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Our Cities: ‘Controlling Boomers

By Wayne D. Heydecker
Director of State Planning

Stare of New York
9

" {The second section foHows of Mr. Hey-

decker’s Interesting paper, “A Suggested
Maunicipal Land Pelicy for the State of |
New York,” publication of which hegan

it the February issue. It is being pre«
senfed serially to facilitate discussion;
eomment is welcomed. Mr. Heydecker's
views are lis oin, and are not necessarily

‘shared by the agencies, public and pri-

vate, with which he is affiliated. It is

. presented here through the comrfesy of

William . Capes, editor,
the Wew York State Conference of Mayors
_and Other Municipal Officizls.” The third

section will appear in April—The Edi-i '

fors.)
. Ii.

Laws that have tried to prevent
sales of urban land by meies and
bounds (limitations based on area)
have proven ineffective. The most
promising method of subdivision con-
trol’ appears to be the legislation re-
quiring the developer at his own ex-
pense to install or give bond to in-
stall necessary public improvements
such as sewers, waler mains, streets
and sidewalks as a condition prece-
dent to the approval of his piat {plan
of development).

Because of present limitations and
the faflure of outlying suburban and
rural towns to take forward steps
under existing law, many municipal-
ities seek extra-territorial power to
‘control subdivisions in neighboring
towns. This power, while used in
other states and under special act by
Syracuse, 1In genheral appears to lack
effectiveness. It is therefore sug-
gested that there be given to county
and regional planning bodrds, as has
heen done in part or implied in the
new Buckley and Desmond optional
county government acts, clearly de-
fined power to control subdivisions in
unincorporated territory or at least
in towns which have not used their
oWn power.

Thousands upon thousands of par-
cels of land, subdivided and sold in
expectation of the onward rush of
population, are today tax delinguent.
Their number and extenf in several
sample metropclitan areas will be
shown in a reporl of the Division of
State Planning. ;

So long -as these tax delinguent -
lands are counted as part of the ifax
base, and uncolfectable taxes are le-
vied annually thereon, we shall be
piling up deficits which will have to .
‘be met by those taxpayers who still '

“Proceedings of

“can pay. Common sense and sound
sconomics suggest that these aban-

doned parcels should, as speedily as -
- pogsible, be taken out of the under-;

lying tax base through the process |

of tax foreclosure umtil such time as
they can again be made productive. -
Erie County has taken the lead in

remedying this situation. Out of 83,-
276 vacant lots in arrears, thal county .

had up to December 1, 1936, by tax
foreclosure taken title to 11,877 lots -
Monroe |

grouped in subdivisions.

County has followed suit, and Onon-

daga either hds hegun or is about to

hegin a similar program.

The present process of tax fore-
clogure is cumbersome, slow and cost-
ly. Often the cost is dispropertion-
ate to the value of the parcels so
salvaged, but their'present status as
a king of economic “no map's land”

ought {0 be cofrected. An economic E
way ought to be found to clear the

tax base at least temporarily of these

‘orphaned lots.

In this -process the municipalities
will acquire thousands of scatiered

future potential ~value. Consequent-

ly there should be provided, by proper .
enabling legislation, authority io the !
municipalities to exchange parcels so .
as to consclidate sifes needed for .

school huildings, police and fire
houses, local parks and playgrounds.

lots and acreage parcels that have a i

Planhing for -greer belts, outlying °

wild parks, matginal highways and
gtlier ldige scale’ public¢ imiprovements
which because of their nature can
be located only in the outlying por-
tions of the rtnefropolitan areas, is
made -difficult because of the high

price of the necessary ouilying lands,

which prices were generated by the

subdivision boom itself. Much of the

land necessary for these improve-
menis may now Dbe had for the cost
of foreclosure.

The City of Yonkers by tax fore-
ciosure has been notably successful
in the past three years in acquiring
lands which should providé all such
local sites. which that city should
need for many years {0 come. Other
cities have -made edquaily notable
progress.

What = has

"been accomplisﬁed

through the foresight of the plan-.

ning hoards of these cities can be
duplicated in other jurisdictions and

. thus, -out of the distress dorn of the

depression, may come an ultimate
saving to the public,

~ Titles to such lands, once vested

in the municipality or county, should
not sgain be alienated until the most
careful study has demonstrated that -
greater public denefit will come from
the sale of the fee than from the .
utilization of the land on a leasehold
basis.

This would give time for the plan-
ning board in each city and county
to discover the mast practical use
that can be made of such tax-fore-
closed lands, and to determine how
such use would harmonize with the
community’s master plan.

Since land in our ecities is not
scarce, hut plentiful beyondg the prob-
dbility of utilization, then it must
foilow that there 'is no need to pay
famine prices for urban land. The
value of land is dependent upon- the
pregence and productive power of an
intelligent population. The areas ac-
tually devoted to industrial produc-
tion and mercantie business in our
cities are relatively small. What the
people can afford to pay for home
sites is determined by their earning
capacity. Only a rmodest proportion
of ogur population consist of well-to-do
citizens. The potential value of our
residential ldand must therefore be
looked at from this realistic view-
point.

What is urgently needed therefore
is the reasonable devaluation of ur-
ban residential land so that those cit-
izens who desire to build may either
lease the building sites they need or

purchase them without paying pro-
hibitive speculative prices. Idle lands
like idle men are a- Hability, not an
asset. Tax foreclosure proceedings

should q:hefeforé_ﬂe pushed as ; i'ap'i_dly'

_as possible and the land thus acquired

either used for necessary public pur-
poses or leased to those who can and

"~ will make use of if, on terms. that

will repay the municipalities for the
services they will render to the oc-
cupants of such lands. :



