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Execurive OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT
NaATioNAL REsSOURCEs PLANNING BoOARrD
WasHINGTON, D. C.

May 21, 1940.
The PRESIDENT,
The White House.
My Dear MR. PRrESIDENT:

We have the honor to transmit herewith a report on housing, which was undertaken
in accordance with your request. This document summarizes and reproduces a series
of technical monographs on varying aspects of the problem. Except for the Summary,
these technical papers have been published at intervals during the last 2 years, and in
each case the author assumes {ull respopsibility for the views expressed therein.

We hope that these materials will prove helpful to those both in public and in
private positions of responsibility who arc engaged in supplying adequate housing for
our people.

Sincerely yours,
FrepERIC A. DELANO, Chairman.
CuARLES E. MERRIAM. GeorGe F. YanTIs.
II




Execurive OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT
NaTiONAL RESOURCES PLANNING BoARD

\WasningcTon, D. C.

June 10, 1940.
Mr. FrEpEric A. DELANO,

Chairman, National Resources Planning Board,
Washington, D. C.
My Dear MRr. DELano:

The Industrial Committee transmits herewith the fourth and last of the series of
monographs on housing prepared, at the request of the President, by numerous col-
laborators and agencies and assisted by a technical staff. A study in this field was
originally undertaken in the spring of 1938 in connection with larger problems of the
construction industry.

The Industrial Committee recommends the publication of this Summary at this
late date because it gives some perspective to the materials already made available in
the earlier technical monographs. While technicians will gain little from those parts
of this Summary which deal with their specialties, they may find some advantage in
a review of other technical fields which are intimately related to material with which
they are familiar.

The work has been reviewed by the Industrial Committee. The author, of course,
assumes responsibility for all statements in the monograph.

Sincerely yours,
Tsomas C. BLaispeLL, Jr.

Chairman, Industrial Commillee.
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INTRODUCTION

The National Resources
Planning Board Interest

The National Resources Planning Board and its
predecessors has issued numerous reports dealing with
our national resources and their utilization, both present
and potential. Keeping constantly in mind the fact
that there is an abundance of natural resources to
supply all the population with a good living, the Board
is continually impressed with the nced for integrating
our abilities and activities in such a way that the pcople
of the United States may succeed in getting the good
things of life.

Among these good things of life which we all want are
good homes, yet the failure to supply this need greets
us on every hand. Slums and worn-out neighborhoods,
scattered subdivisions which never grew up, luxury
apartments and barrack flats, mill villages and garden
suburbs, marching files of row houses and spacious
mansions arc all part of the picture of the contrasting
ways in which we have housed ourselves.

The generally recognized need for houses is some-
times expressed statistically as so-and-so many hun-
dreds of thousands. Sometiines the figure is given in
millions. So great is the need that during the depres-
sion years of the past decade we have again and again
looked to the housing industry to “pull us out’ of the
slump. But the automatic mechanism by which need
is supposed to call into being the goods to supply that
need has failed to function. Various methods have
been tried, both by private industry and by govern-
ment, to get more and better houses built. But the
problem is still with us and, from any practical view-
point, appears likely to be with us for some time.

Public and private efforts to meet our housing needs
have involved many different approaches to the
problem and, consequently, many varied attempts at
solution. The diversity of the resulting activity led
the National Resources Committee to undertake a
study of the housing field in an effort to define the
problems, delineate those lines of attack on which there
was substantial agreement, and bring out some of the
differences of opinion in the hope that they might be
resolved through clarification.

Variety of Opinions

Experts in the several Federal agencies concerned
with housing were asked for technical discussions of
specific aspects of the problem, together with expressions
of opinion based on their experience in and knowledge
of the field. The reports which they prepared relate
to the economics of residential building activity, choice
of site, site planning, building regulations, legal prob-
lems, building materials costs, labor costs, and small-
house design.

For the use of technicians, certain of these studies
have been published by the Committee under the
following titles:

No. 1. Residential Building.
No. 2. Legal Problems in the Housing Field.
No. 3. Land, Materials, and Labor Costs.

These publications are not comprehensive, yet they
contain an amount of material sufficiently large and
diverse to warrant summarization. This, the present
document attempts to do.

There are serious omissions both in this summary
and in the original publications. There is practically
no attention given to the peculiar problems of rural
housing. An understanding of how to deal with these
problems is not well developed, nor is there discussion
of the problems of housing management. Much has
been learned in recent years concerning the ways in
which large-scale projects can be efficiently adminis-
tered. These subjects have not been explored and
hence are omitted in this discussion.

The studies in this series of housing monographs are
linked together only in the sense that each of the
contributors has written on a particular phase of
the housing problem. However, since no one aspect
of the problem is entirely separate and distinct from its
other aspects, each contributor, in discussing his topic,
has touched upon other topics as well. No attempt
has been made to delete repetitious material in these
monographs or to reconcile contradictory views. Each
study has been presented simply as an expression of
individual, though expert, opinion.

Out of these published expressions, certain definite
points of agreement and disagreement appeared. The
Board was not surprised to find opinion at variance.
It was surprised, however, to find the variance so
marked in the face of a remarkable degree of agreement
on basic points.

The difference of opinion would seem to have arisen
over the placing of the emphasis in a housing program.
There appears to bo no thought but that the housing
problem is a composite one which must be attacked
from many angles if it is to be solved. There is no
apparent disagreement over what the various points of
attack must be. The conflict in views arises over
which of these is the most important—over which
point, or points, calls for concentration of effort, par-
ticularly insofar as the activities of the ¥Federal Govern-
ment are concerned.

Agreement and Controversy

There seems to be agreement, for instance, among all
of the housing agencies of the Federal Government that
many more houses and dwelling units are urgently
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needed, particularly for people in the lower income
groups. Although the rate of population increase is
slowing down, the number of families is still increasing
quite rapidly. The family is, of course, the unit of
demand for housing. Serious deficiencies have to be
corrected in the character of much existing housing.
Other deficiencies arise from the slow rate of residential
building in recent years. There is a difference of
opinion, however, as to what proportion of these new
houses should be owned by the occupicers and as to
how far rental housing should be encouraged. FEach
side of this argument has its vigorous partisans; and,
while they agree that both types are needed, they have
not been able to state the relative emphasis to be given
each type of ownership.

Another question of relative emphasis arises in re-
gard to the financing of housing. Everyone is appar-
ently in agreement that some sort of governmental aid
is necessary to finance good housing for people in the
lower income groups, but there is not agreement on how
this aid should be apportioned as between subsidized
rents in public housing projects and assistance to private
housing enterprise. There is also much discussion as
to the relative merits of different types of machinery for
governmental aid. There are protagonists of outright
cash subsidies, insured mortgages, and low interest rates.
Others argue well for strengthening building and loan
associations, or commercial banks, or mortgage associa-
tions.

There is general agreement, apparently, among those
concerned with housing problems that the control of
land use and the cost of acquiring and developing sites
are special problems requiring new techniques and fresh
points of view, Although the shortsightedness and
folly of overcrowding the land in residential districts is
generally condemned, there is as yet little agreement
as to what pattern of residential development combines
in the best proportions attractiveness and livability with
economy of management and public utility servicing.
The public generally does not yet appreciate the signifi-
cance of these problems which appear of vital im-
portance to the experts.

There is also general agreement on the necessity for
zoning or other control of the whole neighborhood or

community in which any housing development is pro-
jected. Not only do these studies agree on the need for
zoning control, but they urge more realistic allocations
of urban land to different use zones and more effective
zoning administration as essentials of comprehensive
local housing programs. The advocates of better hous-
ing facilities are fully aware that housing is only a part
of other complex problems of neighborhood and com-
munijty development. They cannot be treated in sepa-
rate compartments,
None of the experts doubt the need for enforcing -

National Resources Committe,

certain minimum standards of safety, sanitation and
decency by State and municipal governments. How.
ever, they unite in condemning attempts to mis-
use restrictive ordinances to favor private interests
when these ordinances are unrelated to the minimum
standards.

The experimentation on which progress in housing
design depends in large part requires continued careful
study by competent architects and engineers as well as
more flexible building codes under which newer mate-
rials will be allowed if they can meet specific tests of
fitness. As to the details of design and its regulation,
minor and technical differences of opinion exist. There
is no reason Lo believe, however, that they would con-
stitute « serious obstacle to a vigorous housing program
if the essentials that are agreed upon could be put
into practice.

The legal situation in regard to housing represents an
agreement as to desired ends but a conflict as to method.
Housing laws are now in a chaotic state. The recent
development of interest in housing has led to a great
variety of local, State and Federal laws. The legal
problem is, however, not only to introduce some order

into this great variety of established authorities and
procedures but also to simplify and speed up legal
action, to facilitate the acquisition of land, to safeguard
investments, and to promote new construction.

Building materials and labor costs have been looked
upon as a common problem faced not only by the
housing group but by the whole construction industry.
As is well known, the construction industry lacks
integration and is peculiarly subject to severe fluctua-
tions in activity. There seems to be agreement that
some method must be found for adjusting the price of
building materials to other price movements, and to

provide greater sccurity to labor and greater stability

for the construction industry, if costs are to be matc-
rially reduced.

For some years there has been full agreement upon
the tremendously important place that housing has
in the construction industry and, in turn, that the
construction industry has in the whole national econ-
omy. Any report on the housing situation which failed
to recognize the significance of housing in the larger
economic picture would be incomplete

These points of agreement and controversy, as has
been stated, arise out of the various technical discus-
sions in the series of monographs referred to above.
As a means of orienting the reader in his approach to
theseveral documents, it was felt that the three technical
monographs might well be summarized as to content.
Then, on the basis of such a {factual summary, a presen-
tation of the outstanding findings and conclusions
might serve both to re-emphasize certain important
points and to place them in proper perspective.
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