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N THE short space of a century

America has changed from a primi-
tive frontier society to an industrialized
urban concentration. Since 1790 our
cities have increased in population three
hundred-fold, while rural population has
increased but fifteen-fold.

Population growth is slowing down.
Present indications are that metropoli-
tan areas will continue to draw popu-
lation from rural areas and small urban
cities, although central cities may de-
cline in population,

L. Segoe, Director of the urbanism
study,” in a paper before the Na-
tional Planning Conference in Detroit
in May described these cities in the fol-
lowing words:

Concentration and congestion of every
sort—population, buildings, and traffic—
inadequate public facilitics in the cen-
ter; haphazard dispersion, unnccessary or
premature subdivisions and superfluous
public facilities in the outskirts; over-
intensive land uses in small central areas,
under-use and deterioration in large sec-
tions; indiscriminate intermingling of in-
compatible uses cverywhere save the more
recently built up areas; lack of public
spaces for recreation and other socially

’Suggestions contained in this article are all
offered for further discussion as tentative rem-
edies or policies on which the New York State
Planning Council has not as yet taken any
stand. They are to be construed solely as the
author’s own suggestions.

*Our Citics—Their Réle in the National
Economy, Report of the Urbanism Commit-

tee to the National Resources Committee,
Washington, D. C., 1937.

desirable purposes and an excess of un-
productive privately owned land; lag. in
needed public improvements; despoiled
water fronts, unattractive gcyeral ap-
pearance, obsolescence, inconvemen;es, in-
cfficiencies, and waste of matcr}al re-
sources and human effort, public and
private—such is a more or less repre-
sentative partial list of the most_preva-
lent evidences of our failures in city
building.

We have submarginal cities and vil-
lages just as we have submarginal rural
areas. DBoth are sick. Left alone, they
will either grow sicker and be aban-
doned by their remaining occupants or
they will ask to be treated to get back
their health. TFortunately there are 144
definitely planned new communities in
this country which, largely as a result
of such planning, were found by the
urbanism study to be comparatively free
from the physical defects and deficien-
cies common to unplanned communities.

Except for these encouraging exam-
ples of what can be done, let us admit
that we have made rather a bad job in
the building of our cities and try to
find out why it happened thus.

The first cause is the amazingly rapid
rate of growth that has characterized
our urban development in the last cen-
tury and a quarter.

During this period of boisterous ado-
lescence our nation as a whole came to
worship bigness rather than quality.
Cities vied with each other for rank in
the census volumes. They annexed out-
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lying territory, they built competing
railroads, they hopefully financed ill-
assorted industrics, they gauged every-
thing by size and are now learning that
debt-ridden public treasuries, heavy tax
burdens, and low standards of urban
living are the fruits of our past folly
in this respect.

Coincident with these excesses there
occurred an orgy of land speculation
never before equalled in the history of
the world. The state of New York sold
off its vast land holdings. Cities that
were fortunate enough to own much of
their land originally, sold their holdings
in haste at ridiculously low prices often
to finance public improvements and
services to keep pace with rising de-
mands. The fever of land speculation
was rampant everywhere. Land prices
rose by leaps and bounds. Land that
was sold by our cities for trifling sums
has been bought back at staggering fig-
ures because it was later needed for pub-
lic purposes.

Curiously enough there also arose the
fiction that in this great country good
land was scarce. A hundred years ago
throughout New York—in New York
City, in Auburn, and in Buffalo—ac-
cording to historic records we passed
through just the same kind of feverish
cycle of artificial scarcity, land boom,
crash, depression, and tax delinquency
as we have had within recent memory.

If a city is circular in shape with a
radius of one mile from the center to
rim at all points, an extension of only
four-tenths of a mile of radius will
double the city’s area. If subdividers
in their enthusiasm push out the boun-
daries as much as one mile in all direc-
tions the area of the city will have been
multiplicd by four. And that means
corresponding outlays for pavements,
sewers, sidewalks, water mains, etc.
Meanwhile unless population growth has
been phenomenal the supply of vacant
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lots will have exceeded many times the
demand for building sites, or even the
speculative demand predicated on resale
at a profit,

The areas in which these premature
subdivisions occur most frequently are
in the outskirts of the larger cities and
in the suburban towns immediately ad-
jacent. High governmental cost pay-
ments per capita and high debts per
capita appear to be definitely related to
these epidemics of land subdivision.

NO LAND SCARCITY

There never was, there is not now,
and there is not likely to be any real
scarcity of urban land in this great
country of ours. All the area of all the
municipalities of the country scarcely
exceeds 1 per cent of the total area.
And of the area within the average
municipality approximately 40 per cent
lies vacant. The 60 per cent that is used
includes all the area devoted to streets,
parks, and other public uses as well as
the area occupied by privately owned
structures. There is no lack of room
for growth.

Laws that bave tried to prevent sales
by metes and bounds have proven in-
effective. The most promising methods
of subdivision control appear to be
legislation requiring the developer at
his own expense to install or give bond
to install necessary public improve-
ments such as sewers, water mains,
streets and sidewalks, as a condition
precedent to the approval of his plat,
and legislation limiting the powers of
incorporated areas to establish special
districts and to borrow money for im-
provements that serve additional un-
necessary subdivisions,

Because of present limitations and
the fajlure of outlying suburban and
rural towns to take forward steps under
existing law, many municipalities seek
extra-territorial power to control sub-
divisions in neighboring towns. This
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power while used in other states and
under special act by Syracuse, New
York, in general appears to lack effec-
tiveness. It is therefore suggested that
there be given to county and regional
planning boards clearly defined power
to control subdivisions in unincorpor-
ated territory or at least in towns which
have not used their own powers.

Thousands upon thousands of parcels
of land, subdivided and sold in ex-
pectation of the onward rush of popu-
lation, are today tax delinquent. Their
number and extent in several sample
metropolitan areas will be shown in a
report shortly to be issued by the New
York Division of State Planning.

So long as these tax delinquent lands
are counted as part of the tax base,
and uncollectible taxes are levied an-
nually thereon, we shall be piling up
deficits which will have to be met by
those taxpayers who still can pay. Com-
mon sense and sound economics suggest
that these abandoned parcels should, as
speedily as possible, be taken out of
the underlying tax base through the
process of tax foreclosure until such
time as they can again be made pro-
ductive.

Erie County, New York, has taken
the lead in that state in remedying this
situation. Out of 83,276 vacant lots in
arrears, that county had, up to Decem-
ber 1, 1936, by tax foreclosure taken
title to 11,877 lots grouped in sub-
divisions.

LAND BY TFORECLOSURE

The present process of tax foreclosure
is cumbersome, slow, and costly. Often
the cost is disproportionate to the value
of the parcels so salvaged, but their
present status as a kind of economic
“no man’s land” ought to be corrected.
Towards this desirable end a committee
of the New York Mayors’ Conference
last DMay presented a series of excel-
lent specific recommendations. By some

such means an economic 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 scattered lots and
acreage parcels that have a future po-
tential value. Consequently there should
be provided, by proper enabling legis-
lation, authority to the municipalities
to exchange parcels so as to consolidate
sites needed for school buildings, police
and fire houses, local parks and play-
grounds.

Planning for green belts, outlying
wild parks, marginal highways, and
other large scale public improvements
which, because of their nature can be
located only in the outlying portions of
the metropolitan areas, is made difficult
because of the high price of the neces-
sary outlying lands, which prices were
generated by the subdivision boom 1t-
self.  Much of the land necessary for
these improvements may now be had
for the cost of foreclosure.

Titles to such lands, once vested in
the municipality or county, should not
again be alienated until the most care-
ful study has demonstrated that greater
public benefit will come from the sale
of the fee than from the utilization of
the land on a leaschold basis. This
would give time for the planning board
in each city and county to discover the
most practical use that can be made of
such tax-foreclosed lands, and to deter-
mine how such use would harmonize
with the community’s master plan.

Since land in our cities is not scarce,
but plentiful beyond the prohability of
utilization, then it must follow that
there is no need to pay famine prices for
urban land. The value of land is de-
pendent upon the presence and produc-
tive power of an intelligent population.
The areas actually devoted to industrial
production and mercantile business in
our cities are relatively small. What
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the people can afford to pay for home
sites is determined by their earning
capacity. Only a modest proportion of
our population consists of well-to-do
citizens. The potential value of our resi-
dential land must therefore be looked at
from this realistic viewpoint.

What is urgently needed therefore is
the reasonable devaluation of urban
residential land so that those citizens
who desire to build may either lease
the building sites they need or purchase
them without paying prohibitive specu-
lative prices. Idle lands like idle men
are a liability not an asset. Tax fore-
closure proceedings should therefore be
pushed as rapidly as possible and the
land thus acquired either used for nec-
essary public purposes or leased to
those who can and will make use of it,
on terms that will repay the munici-
palities for the services they will render
to the occupants of such lands.

LAND PURCHASE OPPORTUNITIES

Back in 1932 the late Robert Whit-
ten, then president of the American
City Planning Institute, urged Ameri-
can cities to take advantage of the ex-
ceptional opportunities then existing to
add to their land holdings and to es-
tablish reasonable areas of municipal
land reserves.

“The wisdom of his sound advice,”
says the institute’s committee on urban
land policies, “apparently little followed
in the interval, has become more and
more evident with the passage of the
years. With various modifications as
to aims and procedure the acquisition of
land reserves by governmental units is
being increasingly urged.”

Many authorities agree with Dr.
Whitten upon the desirability of having
the public acquire not only by tax fore-
closure but also by direct purchase,
and eminent domain when necessary,
such lands as may be needed for pub-
lic purposes or to prevent the unwar-
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ranted increase of land prices for specu-
lative purposes.

The report of the urbanism commit-
tee® agrees with the principle that in-
creased land ownership by our cities
would be beneficial, and “accordingly
recommends the liberalizing of the fun-
damental laws of the states in order to
permit urban authorities to acquire,
hold, and dispose of land with greater
freedom and to allow a wider interpreta-
tion of the term public use.”

Many cities at present can acquire
land for municipal purposes only. This
applies to all methods of acquisition.
Moreover, the eminent domain statutes
quite generally prescribe procedure
which is highly technical, expensive, and
dilatory, and the awards are often ex-
cessive. Only a few cities are at pres-
ent equipped with the powers, the per-
sonnel, and the procedure customarily
employed by private real estate organ-
izations.

In a two-volume study of Slums and
Housing, published June, 1936, Dr.
James Ford urged the extension of pub-
lic ownership of land for two major
purposes—to avoid recurrence of the
evils of exploitation of land against the
public interest and to give the govern-
ment a firm control of the housing situ-
ation. Land, he argued, is a proper
field for public ownership. Manage-
ment of land is chiefly a legal rather
than a business problem. It is a type
of business that government could
handle efficiently. Accounting is simple.
Public interest is paramount.

In a tentative program for federal
codperation with local governments and
private enterprises in meeting the hous-
ing needs of the lower income groups,
Trederic A. Delano, chairman of the
Central Housing Committee and vice-
chairman of the National Resources
Committee, suggested the propriety
of federal assistance to local govern-
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ments to purchase land for practically
the same two purposes: to help munici-
palities provide low-rent housing for
families unable to afford shelter of mini-
mum standards; and to stabilize the
value of low-cost residential neighbor-
hoods whenever protection by zoning
regulations is incomplete, thus promot-
ing simultaneously the home-building
industry and sound community plan-
ning.

“The federal government,” Mr. Del-
ano said, “might properly offer to pay
a certain percentage of the cost of ac-
quisition of land by municipalities, on
the condition that the municipality, in
using such land, should take suitable
precautions to insure the sound devel-
opment of the neighborhood. The fed-
eral government should be careful not
to subsidize the development of neigh-
borhoods of jerry-built houses nor of
surplus residential sections, nor of poor-
ly planned communities. It should offer
financial assistance only when munici-
palities follow a proper and well consid-
ered housing and land-use policy.”

URBANISM  COMMITTEE
TIONS

In line with these suggestions the
Urbanism  Committee recommended
legislation creating a federal credit
agency authorized to make loans and
grants under adequate legislative safe-
guards to state and local governments
for the purposes of public works con-
struction, acquisition or construction of
public utilities, land purchases, and sim-
ilar capital outlays, and for extending
credit to these governments in periods
of economic stress. At the same time,
the committee believes that direct fed-
eral expenditures in cities should be re-
duced to a minimum.

Admitting the need for such a new
land policy, how much land should a
city acquire to make its program effec-
tive? In the built-up area the land re-
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quired for needed public facilities for
twenty to twenty-five years in advance
should be determined from the master
plan.

In the blighted areas and in the out-
lying areas the acquisition of a rela-
tively limited number of carefully select-
ed properties for current demands and
those of the near future would probably
prove effective in holding down land
prices for both public and private
housing developments, without the nec-
essity of accumulating large holdings.

To preserve the land value increments
within the city a ring of municipal land
reserves or a green belt might be se-
cured if not too costly. Stockholm owns
key tracts totaling twenty thousand
acres within nine miles of its center
and these are developed by the city as
occasion requires. Manchester, Eng-
land, has developed Wythenshawe, cov-
ering thirty-five hundred acres; London
has developed Beacontree; Hamburg,
Dusselldorf, and Ulm in Germany have
developed extensive holdings. There-
fore, in addition to acquiring through
tax foreclosure those lots which have
been deserted by their owners, the
municipalities should seek enabling
legislation to simplify public land pur-
chases and should acquire over a period
of years for city planning purposes and
for the prevention of speculation as
much land as may be required to give
them effective control of their destinies.

That may seem to be begging the
question. How much, you may ask, is
enough to give them control of their
destinies? That depends on what other
corollary methods of control are em-
ployed. If no other controls were avail-
able, and complete control were re-
garded as essential, the answer would
obviously have to be, “complete owner-
ship of urban land,” but such a pro-
gram is both unnecessary and unthink-
able in America. Public ownership is
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not an objective in itself but one of
many means to the objective of public
control of urban and suburban destin-
ies. Time does not permit discussion of
the many corollary methods which have
been suggested and many of which have
been employed in this and other coun-
tries—more effective platting laws, bet-
ter zoning powers, adjustments in the
relative impact of taxation on land and
the improvements thereon, more effec-
tive methods in slum clearance, tax
foreclosure and land purchase technique.

Let us therefore revert to funda-
mentals. The constitution of the State
of New York, for example, says, in arti-
cle I, section 10: “The people of this
state in their right of sovereignty, are
deemed to possess the original and ulti-
mate property in and to all lands within
the jurisdiction of the state.”

In furtherance of that solemn declar-
ation, which no doubt has counterparts
in other state constitutions, let us evolve
a well rounded land policy that will
safeguard for all the people their com-
mon constitutional rights to all the land,
while at the same time preserving the
benefits of individual initiative and
dealing justly with those to whom under
our present Jaws the management of our
lands has Deen temporarily entrusted.

Such a program, employing many of
the measures for public control of land
not discussed in this paper, and revert-
ing to public ownership only where
other measures prove ineffective, might
conceivably include the following:

1. Preparation of Plans

1. In every municipality and county an
official planning board competently manned
and adequately financed, a master plan, an
official map, and a zoning ordinance;

2. The development of plans for sclf-con-
tained neighborhoods, with some appropriate
form of legalized ncighborhood organization,
to work with the local planning board in the
development of such neighborhood plans;

3. Master plans for the development of
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each county as already provided by statute,
such master plans in turn to be harmonized
with state plans;

4. Local planning laws so amended as to
permit local governing bodies to appoint the
county planning board as their agent in all
planning matters.

I1. Regulation of Private Property

1. The modernization of all zoning maps
and ordinances to provide more effective lim-
itations as to permissible bulk of buildings,
and to reduce the excessive arcas now allo-
cated to business, apartments, and other in-
tensive uses;

2. Legal sanctions to permit the zoning of
land in open areas for specialized uses not
now included within enabling acts, such as
agriculture, recreation, foresting watershed
purposes, flood control and the like;

3. County zoning ordinances for unincor-
porated territory;

4. A requirement that before adopting or
amending local zoning ordinances the govern-
ing body of each municipality should be re-
quired to procure thercon an advisory opin-
ion from the county planning board.

111, Subdivision Control

L. Authority to county planning boarc'is
to pass upon plats in unincorporated terri-
tory;

2. Authority to cities and wvillages, \vh("rc
they so desire, to designate county planning
boards to act for them in passing upon
subdivisions;

3. A rcquirement that other city and vil-
lage planning boards should procure an ad-
visory report from the county planning board
before passing finally upon a plat with per-
haps threc-fourths vote of the local planning
board required to over-ride an adverse report
by the county planning board;

4. Authority to all planning boards to
require that as a condition precedent to th.e
final approval of a plat, the developer at his
own expense should install or give bond to
install the phys'cal street improvements deemed
by the planning board to be nccessary in the
interest of the public health, safety, and gen-
eral welfare.

IV. Improvements in Legal Procedure with
Respect to Land

1. Simplification and strengthening of pres-
ent laws for registering land titles in accord-
ance with the well established principles of the
Torrens system of title registration alrcady
used in several states.

2. Amendments to the present cumber-
some system of {oreclosing tax liens to permit
speedier, simpler, and less costly procedures.

3. Immediate revision of tax laws where

(Continued on Page 571)
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party, as distinguished from the bene-
fit of the people. What New York
needs 13 a nonpartisan government in
the state, as well as in the city, and
the people of this state are going to
be satisfied with nothing less.

Those engaged in promoting the
cause of proportional representation
and curing the defects of our political
system are keeping step with those who
are leading the people toward democra-
¢y throughout the western world. Tt
us not be misled-—it is only in the es.
tablishment of a democracy securing
economic and social justice that the
progress of dictatorships, so destructive
of human freedom, can be stayed and
international peace maintained.

CONTROL OF LAND
(Continned from Page 566)
necessary so as to make ecach unit of govern-
ment sopely responsible for its own errors of
judgment in making expenditures for improve-
ments far in advance of need.

V. Rehabilitation Measures

Appropriate legal sanctions to permit muni-
cipalitics to rehabilitate defective subdivisions
by adjusting property rights with the own-
ers who still have cquities herein, closing
streets,  replatfing where  necessary, taking
public fitle where equities have vanished, and
generally readjusting the financial structure of
such defunct or defective subdivisions;

2. Wider use of the authority given lo
municipalities for rehabilitation of blghted
districts or slums under the municipal hous-
ing authorities acts or state housing acts.

3. The wider use of excess condemnation
as a supplementary tool for facilitating such
rchabilitation.

VI. Land Acquisition and Management for
Public Purposes
ACQUISITION

1. Authority to all counties and munici-
palities by improvements in tax foreclosure
procedure to secure promptly and inexpen-
sively title to all land that has heen tax
delinquent for more than two years, in order
to clear the tax base of these fictitious assets;

2. Appropriate amendments to procedure
for acquiring land to cnable counties and
municipalities to purchase land on a business-

like Dhasis, efiiciently, quickly, and at ({air
prices;
3. The acquisition under both these pro-

cesses by counties and municipalities as rap-
idly as funds permit of so much of the land
as may be necessary to sccure reasonable con-
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trol of the market for vacant land for hous-
ing enterprises, industrial sites, sites for slum
clearances or the rchabilitation of blighted
districts, and such other public purposes as
may be necessary to the rcalization of their
master plans,

MANAGEMENT

4, Enabling legislation to permit each
county and municipality at its option to cs-
tablish under civil service a real ecstate bu-
reau to purchase and manage in the public
interest all lands however acquired by the
county or municipality.

5. Such real estate bureaus upon the rec-
ommendation of the official planning board to
set aside such lands as may be suitable and
necessary  for the fulfillment of the master
plan, and pending their ultimate utilization
for such purposes, to lease such lands at
public bidding on a temporary basis, subject
to appropriate conditions, and for uses not
incompatible with such master plan and zon-
ing ordinance, so that the public may enjoy
a revenue therefrom.

Sares or Excriance or Lanps

6. Such burcau to have the power to scll
or exchange such publicly owned lands when-
ever in its opinion, and that of the official
planning board, such sale or transfer will con-
tribute to the realization of the master plan,
the former owner of record of any improved
parcel to have certain priorities in any such
sale or leasc.

VII Federal Assistance for Such a Program

1. Loans or grants by the tederal govern-
ment, subject to appropriate conditions, to
assist the local governments to purchase land
for two purposes:

a. To provide low rent housing for fam-
ilics unable to afford shelter of mini-
mum standards;

b, To stabilize the wvalue of residential
neighborhouds whenever protection by
zoning regulations is incomplete.
Possible Corollary Changes in Assess-
ment and Tacation of Land

1. A change in current assessment practice
to lay vrester weight upon true values, ic,
capitalized earning power, actual and poten-
tial, and less upon the fiction that a sale price
arrived al in a highly speculative market
between a free and willing buyer and a {ree
and willing scller is the determining index
of real value.

2. Sericus conzideration of legislation to

permit municipalitics, at their option, to pro-
vide for a partial exemption of buildings as
has been done in the second class cities law
in Pennsylvania, under which the reputedly
successful Pittsburgh praded tax plan has been
operating since 1913,
Epitor’s Norz.—Address delivered at Forty-
third Annual Conference on Government of
the National Municipal League, Rochester,
New York, November 18, 1937,

VII.



