Let the Cities Rebuild

A Reconstruction Program
Projected Through America’s
Municipalities Could Ease
The Jolts During Conversion

By H. V. THorNTON

Amone the various jurisdictions which di-
rect our public affairs, municipalities are
the first to feel the full impact of social
change. They will be the first to feel the
effect of demobilization. Their streets are
the headquarters of the unemployed; the
centers where discontent finds its most
violent expression. Unfortunately the
average person generally fails to recognize
the essential and intimate character of mu-
nicipal services, and the difficulties in-
volved in the administration of municipal
affairs.

Municipal government is sometimes
derisively referred to as the “hot-bed
of novelty.” And without doubt more
experimentation with governmental forms
and procedures have occurred on this
level than on any other; but it is
far from correct to conclude that vari-
ous plans and innovations are the outcome
of the whims and caprice of our urban
electorates. They are instead evidence of
the desperate attempts of urban centers
to meet their responsibilities in a world
of increasing complexity.

While many cities may be the despair
of some critics, we might as well join
those optimists who see in our urban cen-
ters the last hope of democracy, the final
testing ground of responsible government.
It is rather obvious that other units of
local government are losing much of their
original usefulness, while the vitality and
significance of municipal government in-
creases. Perhaps this trend may appear
objectionable; but cold uncompromising
statistics mock those who dissent.

Two-thirds of the people and two-
thirds of the wealth of the nation are
found within the corporate limits of mu-
nicipalities. In Oklahoma, a rural state,
more than half of the inhabitants and as-
sessed wealth are similarly located. Al-
though this state lost population accord-
ing to the last federal census, larger towns
and cities registered an absolute gain. And
it 1s not probable that this trend will be
interrupted by the effects of the war and
the influence of technological develop-
ments.

Every sign points convincingly to the
enlarged role which municipal govern-
ment seems destined to play in the lives
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of our people, and in the management
of our common affairs. It must be ad-
mitted, however, that those who regard
with concern the rapid urbanization of
the country have good reason to fear the
effects.

Cities, even cities of ordinary popula-
tions, have always failed to reproduce
themselves. The birth rate here is lower
than in rural America. Thus far, experi-
ence seems to indicate that the city is not
conducive to the type of family life which
has always been associated with our civi-
lization. The uncertainty and instability
of industrial society, the great diversity
of interests and attractions, seem to de-
stroy a sense of purpose and individual
responsibility. Suicide is far more com-
mon in the city; and while it is probably
incorrect to assume that urban bred people
are more inclined to engage in lawless
activities, cities afford greater temptations
and encouragement to those who are
criminally disposed. Cities will create
greater problems which will test even
more severely the processes of democratic
government.

In part, at least, our difficulties have
grown out of a failure to give intelligent
direction to the development of our ur-
ban centers, They have been regarded
less as places to live than as places for
making a living. Their growth has been
conditioned solely by erratic, short-term,

economic interest. A large share of the
responsibility for failure to make our cities
more attractive, and less destructive of
normal social relationships, rests upon
public indifference. But those who have
honestly tried to give some sense of di-
rection to urban development have been
frustrated not only by a “real estate de-
velopment psychology” but by the decis-
ion of unimaginative supreme courts.
City planning and city zoning have al-
ways been hedged about by severest util-
itarian consideration. Aesthetic factors,
which add to the amenities and satisfac-
tions of urban living, are yet to be favor-
ably received by our courts of law.

This attitude, among other things, ex-
plains the over-all architectural deficiencies
of our cities compared with the cities of
continental Europe. Of course, little can
be done about the matter. Only time,
fire, and a fighting public conscience will
overcome the evils of conjection, filth,
blight, and sheer ugliness of established
centers. However, more sensible attitudes
can be taken toward future developments.

I

Postwar municipal planning, if its effects
are to be enduring, must be regarded as a
phase of long-term municipal planning, a
step in the direction of making our cities
more congenial for human habitation. In
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a previous article the point was made that
unemployment will probably reach danger-
ous proportions after the cessation of
hostilities. The Research Institute of
America, in a careful and conservative
analysis, predicts that the unemployment
may exceed twelve millions by the end of
1945. If the war on both fronts ends
suddenly, the number will be vastly
greater. If such conditions prevail, pub-
lic works programs must supplement the
efforts of private enterprise to provide
jobs.

It would be unfortunate indeed if sup-
plemental public works programs were set
up hastily. Careless or indifferent plan-
ning is scarcely superior to “made-work”
methods of providing employment; the
job as well as employment must be a fac-
tor in postwar planning. Anyone who
has given time or thought to public plan-
ning of any sort is soon made aware of
the technical difficulties involved, of time
consumed in marshalling necessary facts,
and the deadening indifference or skept-
icism of the populace. It calls for leader-
ship of the highest order.

Nevertheless, municipalities, for several
reasons, ought to assume this responsibil-
ity because they surely will feel most im-
mediately and profoundly the dislocations
that are bound to come with the armistice.
Municipal plants and structures, because
of their nature, will have depreciated
more from neglect occasioned by the ex-
igencies of war than those of other gov-
ernments.  Furthermore, municipalities
have, in the midst of this armed conflict,
improved their financial status. Finally,
considering the current mood of Congress,
there is slight prospect that a constructive
postwar planning program will emanate
from Washington. If help comes from
the national capital, it will probably be
in the form of hastily considered appropri-
ations; and unless local units of govern-
ment are prepared with plans, substantially
in blueprint form, we shall see a repi-
tition of the same wasteful spending meth-
ods which prevailed in the late depression.

The needs of a modern city, from the
environmental point of view, are not dif-
ficult to list, not, if planning is judicious
and farsighted, impossible to finance. The
most obvious of such needs are:

1. An adequate, safe, and satisfactory
water supply, and water rates which do
not discourage industrial development and
ample consumption for domestic uses.

2. Streets and roads which are well
built, properly maintained and lighted,
and designed to serve the needs of traffic
with maximum of safety and convenience.

3. Well trained and well equipped fire
and police departments.

4. Parks, playgrounds, parkways, swim-

ming pools, and other recreational facil-
ities sufficient to meet the recreational
needs of persons of all ages.

5. Means for the sanitary disposal of
waste, domestic and industrial.

6. Adequate and dignified housing for
the various agencies of municipal govern-
ment including a Municipal hall, fire sta-
tions, power plants, etc,

Getting the job done is far more dif-
ficult. If it is well done, the following
steps must be taken:

1. Appraisal of needs.

2. Preparation of detailed plans and
specifications.

3. Provisions for financing (taxation,
bond issues, grants-in-aid).

4. Scheduling construction (rating pro-
jects in order of importance and need).

5. Development of public understand-
ing of the broad as well as the immediate
objectives of planning.

Mere listing of projects can lead to noth-
ing better than “boondoggling.” Syste-
matic planning will lead to purposeful
employment and the creation of an urban
environment better adapted to our needs.

II

Municipal planning in Oklahoma is
faced with some serious difficulties which
can be removed only by action of the State
Legislature. And while relief from such
restrictions probably cannot be provided
in time to assist in postwar planning ac-
tivities, they should receive earliest at-
tention possible.

1. Municipal planning boards may ex-
ercise their powers only within the cor-
porate limits. This is an objectionable
type of restraint because many enter-
prises established just beyond corporate
limits may defeat the orderly development
of an urban community, A considerable
number of states have recognized this fact,
and have granted planning beards author-
ity to control developments as much as
three miles beyond ‘municipal boundaries.
A few have granted jurisdiction up to
five miles. Oklahoma permits the creation
of district planning bodies with power to
control rural development contiguous to
municipal limits, but no great benefit has
been derived from these authorities.

2. Municipalities are unable to plan
effectively because the laws of the state
do not permit the establishment of cash
reserves. At least this is true of statutory
towns and cities, and while home rule
cities may have the right to do so, few
charters make such provisions. As a re-
sult, the financing of municipal improve-
ments usually demands the issue of bonds,
which because of the interest burden,
makes improvements unnecessarily costly.
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