


















































































































The Basis for a Legislative Program for
Public Housing

By Charles S. Ascher

Secretary, Public Administration Clearing House, Chicago

The justification for direct federal construction of public low-cost housing

was the need for speed. Men in the building trades were to be given employ

ment even before local housing agencies could be organized and their staffs

and members equipped to act in this new field. It is unprofitable to debate

whether, if energies had been directed to building up strong local bodies at

the beginning, as much might not have been accomplished. The justification

for direct federal action is still speed —no longer merely to provide jobs, but

to have some new structure to show, some embodiment of the ideals of the

housing movement, on the strength of which to elicit the sustained interest of

public officials, legislators and citizens. If the Housing Division of Public

Works Administration can get projects under way this winter in fifteen or

twenty cities, it will accomplish something essential for the development of a

permanent program of public housing in this country.

It is equally clear, however, that no such permanent program can be predi

cated upon direct federal construction alone. The experience of other coun

tries in housing, and of this country in other comparable fields, shows that the

proper role of the central government is not construction and operation. It is

leadership, if you will; the setting of standards, the carrying on of the needed

studies, on which such standards are to be based, and the provision or facilita

tion of credit.

This analysis is not based upon hoary arguments about states' rights. My

attempt is rather to consider the allocation of the functions of government in

terms of the agency best equipped to carry out each phase of a housing pro

gram. Thus, if the provision of credit at low cost be essential, the flow of

that credit can be better controlled federally, and better geared by federal

financial agencies to the economic needs of the nation. Moreover, if money

at low interest be considered one of the most effective forms of subsidy, that

subsidy should be provided by the taxpayers best able to afford it. Students

of public finance are coming to agree that the general property tax is breaking

down as an adequate support for ordinary operations of local government; in

come and inheritance taxes can best be administered federally. Experience in

many fields has already shown that the federal provision of credit (or funds,

as by grants-in-aid) gives vast opportunities for federal control of standards.

The first vital legislative program is then federal. We need desperately a

unified federal administration of housing credit. Merely to list the agencies
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now authorized to operate in the field shows the opportunities for confusion:

RFC, HOLC, FHA, PWA, the Subsistence Homesteads Division of the Depart

ment of the Interior, The Federal Reserve system, FCA, TV A,— and now a new

endeavor to retire submarginal agricultural lands and rehabilitate their occu

pants, involving FERA, the Surplus Relief Corporation and the Department of
Agriculture.

The so-called National Housing Act gives the Federal Housing Administrator

power to undertake studies looking toward the development of a comprehensive

housing program and a sound credit system: "Sec. 209. The Administrator

shall cause to be made such statistical surveys and legal and economic studies

as he shall deem useful to guide the development of housing and the creation

of a sound mortgage in the United States, and shall publish from time to time

the results of such surveys and studies." It is too early to tell whether the

atmosphere generated by his initial specific activities will be congenial to such

studies and whether it will lead to an effective correlation of federal govern
ment housing activity.

As to the complementary problems of state and local legislation, I am sure

only that no universal formula will fit the amazingly various traditions,

habit patterns, constitutions and administrative organizations of the several

states and their hundreds of municipalities. The problem of housing, conceived

in the terms represented by this exhibition, affects all the activities of the

family not concerned with bread-winning. There is scarcely a department of

the modern municipality with which a public housing administration will not

have dealings: health, recreation, welfare, education, libraries, police, parks,

public works. It is natural, therefore, to picture a direct municipal housing

department taking its place beside the others. We may even posit such a

scheme of things as an ultimate ideal and rejoice that there may be a few

American cities (such as Milwaukee) ready to work under it.

The public administrator will join with the housing enthusiast in seeking to

minimize the number of separate boards and independent agencies operating

in the same territory. And yet there may be pressing considerations why such

a program will be altogether inappropriate at this time in many states and

communities. There are many important items which the housing enthusiast

must take into consideration: state constitutional limitations on the power of

a city to issue bonds; the lack of power in cities to issue special revenue bonds

and the unwillingness of the legislature to grant such powers to cities, for

reasons having nothing to do with housing; the fact that the political bound

aries of a city so fail to fit the living community that a housing program must

be undertaken on a broader basis; the fact that disorganization of local gov

ernment is leading to the organization of newer functions of government on a

regional basis, portending perhaps a realignment of public activities in the area.

It is too early to tell whether the enabling acts for the creation of public
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housing agencies recently adopted in nine states will be effective in operation.

Federal officials profess already to have found difficulty in dealing with authori

ties created under them; although these difficulties should not prove insur

mountable if there is a genuine will to devolve power and responsibility on the

local bodies.

One thing is certain, however. State enabling acts should be broad enough

to enable the local agency to stand on its own feet, to carry out the complex

operations of land acquisition, construction, and management, whatever the

source of its funds. Nothing is more dangerous than to predicate a long-term

program of action upon adventitious circumstances which seem to rule the

moment — some of them having no more guarantee of permanence than a mere

departmental ruling. It is entirely possible, for instance, that with the support

of federal insurance permitted by Section 207 of the National Housing Act,

private funds may be attracted to the low-cost housing field.

The experience of European countries with great cooperative building asso

ciations and with public utility societies may lead us to explore these possibili

ties further. The development of a cooperative spirit in this country, the

promotion of consumer consciousness and organization are of course not legis

lative problems; but it will be found that few of the states have adequate laws

for carrying on housing activities in this form. Existing statutes have been

framed to meet different types of problems — the marketing or distribution of

farm products chiefly — and need extensive reworking if they are to be useful

for housing.

If we recognize that a housing program is intimately bound up with a pro

gram for orderly community development, we must be prepared to back our

housing program with much more powerful legislative tools for community

planning. Despite cheerful statistics about the number of communities that

have municipal or regional planning agencies, too few of their plans have any

teeth in them. Only a handful of states have laws which make it possible in

any effective way to protect the integrity of the city plan. Most of the thousand

zoning ordinances in this country were framed in days when cities looked for

ward to doubled populations and before adequate scientific analysis of the

land-use needs of urban communities had become available. As a result, when

we ask federal officials to impose standards of economic and social soundness

for the projects to which they are to extend credit, even if the officials agree

with us in principle, we are hard put to it to find for them in many cities any

adequate data upon which standards might reasonably be based.

Antiquated building codes have long been railed against by architects,

builders, manufacturers of the newer building materials, and those anxious to

see lower rentals in decent, new construction. One of the most promising sug

gestions for fundamental change, however, is that the codes (in large cities at

least) should specify certain standards of strength of materials, fire resistance,
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insulation, etc., and leave to an expert commission the determination of what

materials and methods qualify under these standards.

The so-called construction industry is at best a disorganized set of specialized

agencies and at worst a vicious civil war among groups whose efforts should be

supplementary. Certainly firm bounds must be set against some well-known

competitive practices of contractors and builders as well as against irrational

regulations and traditions of building trades labor.

If prematurely plotted subdivisions are ever to be useful again; if plots which

have fallen in for tax delinquency are not to be made permanently sterile by

chronically defective titles because of our laws governing the sale of tax titles;

if cities are to be free to use surplus public lands for housing; if the cooperative

efforts of neighboring landowners to pool their properties are not to be ham

strung by a non-cooperative minority —we shall need legislative programs on a

broad front, leading to the amendment of obscure and technical clauses in city

charters, of sections of finance and tax laws, which at first sight may seem re

mote from the purposes of housing.

But this is merely another indication of the complexity of the problems we

deal with under the inadequate name of "housing". It means, too, that we

shall probably not find any single, neat legislative formula which we can

promulgate as a model, and for the adoption of which we can storm the coun

try. But then, neither have the architects or site-planners produced such a

model in their field. Both sets of problems are equally technical and will

equally call for the best efforts of many minds. The experts in public admin

istration and legislative drafting have a real role to play in furthering the cause

of public housing.
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The National Real Property Inventory

By Robinson Newcomb

Technical Director, Real Property Inventory

It has been many years since banks loaned on the basis of hunch and knowl

edge of character. The habit of requiring a financial statement before making

large loans has been growing, and of late the habit of looking into the position

of the whole industry of the firm applying for loans as well as the balance sheet

of the particular firm itself is being recognized as a growing necessity.

The construction industry and real estate business have not even approached

the point of asking for financial statements. Nobody knew during the 20's what

the balance sheet of building or of land was.

In the city of Cleveland six times as many lots were put on the market in

one year as the normal growth of the population could absorb. In other cities

the situation was even worse. Lots were put on the market because people were

buying them, and people were buying them because they were being put on the

market, and because other people were buying them. Nobody thought to ask

whether there was really a need for what was being bought and sold.

In many cities there was a large housing shortage in 1920. No one knew how

large it was. Without inquiring into the amount of new construction needed,

money was advanced for almost any project proposed. Within five or six years

in many cities the shortage had been met, but no one was aware of the fact. The

construction industry was geared at full speed and continued to operate as long

as people continued to invest. As a result the real estate industry collapsed

early and construction was one of the first major industries to go under. New

construction, even after the recent crash, is still based on hunches rather than

facts. People who were enthusiastic in the twenties are gloomy in the thirties.

The facts did not entirely justify enthusiasm in the twenties, nor do they jus-

tify the gloom of the thirties.
If housing is to operate with a balance sheet rather than on hunches it is

necessary to know the current supply and demand for real property, and it is

necessary to know this in detail. A large oversupply of office buildings in a par

ticular section of town does not mean that there is an oversupply of residential

properties in another part of the town, or even an oversupply of office buildings

in parts of the town not yet fully developed. In order to know what the supply

is we need to know for each section of the town what the number of units of

each type and in each price range may be, what services they afford and from

what economic resources they may expect to be absorbed.

This means that we need to know, for instance, how many single family units

valued at $5,000, rentable at $50 a month, equipped with all conveniences, may
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be found in each portion of the town, how many three-room apartments and

how many five-room apartments, how many two-family houses equipped and

unequipped are held for $50 or $40. We need to know how many of these prop-

erties are in good condition and suitable for occupancy, how many need minor

repairs, how many need major repairs, and how many should be torn down.

A complete picture of the supply of the property is not even half of the story.

We need to know the demand for the property and that demand is two-fold,

effective demand, i.e., a demand with purchasing power to back it up, and social

demand, i.e., families needing housing but lacking the income with which to pay

for it. The effective demand is evidenced by the number of families receiving

incomes and this demand may be gauged by learning the number paying vari

ous rents in each part of the town. The second demand is measured by the

number of families, including the number of doubled-up families, and the

amount of crowding. If there are more families than units, there is obviously

a greater need for desirable housing than there is income with which to pay a

reasonable return on the investment in such housing. Under the profit system

the methods for taking care of the social demand are quite different from the

methods for taking care of the effective demand and both types must therefore
be known.

But even a complete knowledge of the demand for property at any given

time does not tell what the long time demand may be. We need to know the

trend in the supply of properties and the trend in the number of families and

family incomes. If the number of families in the city or in a particular area

is declining, a shortage of property at any given moment may not mean that

new houses should be built. Speaking in terms of investment it may be more

economical to permit crowding for a year or two instead of building new prop

erties for which there will be but little use in the future.

The Real Property Inventory* is designed to furnish basic statistical facts upon

which mortgage interests, contractors, building mechanics as well as architects

or city planners, and all the other groups interested in housing might base build

ing programs. If the rent which can be secured will not pay a proper return on

the properties, some new method for providing these properties must be found.

The method will depend on the political, social and economical conditions

prevailing. It may be outside the profit system, or it may be a reduction in con

struction costs or a combination of the two. In accordance with the facts shown,

the building industry would be able to plan its program more intelligently than'

would be the case if they had no idea of the extent of the shortage or oversup-

ply. Architects could estimate employment probabilities and plan buildings in

accordance with long-time trends. City planners would know whether 10" or

4" water mains would be required or none at all, if new school buildings or

The Federal Government has carried out Real Property Inventories in 63 cities New VerV pv,;i

ernmentdaidher **** ^ in the °riKinal 63 citie* have also made ^
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more recreation facilities would be needed within a given period of time. Thus

a reasonably accurate city development could be laid out and a balance sheet

for the building industry secured.

To illustrate, an experimental study was once made of the probable housing

requirements of a large city. That study indicated that 75,000 residential units

would be needed during the decade. By the merest chance, The Dodge Cor

poration and building permit records indicate that almost exactly that number

were built but they were built in a five year period. For the next five years

there was very little activity. The data at hand now indicate a need for at least

10,000 new residential units but few are being built. Builders, merchants, bank

ers, real estate men, planners, architects —no one paid much heed to the facts

as to requirements in 1922 and were consequently caught in 1926. They are

today paying a little more attention to the facts.

In the Spring of 1933 banks and insurance companies were seriously consid

ering dumping their mortgages in the city alluded to above in an effort to sal

vage something. Receivers for closed banks were certain that they might as

well take what they could get. Going banks knew that if millions of dollars of

property and mortgages were dumped on the market, there would be no market

left. If dumping was to be done, they were wondering if perhaps they should

not dump first. It looked as though home owners and mortgage owners alike

were going to be wiped out.

But while these matters were being discussed behind closed doors the first

inventory of real property was quietly being undertaken. Every property and

every family in the metropolitan area was recorded. The announcement of the

results stopped the preparations for liquidation almost overnight. Apartment

house vacancies turned out to be only half that generally supposed. In many

parts of town there were more families than residential quarters. The city had

not lost 20% of its population as commonly believed. It had actually gained

in population since 1930. Instead of a constantly decreasing demand for prop

erty it looked as if the first return of employment would result in a housing

shortage and the mortgage losses of the banks had not begun to equal losses

sustained in many other investment fields. Acknowledgment of the facts pre

vented hysterical action.

The results of the first inventory proved so useful in practice as well as in

theory that the Federal Government undertook demonstration inventories in

each state during the first part of 1934. Encouraged by this, many cities not

included in the Federal list undertook inventories of their own. New York

City made the most comprehensive one of all, making detailed examination and

report for each type of commercial and industrial property, as well as all resi

dential properties. The concept of a balance sheet for housing is consequently

spreading and the findings of real property inventories should serve as a guide

to planned action. As Mr. Thomas Holden has pointed out in the Architectural
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Record, half of the cities covered have more families than dwelling units, while

only a third have more dwelling units than families. This without taking

account of dwellings now occupied but unfit for such occupancy. The hous

ing program of the Federal Government or of local agencies should be quite

different in the first group of cities than in the second. Certain cities have a

serious shortage now. Others will reach such a state soon. Programs can be

mapped out now that facts are available as a guide.

Aside from the shortage of housing revealed by the inventories, the most

significant fact disclosed is the unbelievably low standard of American housing.

In cities in which median rents were under $15 over a third of the units had no

water closets; nearly half have neither tubs nor showers, and a sixth were with

out running water. Cities whose median rent (or its equivalent) was $18 to $21

were cities in which a fifth of the family quarters were without water closet

facilities.

The correlation between poor housing and low rents in these figures is very

close. The families without proper facilities in most cases are families unable

to pay the rent or purchase price now charged for decent dwellings. The in

ventory indicates that our present housing methods have failed. More efficient

construction techniques as well as other equally radical changes in the methods

providing for these needs, such as financial setup, cost of money, amortization

period, etc., are obviously necessary.

The inventories have indicated as much about details in housing needs as

they have about the general conditions. They show, for instance, in tract 90

of Manhattan, that in apartments renting for over $30 vacancies in units without

mechanical refrigeration are twice as great as vacancies in units with mechani

cal refrigeration; vacancies in $50 apartments less than those in $30 apart

ments, and those in $75 apartments less than those in $50 units. There is obvi

ously a direct relationship between special services and percent of occupancy.

This, of course, has no relation to low rental housing where rental resources

determine the choice of the dwelling.

Though keeping properties in repair pays in the long run, it pays only if the

neighborhood is kept up. The inventory reveals that even in the better areas,

decay is spreading. In the area bounded by Central Park, 70th Street, the Hud

son and 125th Street in Manhattan, over a third of the buildings need minor

repairs and 5% need major repairs. Some of the most crowded conditions to

be found in Manhattan are near Central Park. Unless group action is under

taken, unless neighborhoods are treated as a unit, and owners can be brought

to act together, the Inventory points to the possibility that the history of the

Lower East Side will be repeated with variations in other parts of Manhattan.

Plans for action in this and other areas must be made before it is too late.

The Inventory is designed to make such planning possible.
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The New Housing Problem In the Large City

By Henry Wright

Associate Architect of Sunnyside, L. /., and Radburn, N. J.

In the rapidly changing nature of city life, affecting in its turn family habits

and family make-up, the last decade greatly extended the gap between the in

dividual's ideal of a "home" and his ability to secure satisfactory conveniences

at a reasonable cost. The greater percent of our population cannot now afford

proper housing; so that society as a whole must assume the responsibility for

opening new channels which will make possible decent and pleasant shelter for

the people whom we expect to continue to carry on the life of our cities. The

problem is by no means confined to the lowest income groups.

In the rapidly growing cities of the past few decades the search for better

homes resulted in a general exodus from the center to the periphery of the

urban unit. The speculative builder took advantage of the first manifestations

of this suburban migration, and gave it further impetus. Though this commer

cial activity profited its advocates, the public in general gained little benefit,

unless we consider bankrupt cities an asset. This rapidly increasing ring of

suburbs demanded new services and drained the population which had been

paying for the already existing services in the central area. Regardless of the

ultimate fate of the large city, one of the outstanding problems for the present

generation must be to try to salvage its assets and prevent a recurrence of the

damages resulting from speculative building.

In most cities there are many areas between the business centers and the

suburbs which though seldom recognized are potentially useful and desirable

for housing. Frequently they have been the result of inadequate development

or have been overlooked in the rush to the suburbs. A bold policy of city

rehabilitation might develop these blighted areas for residential use, more at

tractive and far more convenient than most of the recent subdivisions in the

outer fringe of our cities. To seek out such areas and attack their special prob

lems so as to recapture and develop them should be a matter of common inter

est to the citizens searching for convenient living quarters and to city officials

attempting to maintain good services. It is only through a bold and successful

effort to rehabilitate such areas that the financial structure of our cities can be

reestablished or even maintained.

The study for the Queens Astoria area carried out by a group of architects

and city planners (Carol Aronovici, Henry Churchill, William A. Lescaze, Al

bert Meyer and Henry Wright) must be regarded as a typical, as well as a

specific example of a method of attack on this important problem. It is sig

nificant that we find a district entirely adequate in size and most appropriate in
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location for progress in rehabilitation and community building, centrally loca

ted in New York. It may be said that most of the 200,000 new houses and small

multi-family dwellings, and no small part of the 300,000 new tenements which

were built in Greater New York from 1920-1930, have been located in the outer

districts along subway lines in areas 7 to 12 miles from the center of Manhat

tan. But fortunately between the 3 and 7 mile circles there still exist consider

able areas of open or partially developed land. This is especially true of the

Queens sector, because of the delayed opening of adequate transit connections

over Queensborough Bridge. Because of the creation of new transit facilities

the most active new industrial growth of New York has taken place in this area

but the momentum of far-flung real estate speculation has overlooked the in

creasing value of this area for residential purposes.

The 488 acres embraced in this study is the only great open area lying wholly

within the 3 mile radius of Grand Central Station, which is easily reached with

rapid transit. The problem presented by such an area is one very different from

that encountered in developing new outlying suburban sites. In the first place,

the area has a smattering of buildings and improvements which entails not only

more exacting planning and larger amounts of initial capital to round them up

and consolidate them, but requires decidedly more imagination to see in the

dreary mess left by haphazard development, the possibilities of order and at

tractiveness. The suburban developer has sought the easier way of utilizing

previously unspoiled land, because he could not appreciate how soon the beau

ties of nature subjected to exploitation disappeared or how it may be possible

to restore the attractiveness of an area where natural beauty has been partially

destroyed.

Although there is some extra cost for land and improvements in such older

areas, as this Queens sector, these are easily offset by greater convenience of

location. Rehabilitation requires handling on a larger scale as well as utilizing

somewhat different types of dwellings from those in the farther suburbs. Many

of the costs of a new suburban area are evaded or postponed so as to render it

apparently possible to build detached houses on large lots. The interior area

has already faced and absorbed some of these costs. To meet their moderate

increase of land price, representing actual and inevitable city costs, there must

be a somewhat more closely woven housing pattern. This in turn reduces its

marketability as individual units and calls for a type of house less adaptable

to exploitation, though actually more desirable and especially more economical

for the family of small means. For many such families, renting is more rea

sonable than owning. Rent in its turn can be made relatively more acceptable

in contrast to owning since housing for those of small means becomes a matter

of public concern and is taken care of by limited dividend or other reliable

business or municipal agencies whose main objective is to serve their great need

rather than to make large profits from its exploitation.
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The community is the normal unit for living and the character of that life

determines the character of a people. Even in so-called "better" economic

periods only a small part of the entire population has been properly housed by

individualistic methods. Some way of providing proper shelter for the larger

part of our population must be devised and such areas as that suggested in this

study can be advantageously utilized. It will require broad planning methods

and bold public action to create communities on a scale and of a character to be

effective. Cities must face this problem whether or not the prompting may

come in the interest of unemployment relief or the more lasting realization that

no city can long survive a cancerous growth almost at the heart of the vital

organism.

65



The Management Problem in Public Housing

By Abraham Goldfeld

Executive Director, Lavanburg Foundation, New York City

Public housing constitutes overt recognition by the government of the fact

that private capital has not proved equal to the job of providing decent shelter

for a very large portion of the American population. Through public housing,

government assumes the responsibility of providing adequate shelter for those

who cannot afford to pay rentals as required by present business method, at

the same time avoiding as far as possible interfering with the established

system of profit in private enterprise.

Inherent in the terms of such enterprise are certain difficulties that do not

confront the operator of a purely commercial venture, on the one hand, or

the management of a housing program under a socialist government on the

other. The present discussion is intended not so much to solve as to delineate

some of these problems more clearly than they are commonly stated.

Foremost, both chronologically and in order of magnitude, is the question

of the selection of tenants. By definition public housing exists for those indi

viduals and families who cannot afford to pay a business rent — for those, that

is, who cannot pay what it costs to provide comfortable and sanitary living

quarters under private ownership. To permit any others to receive the advan

tages of governmental subsidies and low operating costs would at the same

time deprive that number of intended beneficiaries of their due and conflict

with the premises of the plan by creating competition with the owners of

private developments.

It is easy to realize that without rigid checks the publicly owned houses

would soon be filled with families who could afford more expensive accommo

dations but who would make every effort to take advantage of any opportunity

to reduce their rental budget. American municipal government being what

it is, the pressure from political personages for the admission of unqualified

"friends" is likely to be all but irresistible. In a word, unless the utmost pre

cautions are taken, those for whom the buildings are designed will be the last

to stand the chance of occupying them.

Such are the major impediments to the very first step in putting a public

housing project into operation. Obviously, they will have to be taken into

account in all planning. Because of their evident seriousness, is cynical indif

ference the most sensible attitude to take? Shall all hope be abandoned of

solving the problem justly, and consequently of achieving the prime social
purpose of public housing?

Not necessarily. Courageous management, well fortified by social philosophy
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and self-respecting professional competence, can attack the problem with

healthy assurance. This kind of management is admittedly rare, but it is not,

even today, completely non-existent, and it can be developed.

In taking the next logical step in the working out of the larger social pur

poses of public housing, the need for such management is equally apparent.

A ready-made pragmatic justification for paternalism in housing is at hand in

the established fact that the slums cost society more in simple terms of cash

outlay than they save their owners and tenants combined. The responsible

groups that mould public opinion in America are slowly becoming aware of

the high correlation between the subhuman living conditions in the slums and

juvenile delinquency, disease, crime, and all other forms of social disorganiza

tion. The State, therefore, by eradicating the slums hopes to achieve not only

the humane end of sheltering its low paid wage earners in decency, but also the

mercenary end of saving its taxpayers a considerable fraction of the present

cost of such social services as hospitalization, police and fire protection.

It is to be hoped, of course, that the State will not depend upon police power

to accomplish its ultimate benevolent ends. There are better ways. Feyv

students of housing would deny that large scale developments can and properly

should provide for the many community needs that are at present tended badly

or not at all. Provision of facilities for recreation and the wholesome use of

leisure time ought certainly be made in every public housing development.

But where are the managers capable of understanding the implications of a

housing program in this sense? Where are the men or women technically

competent to handle the routine work of building management and who are

at the same time imbued with social spirit enough to see their job as some

thing far transcending mere building superintendence?

They are not available, certainly, in the field of commercial apartment man

agement. They will for the most part have to be specially recruited and

specially trained. Only in this way can the full potential benefits of a public

housing program both to the tenants and to society at large be realized.

No matter how rapidly public housing may be accepted as a legitimate func

tion of the state, it will be at least a generation before its benefits can be

made available to any considerable number of slum dwellers. Meanwhile,

what of the possibilities of making the influence of each development felt for

some distance around it? Shall the recreational and educational facilities, for

example, be open for use by the neighbors not actually living in the houses?

It will be the management's job to keep each development from being a little

island of comparative decency amid the surrounding squalor and to make it

count for something for the whole community. Otherwise the occupants of

the development itself are likely to come to feel themselves inmates of an

institution rather than free citizens; their neighbors outside will build up re

sentment against the special privilege seemingly embodied in the houses. Thus

67



in the end no one will benefit spiritually and only a few materially. Here

again it is plain that management of no common variety is needed to do the

job in the only way that will make the effort worth while.

Consider next the question of the financial relations of tenant and landlord

in a public housing development. In cases of rent delinquency, will the city

follow the practice of private landlords, dispossessing regardless of the causes

of failure to pay? Or does the basic purpose of public housing imply a totally

different attitude toward this problem? Probably public ownership will take

cognizance of such factors in rent delinquency as unemployment and family

emergencies. If so, the responsibility for knowing the facts in each case and

for making an equitable adjustment will devolve upon the manager. It will

not be a job to be done casually between telephone calls or organized on the

basis of simple routine.

A different problem, and probably simpler of solution, will be the elimina

tion of petty graft. It is an American habit of long standing to look upon the

city as a legitimate field for "chiseling", and we may be sure that in a public

housing development the tenants, employees, and small-job contractors will

not overlook the new opportunity. To build up a body of opinion and an

entire public attitude uncompromisingly opposed to the practice will be the
task of the management.

What makes these problems of special importance to public housing in

America is the fact that we have as yet no large scale first hand experience in

low-cost housing of any kind, and absolutely no experience, large or small in

public housing. Fortunately we do have a small body of experience in private

experiments to draw upon. A few model housing developments of various

kinds have been in existence long enough in America to have amassed some

knowledge of the difficulties involved. At present no detailed comparisons are
available as to the relative success of different methods.

One problem of basic policy will have to be solved: namely, what form of

organization the management will take. Two choices seem apparent: our

cities might turn over the completed building to a non-profit-making social

agency to manage, or they might create a new non-political department of

experts and technicians to do the job. There are obvious dangers in both pro

cedures but to dismiss either as not worth trying is to lose an opportunity for
experiment of great potential value.

Obviously a mere shift in ownership of large scale housing is not enough

to solve the slum problem. In addition there must be management involving

intelligence, tact, expert knowledge, social vision, and a high type of personal

ability and integrity. The success of public housing in America ultimately

depends upon the individuals who are to be the connecting link between tenant
and government.
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The Outlook for Low-Cost Housing In America

By Carol Aronovici

Director of the Housing Research Bureau of New York City

Sabotage on the part of property-owning and mortgage-holding interests has

nearly wrecked the modest program for low-cost housing which the United

States Government projected as a minor part of the national reconstruction

program.

It is quite clear that the government was not prepared to meet either the

immediate needs for housing or the pressure that the vested interests brought

to bear against large housing enterprises with government funds. The real

difficulty in the development of the national program lies, however, in the lack

of harmony between the complex social and economic forces of the present day

and the essential requirements of low-cost housing.

Of all consumer goods housing is the most lasting, the slowest to advance in

the technique of construction, the last to adapt itself to changes in family make

up. The automobile changes with every season in outer form if not in mechan

ical perfection. Industry is engaged in a continuous junking of its mechanical

devices in order to keep up with the progress of invention, either in the per

fection of goods or in the saving in labor and materials. Housing alone is still

out of step with the technique of the age.

Our national expenditure for shelter is twice as great as our expenditure for

automobiles, nearly as great as our expenditure for food and more than twice

the amount expended for clothing; yet each season has its automobile, each

decade its industrial technology, but never each generation its house.

One of the paradoxes of the building industry is that while the man-hour

productivity in every major industry such as automobiles, rubber tires and

blast furnaces has increased in the course of the last generation from a hundred

to four hundred percent; in the building industry, particularly in the dwelling

house building trades man-hour productivity has remained practically station

ary. At the same time wages, the cost of building materials and of the so-called

non-creative promotion services have been increasing in totals and in rate per

unit of construction.

It is generally conceded by statisticians that the national wealth of the coun

try is around four hundred billion dollars, one sixth of which is in dwellings.

This vast portion of our national wealth, while it is the most certain as a revenue

producer, represents the highest cost of consumer goods production per unit of

investment and carries the largest burden of taxation of any of the consumer

goods resources of the country. It supplies from 85 to 88 percent of the re

sources of our municipal governments in addition to county and state taxes and
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income taxes. This tax burden rises to 15 to 20 percent of the rent paid by

tenants. This tax burden becomes particularly exacting upon the rent payer

where the owners hold land at speculative prices and the municipalities join

hands with the owners in accepting the economic hopes of the owner as a basis

for land assessments. The higher the burden of taxation on land in obsolescent

areas the greater the burden upon the renter, who in the end must carry taxes

upon lands which are no longer suited for his use and upon buildings which are

maintained at a low standard of decency.

Much has been said about the land tax as the most reasonable means of

creating a balance between private investment and public interest in the use

of land. From the point of view of adequate community planning, however,

and from the point of view of low-cost housing, I doubt whether this land tax,

which the renters must meet, has been wholly beneficial. Heavy land taxes

would not be conducive to a low percentage of land coverage, which would be

necessary to avoid crowding buildings into the present deadly block plan and

to make space for light, air and playgrounds. The present system of taxation

on dwellings, as well as the various land tax methods which have been pro

posed and partly tried out, has failed to do more than encourage development

of land in order to produce the needed revenue to meet taxation. It has not

and will not of itself create a condition of free land use in harmony with the

best interest of home building on a scale and along standards of land use

consistent with modern times.

Consumer Resources

The period following 1922 with its high cost of labor and materials and its

speculative land values witnessed a stupendous development in real estate enter

prise. Apartment houses grew larger and costlier, investment per unit of habi

tation doubled and rents increased proportionately. To beat speculative land

values buildings in the centers of our cities grew taller and outlying areas were

developed for which there could not possibly be enough population in two

generations. In the outlying districts of our cities, under pressure of political

influence, public utilities were extended at fabulous cost to the tax payers into

regions not needed for housing and not ready for development. At the same

time large tracts of undeveloped or blighted areas in the centers of our cities

remained untouched — parasites upon the social life of the community.

The economic crisis of 1930 brought in its wake the realization that we had

just finished a ghastly real estate spree. The building industry was dead, the

investment in real estate was beset with ruinous carrying charges, while credit

for housing purposes, despite a growing shortage, was nowhere to be had. It

was at such a time that the National Reconstruction Administration brought

housing into the fore-front of its recovery program. The government was at

last to take a hand in reviving the defunct building industry, provide employ-
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ment and create decent houses for the millions who had no share in the lavish

investments which characterized the Coolidge and the Hoover eras. Land

owners, builders, architects and housing reformers rushed to Washington to

get their share of the government's millions. Few, however, succeeded in secur

ing government funds. Banks, savings institutions, mortgage companies, insur

ance companies, owners of large real estate who were experienced in the art of

lobbying, soon raised the issue of "government in business." Cries of Com

munism, Socialism, and the milder-isms were soon broadcast by every means at

the disposal of organized propaganda agencies. From that time on we were

dragged through a period of setting up legislative and administrative machinery

for housing, only to find that each device in turn did not work and needed to

be replaced by other devices no more effective.

I do not mean that nothing at all has been accomplished. Dr. Edith Elmer

Wood points out in this book that some construction is going on and more is

contemplated. However, the sum total of all of the government's present activi

ties and the projects still to be carried out represent so insignificant a contribu

tion to the solution of the housing problem that they may be said to be negligi

ble. They are very few in number and they cannot reach the masses that most

need housing.
Out of the activities of the federal government has grown a realization that

there is little in the way of a broad national program which could serve as a

guide to both government and private investor in the building of low-cost homes.

The recently completed property inventories of the federal government show

a great need for repairs and a real shortage of housing. This inventory fails,

however, to reveal the amount of housing ready for the junk heap, how much

overbuilding of unmarketable housing exists and the relation between vacancies

in costly dwellings and in low-cost housing. These facts, if available, would

furnish a more accurate and practical basis for a low-cost housing program.

No housing program intended to provide low-cost, low-rental housing is pos

sible without taking strict account of the rent paying resources of the tenants.

The Brookings Institute of Washington, D. C., in its recent publication, Ameri

cas Capacity to Consume gives the following distribution of incomes up to

$2,500 per year:

Earnings
(in dollars)

In Each to higher In Each
Class Earnings) Class
5,241 5,241 12.77

12,800 18,041 31.19

10,000 28,041 24.36

6,200 34,241 15.11

2,820 37,061 6.87

Number
(in thousands)

Cumulative
(From lower

Percentage
of Total

Cumulative
(From lower

to higher
Earnings)

1,000 to 1,500

1,500 to 2,000

2,000 to 2,500

Under 500

500 to 1,000

12.77

43.96

68.32

83.43

90.30
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This table shows that 90% of the workers in the United States receive less

than $2,500.00 per year and that 44% receive less than $1,000.00 per year. Here

is the real basis for a low-cost housing program.

The effort towards the recovery of the building industry and real estate

finance through the recently enacted National Housing Act may result in some

rehabilitation of old buildings and some savings of investments. It will not,

however, bring a solution of the housing problem for those who live in sub

standard houses. This task will only be achieved by new systems of building

and finance economy which would harmonize with the rent paying resources

of lower income families.

Because of the high cost and low productivity of labor, because of the increas

ing cost of materials encouraged by the New Deal, and heavy tax burdens, low-

cost housing is at present impossible. Money must be made available at a rate

of interest and amortization low enough to meet the difference between the cost

of building and the rental resources of those who must be housed. The federal

program for housing finance has failed to consider this balance between cost

and rents. Low-cost housing is a national issue which requires a change in

established business methods and a new attitude on the part of the government

on the question of finance economy versus social economy.

Slum Clearance and the Drift of Population

When it was found last year that new construction of housing on open lands

was challenged by the financial and property-owning interests of the country,

slum clearance was put forward by the Administration as the immediate solu

tion of the housing problem. This meant absorbing lands now barely producing

their carrying charges and paying out public funds for obsolete buildings which

should have been demolished a generation ago as a menace to public health

and decency. It also meant the salvaging of slipping land values in the slums.

Slum clearance had all the "advantages" of conserving individual investment.

In addition slum clearance was to the advantage of the real estate business since

it did not add to the sum total of existing housing accommodations for the lower

income families. As in most of our city planning it was assumed that housing

is of necessity a local problem and should be solved locally. The facts are

quite different. Thousands of families have already left the Lower East Side of

New York, not only because they could get better and cheaper homes elsewhere,

but because the whole trend of population is away from congested centers. This

situation prevails in most of our larger cities where population has been moving

towards the peripheries of the municipalities and where industry has been driv

en to outlying areas by high taxes and high land values.

Little attention was paid to the fact that any absorption of slum areas carries

with it all of the present market values of land and buildings plus the cost of
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the new housing. Nor was consideration given to the fact that slum clearance

means a time-consuming process of litigation, demolition and disorder during

which provision must be made for the families living in the buildings —pro

visions that should be made prior to the demolition of the buildings. Unless

such provisions are made a housing shortage will result that would eventuate

in higher rents and lower standards. New York, Cleveland, and other large

cities need to rid themselves of slums: it is hardly just, however, to expect the

poorer of the population to carry the largest burden of slum clearance. Slums

are, of course, social liabilities, but since their existence is due to the neglect

and indifference of our cities in checking slum development, the community as

a whole should hear the cost. Every city in the country has ample space in

which to rehouse most of the slum dwellers in localities better suited for their

needs and at a lower cost than is involved in slum clearance. It is there that

low-cost housing should be built. Europe has shown the way, can we not afford

to follow its example?

Many of our slums are merely the hand-me-downs of past generations and

the areas which they occupy are often better suited for uses other than low-cost

housing. These slum areas if cleared and replanned would solve many other

problems such as value depreciation, transit congestion, etc. This is certainly

true of Lower Manhattan, New York, where the slum area in the very shadow of

the world's greatest financial district affords an opportunity for reconstruction

along broad lines — a section where the workers in the financial district could

be decently and conveniently housed.

Even the property owners are apprehensive regarding the effort to produce

low-cost housing on the Lower East Side of New York. This is clearly expressed

in a memorandum by Mr. A. Pearson Hoover, First Vice-President of G. Rich

ard Davis Company, Inc., of New York, which was read before the Apartment

House Group of the Real Estate Board of New York.

"Low-cost housing presupposes low-cost land. That would seem to be axio

matic. It would seem to be a basic principle. Now the assessed valuation of

property in the Lower East Side for the year 1931 averaged $13.60 per square

foot. Consequently, the price of land alone makes the construction of housing

for those in the lower income bracket of doubtful economic development. Up

on land costing $13.00 per square foot, a six-story dwelling, with automatic

elevators, with interest at 4% and amortization 2% brings the room rentals per

month to around $14.50. Using a twelve-story structure, brings the average

room rent per month to about $12.85. This is with partial tax exemption, with

a fifty percent coverage for six stories, and forty percent coverage for twelve

stories.

"The difficulty we get into in regard to low-cost housing is that we confuse

slum clearance with low-cost housing. They are two separate and distinct prob

lems. They have been made one, not from economic considerations, but simply
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from a standpoint of social reform. If we take property in the Lower East

Side section and, through a Federal subsidy, undertake to provide housing

accommodations for between $6.00 and $8.00 per room a month, we are simply

going contrary to economic principles and the result will be a demoralizing of

existing real estate value through the area contiguous and adjacent to the sub

sidized development. Such could not occur and consequently you are further

deteriorating a section which you are desirous of building up from the stand
point of economic value."

With the above statement of the business aspect of New York's slum clearance

we all agree. The sooner we separate the problem of slum clearance from the

problem of the housing needs of the masses, the sooner we shall find ourselves

on the way to a national housing program.

Summary :

The sub-standard condition of lower rental housing affects eight to ten million

families, most of which in all other respects are living normal lives and serving

society as efficient producers and as self-respecting citizens.

The tenement laws, the inspection systems, the charitable and welfare services

of earlier days are no longer sufficient to raise the standard of the homes of

those who need better accommodations and cannot purchase them in the open
market.

Our whole method of housing finance is incompatible with low-cost housing

and our tax system merely adds to the burden created by the so-called "sound

economic principles" of finance. Our archaic methods of construction and the

whole organization of the building industry will have to be completely over

hauled and placed on a new technological basis more in harmony with other

industrial standards of production and production costs. Our building and

planning laws, so dear to the suppliers of building materials and the land

owners, will have to be revamped to meet the needs of low-cost housing. And

last but not least the architect will have to be re-educated, if out of the "art"

of concealing, disguising and tattooing modern utilitarianism he is to find his

way hack to the service of building homes and communities of homes in which

human beings may share in the advantages of living as civilized beings in an
advanced civilization.
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Outline of the Exhibition of Slum Clearance
and Low-cost Housing of the City of New York

By G. Lyman Paine, Jr.

Technical Director of the Exhibition

The story of the Exhibition is told in pictures. For clarity the pictures are

arranged in a sequence showing (1) the conditions under which millions of

people now live in New York, (2) the obstacles that stand in the way of

changes in these conditions, (3) the advantages to the community of good

housing and the results achieved in this field in foreign countries.

The following is the sequence of the exhibits as arranged at the Museum of

Modern Art.

1. The significance of slum clearance and low-cost housing to the city of

New York. New York City is as populous and as wealthy as many an entire

state and country ; the existence of slums and blighted areas reflects our failure

as builders of communities.

2. The making of slums and blighted areas. The spread of slums and

blighted areas destroys both money values and human values.

3. A study of two neighborhoods. Two slum clearance study areas showing

the low-rent levels which new public housing must meet.

4. Slums cause economic waste. Police and fire control, hospitalization and

criminal rehabilitation are indirect burdens on the city budget; slums tax this

part of the budget most heavily.

5. Steps in the growth of a slum. Slum growth is due to bad community

planning and lack of government housing regulations.

6. Rotten buildings and physical conditions. Bad housing conditions and

their effect upon the lives of the people.

7. The evolution of the tenement. Today's tenement house evolved from a

prize-winning design in 1879. 67,000 of these obsolete outlawed tenements are

still in use.

8. Crowded land and crowded people. Land sweating and rent sweating

cause disease, crime, reduced vitality and low civic responsibility.

9. Crowding unnecessary. England limits land use to 12 families per acre.

No city in the United States, if properly planned, needs to tolerate congestion

of dwellings.
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10. Why doesn't the American worker live here? A panorama of what

European countries have achieved by public enterprise in re-housing their

workers. Is the slum, the flop-house and the hobo jungle the best we can do?

11. Low wages of huge groups a controlling factor. The total income of

42% of the families in the United States equalled in 1929 the incomes of one-

tenth of one per cent of the families which received the largest annual income.

12. Shall we do anything about it? Unless we raise wages or lower rents,

American families must continue to live in slums. Building costs, land costs

and money costs must be reduced if we are to have good housing for the masses.

Rents must not be lowered by reducing wages in the building industry.

13. Why are present rents too high for 10,000,000 families? If we are to

re-house low-paid workers, governments must make up the difference between
what they need and what they can afford.

14. High rents due to taxes and high interest rates. The high cost of money

is the major cause of high rents and is the main reason why private initiative

has not supplied good low-cost housing. Limited dividend corporations and

cooperative ventures in this country have been only partially successful. Grants

of money, low interest and large scale construction are mainly responsible for
the success of European low-cost housing.

15. High rents due to obsolete building codes and customs. Our building

codes are antiquated, complex, wastefully exacting and without uniformity.

Piece-meal construction, bad site planning, archaic methods of handling utilities
add to the rent burden.

16. High rents due to inefficiency in the building industry. The building

industry is utterly disorganized. The efficiency rate has not changed in a

generation while some other industries have increased in efficiency 400 per

cent in the same period of time. The cure lies in mass planning, mass produc
tion and a new technique of building.

17. High rents due to high cost of land. Every dollar added to the land cost

is an additional burden on rent. We are rapidly approaching a stationary

population of about 10,000,000 in New York City. The supply of land is

ample for decent housing for all the people. Crowding is unnecessary.

18. Land value and income. Present market values of land are far beyond
the capacity of the people to pay for its use.

19. Land values and speculation. Population is no longer increasing as

rapidly as in the last generation and is tending to become stationary. Specula

tive values will never be realized. It would take New York nearly a thousand

years at its present rate of growth to fill up the land as permitted by over-

optimistic zoning laws. When we pay speculative prices for land we are asked
to pay now for all profits which it is hoped a millennium may bring.
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20. Land use gives true land value. Land values become real only as the

people's resources and land needs are real. There is no shortage of land if it

is properly planned.

21. The rugged individual vs. society. Control of land and control of credit

are linked together. Credit must be harmonized with real, rather than specula

tive, wishful values.

22. Problems of land assembly. To re-plan and re-build housing facilities

requires land in large tracts. The assembling of these areas is extremely diffi

cult at present. A few men by "hold-up" prices can make impossible almost

any housing scheme. What is "just compensation" for land and buildings?

The English assume that the value of land is the capitalization of the income

to be derived from its use in a way that is socially desirable.

23. It requires courage. It is socially imperative to have low-cost housing;

it means housing for millions in a new environment permitting a good and

complete life instead of a slum existence.

24. We can solve the problem. The city is a machine intended to function

in the interest of normal living, efficient labor and creative leisure. If human

needs change, the machine must be changed; otherwise slum districts, blighted

cities and blighted lives must result. Courage, determination and money used

as freely as we use them for warfare will build up the' home, rehabilitate the

lives of millions of families and huild a stronger nation.

25. The old-law tenement flat. (This exhibit is a full-size reproduction of a

three-room flat from an old-law tenement.) These buildings were declared

below standard 33 years ago, yet there are 67,000 of them still standing, each

one packed with flats like this.

26. New conditions demand new actions. We have new leisure, new stand

ards. As working hours have been reduced, time for recreation has increased.

These new standards of health, comfort, convenience and privacy must bring

better homes. Large scale construction along modern lines of site and neigh

borhood planning will bring this about.

27. The promise of a new life. These communities offer promise of a new

life. Sim and air, space and trees, health, sport, and community amenities

will play the major role in constructive planning.

28. Realizations abroad. In Europe state and municipal governments and

cooperative societies have spent twenty million dollars rebuilding large areas

of their cities for re-housing their workers.

29. One German city did this. Frankfurt-am-Main, a single German city,

planned and built (between 1925 and 1930) housing for one-eleventh of the

population.

30. Steps taken in U. S. A.. This country boasts no large scale housing com-
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parable to the European examples. Our housing developments are few and

far between.

Additional Exhibits

Drawings, photographs and models showing the work of the New York City

Housing Authority. The Authority was created to clear slums and build

low-cost housing in the city. The first project is being built with federal

funds in the Williamsburg area of Brooklyn, costing $10,000,000 to house about

7,500 people. The first step.

Three actual rooms set up to contrast an apartment in a modern house with

the cramped filthy flats of the old-law tenements. The furnishings are simple

low-cost products now on the market.

The remainder of the Exhibition consists of photographs, drawings and

models of further housing developments, projects submitted to the Public

Works Administration, schemes for the rehabilitation of existing blocks,

projects for subsistence homesteads, and a collection of the statistical survey

material upon which the Exhibition is based.
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