benefits from a national land tax, but all the benefits flowing from a National Digital 
Cadastral Database leading to a more consistent and transparent approach in all the State National 
Digital Cadastral Databases.  This would enable consideration of more sophisticated and 
economically efficient land tax designs based around the highest and best use of land.  It would also 
act to reduce substantially the cost of administering the cadastre, especially across smaller 
jurisdictions and ensure that all levels of government, especially the Commonwealth, contribute to the 
maintenance of the cadastral system. 

Maybe the proposal for a National Land Tax is outrageous (particularly to States) – but the proposal 
for a National Digital Cadastral Database is definitely not. 

 
 
Table 1 Australian Land-Based Taxes  

L Local; S State;  
N National 

SALE (Non-recurrent taxes) 
 

Standard transfer duty - All Purchasers (>$X) S 
Premium transfer duty - All Purchaser (>$Y) S 
Surcharge purchaser duty - foreign persons S 
Standard Transfer duty - Seller S 
GST on Sales (eg new houses) N 
GST on Sales Commissions N 
Income Tax on Seller Profits (including capital 
gains) 

N 

OWNERSHIP (Recurrent Taxes) 
 

Land Tax (eg Investment Property) S 
Premium Land Tax (>$Z) S 
Surcharge Land Tax (foreign person) S 
Local Rates L 
Net Worth Taxes 

 

OWNERSHIP (Non-recurrent taxes) 
 

Estate and Gift Duties N/S 
Betterment Taxes (Land value capture) S 

INCOME (Recurrent) 
 

Net rental income N 
Capital gains (accrued/realised) N 

 
 
  

                                                                                                                                                                     

 
Verdouw, J. and Flanagan, K. (2017) Pathways to state property tax reform, AHURI Final Report No. 291, 
Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute Limited, Melbourne, https://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-
reports/291. 
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Table 2  OECD Property Taxes (4000)Property Tax revenue as % of Total Rev 
Year 1990 2000 2005 2010 2016 Ranking 2016 (/36) 
Country           %Total Taxes %GDP 
Iceland 8.4% 7.9% 6.5% 7.0% 34.2% 1 1 
United 
Kingdom 

8.2% 11.5% 11.9% 12.0% 12.6% 2 3 

Canada 10.0% 9.5% 10.7% 12.3% 12.0% 3 4 
Korea 11.8% 12.4% 11.9% 11.3% 11.6% 4 9 
United States 11.6% 10.2% 11.4% 13.1% 11.1% 5 11 
Australia 9.0% 8.8% 8.6% 9.4% 10.8% 6 10 
France 6.3% 7.2% 8.0% 8.7% 9.4% 8 2 
Japan 9.4% 10.5% 9.7% 9.7% 8.3% 10 14 
New Zealand 6.8% 5.3% 4.9% 6.6% 6.1% 16 16 
Denmark 4.3% 3.3% 3.8% 4.1% 4.0% 21 17 
Netherlands 3.7% 5.3% 5.5% 3.8% 4.0% 22 18 
Norway 2.9% 2.3% 2.6% 2.8% 3.3% 25 23 
Finland 2.4% 2.4% 2.7% 2.7% 3.2% 26 19 
Germany 3.4% 2.3% 2.5% 2.3% 2.8% 27 26 
Sweden 3.5% 3.4% 3.0% 2.4% 2.4% 29 28 
OECD – 36 
Country 
Average 

5.6% 5.2% 5.3% 5.3% 5.6%   

Source:  https://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?DataSetCode=rev  (Accessed 13 April 2019) 
 
Table 3 Property Tax (4000) Types in OECD Countries 2016 (% Total Taxes) 

Country 

4100 
 Recurrent 

taxes on 
immovable 

property 

4200 
 Recurrent 

taxes on 
net wealth 

4300 
 Estate, 

inheritance 
and gift 

taxes 

4400  
Taxes on 
financial 

and capital 
transactions 

4500  
Other non-

recurrent 
taxes on 
property 

4600 
 Other 

recurrent 
taxes on 
property 

4000 
 Taxes 

on 
property 

Australia 6.0%   4.8%   10.8% 
Canada 9.6% 0.1% 0.0% 0.9% 1.3%  12.0% 
Denmark 3.0%  0.4% 0.6%   4.0% 
France 6.2% 0.5% 1.2% 1.5%   9.4% 
Germany 1.2% 0.0% 0.6% 1.0%   2.8% 
Italy 3.0% 0.1% 0.1% 2.5% 0.6% 0.3% 6.6% 
New Zealand 6.0%   0.1%   6.1% 
United Kingdom 9.3%  0.7% 2.5% 0.0%  12.6% 
United States 10.4%  0.5%   0.2% 11.1% 
OECD Average 3.2% 0.5% 0.4% 1.3% 0.2% 0.0% 5.6% 

Source:  https://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?DataSetCode=rev  (Accessed 13 April 2019) 
 
Table 4 Property Taxes (4000) by level of Government: OECD Countries 2016 (% of Total) 

Country National State Local All 
Australia 

 
67% 33% 100% 

Canada 
 

16% 84% 100% 
Denmark 26% 

 
74% 100% 

Finland 46% 
 

54% 100% 
France 24% 

 
76% 100% 

Germany 1% 58% 41% 100% 
Italy 57% 

 
43% 100% 

Japan 23% 
 

77% 100% 
Korea 30% 

 
70% 100% 

Netherlands 52% 
 

48% 100% 
New Zealand 1% 

 
99% 100% 

Norway 39% 
 

61% 100% 
Sweden 65% 

 
35% 100% 

Switzerland 10% 57% 33% 100% 
United Kingdom 61% 

 
39% 100% 

United States 4% 4% 92% 100% 
Source:  https://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?DataSetCode=rev  (Accessed 13 April 2019) 
 
  

https://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?DataSetCode=rev
https://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?DataSetCode=rev
https://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?DataSetCode=rev
https://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?DataSetCode=rev
https://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?DataSetCode=rev
https://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?DataSetCode=rev
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Table 5: Area of agricultural land with a level of foreign interest – 30 June 2018 (%) 
NSW/ACT VIC QLD WA SA TAS NT Total 
4.6 6.1 11.4 16.4 9.9 24.5 26.8 13.4 
Source: Table 2 https://cdn.tspace.gov.au/uploads/sites/79/2018/12/Register_of_Foreign_Ownership_of_Agr.pdf  
 
Appendix 1   The Cadastre 
Source:  https://www.icsm.gov.au/education/fundamentals-land-ownership-land-boundaries-and-
surveying/land-and-land-ownership-0 

“The concept of ‘the cadastre’ is either unknown or not understood by the population at large. It is, however, a 
vital tool used by professionals involved in land and land‑related dealings. 

In plain English, a cadastre is an official register showing details of ownership, boundaries and the value of 
real property in a district, made for taxation purposes (Collins English Dictionary 1979). 

A cadastral map displays how boundaries subdivide land into units of ownership. 

The cadastre is used as the foundation for dealings in: 

• Land valuation and taxation 
• Land registration and land transfers 
• Land use planning 
• Sustainable development and environmental protection 
• Mapping 
• Management of leases and licences 
• Electoral boundary determination and 
• Other land-based administrative purposes 

Digital Cadastral DataBases (DCDBs) are modern versions of ‘the cadastre’ and provide spatial views of land 
parcels. Although based on paper plans, records and maps, DCDB information has been digitised to deliver 
maps that show digital coordinates of land parcels, as well as a great deal of supplementary information 
related to the land. “ 
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