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Home Ownership For the Poor: A Program for Philadelphia.

By Charles Abrams (Assisted by Robert Kolodny)
New York: Praeger Publishers, 1970. pp. XXVI, 224, $13.50

Within the first six months of 1971, there were two decisions by separate
branches of ournational government that could well sound the death knell for
solving the housing problem of the poor. The first of these decisions came

from the Supreme Court in a ruling which validated local referendums that

could block public housing in suburban areas and other "elite" communities.
The other came from the White House in the form of a policy pronouncement
which gave notice that the Administration "will not seek to impose economic

integration upon an existing local jurisdiction. " Both decisions were crucial

to the concept of "open communities", which as a social experiment could
prove that low-income families can appreciate decent housing as long as the
immediate environment will give them a chance. There was also the pros
pect that decisions in the opposite direction would have reduced the need for
mass busing to achieve racial integration in our public schools.

During the time period between the above decisions, the National Urban

League and the Center for Community Change released a report predicting
the consequences of the growing abandonment of housing within predominatly
black inner circles of large urban areas. The reportwarned that "the aband

onment process has reached the stage where it poses a clear threat to the
survival of certain cities as viable environments for human habitation. " Al

though St. Louis was cited as the place where the abandonment process has
reached the most critical stage, the report stated that many other large met

ropolitan areas were accelerating rapidly toward a "ghost town" status.

Although the decisions by the judicial and executive branches of the gov
ernment amount to national policy, and as such, are different from the vol
untary movement resulting in the adandonment of inner-city neighborhoods,
both developments will have the same consequence, namely pushing the prob
lem of housing under-privileged families in America further awayfroman
acceptable solution. This does not mean that a census ofhousing todaywould
fail to show a general and steady improvement in the physical state of the
nation's housing inventory as a whole. It means simply that housing is more
than houses, and that as long as thehousing of the economically disadvantaged
in this country continues to breed neighborhood disintegration, schooldeter-
ioration, joblessness, class hatred, violence, and declining community life
in general, then a housing problem exists.

Maybe this whole problem is insolvable Maybe the problem of housing
the underprivileged or the poor will be with us as long as the poor are with
us. On the other hand, there have always been a number of problems on
which this nation seemed to have reached an impasse; however, efforts to
solve or at least to mitigate them have contined to flourish. Home Owner
ship for the Poor by Charles Abrams is one of such efforts. Although the
proposal in this book are specifically designed for the City of Philadelphia,
they have a potential for any large city and could reduce the growing pressures
for the construction of new housing and rehabilitation of existing housing in
other central cities, small towns, and suburbs throughout the United States.
Mr. Abrams and his assistant, Robert Kolodny, admit that there are no easy
answers for providing better housing for the less privileged any more than
there are easy pathways to the good life. They contend, however, that "there
are better ways of doing what is being done and more that can be done than

is now being done." Consequently, they argue, there must be no end to ex
perimentation in solving this very delicate problem, and that recommended



solutions must entail more than documenting the scandalous condition of
current housing and exhorting local governments to scrambel for moreof the
meager aid doled out by Washington.

According to the authors, the experiment which shows the mostpromise
at the present is that which encourages and assists the poor to achieve home
ownership. They concede that this may not prove to be the only answer, and
certainly not the whole answer. But assuming a relative constancy in the pre
sent situation, they feel that homeowner ship can be a partial answer and an

important one for many people now classified as poor. Federal programs
as yet provide little indication of what the home ownership experience of the
poor will be. However, the authors cite a study of 4 locally sponsored priv
ate efforts to help poor people buy homes, by Bernard J. Frieden and JoAnne
Newman, which indicates "considerable latent demand for ownership among

the poor, and surprisingly low rates of default on payment. " This same re
port goes on to say that, "even families who formerly lived in squalid apart
ments which they not only failed to maintain but often damaged further, take
excellent care of the homes they own, " thus confirming the authors basic
philosophy that "property unkeep is better when tenants are owners, regard
less of race."

Since the I960 census confirmed the high correlation between race and
poverty in Philadelphia, the problem of home owner ship for the poor, as dis
cussed in this book, is essentially a problem of homeownership for a sub-
stanital number of the city's Negroes. In fact, the original title of the re
port from which this book is drawn was The Negro Housing Problem: A Pro
gram for Philadelphia. Accordingly, the authors' envisage four factors which
must be dealth with in any approach to this basic problem. These are:

1. The hostile attitudes of the white community--families, reales-

tate firms, and others.

2. The reluctance of Negroes to challenge established white areas.
3. The low income of most Negro families, which prohibits them

from bidding for houses in white areas.
4. The values or attractions to minorities and ethnic groups of hom

ogeneous formations.

Faced with what they considered certain social realities, the authors pro
pose a program for solving the homeownership problem that would deal with
all of the above-listed factors, except No. 4. They agree that dispersion is
desirable, however, they contend that "it must be the voluntary act of the
people to be dispered; {and that) as long as they choose to remain where they
are, it is incumbert uponthe public agencies to: improve their lot; give them
better schools, facilities, and services where they live; and simultaneously,

provide them with the option to own their homes at a cost within their means."

At the heart of their proposal is a two-pronged program by the localHous-
ing Authority in which the agency would: (a) acquire houses in a move-in
condition throughout the city at currently depressed prices for ownership by
eligible low-income families, and simultaneously arrange for the provision
of twenty-year mortgages at about 5 percent interest to bring such ownership

within their means; and (b) arrange for a lease-option program underwhich
existing owners and operators would rent dwellings in move-in condition to

low-income families, with options to purchase induced by mortgages given to
such owners and operators on reasonable terms. Other recommendations in
volve specific suggestions for: (1) financing with present City funds; (2) the
formation of non-profit corporations to acquire existing suburban homes for



rent or sale on a nondiscriminatory basis; (3) the creationofa gauge system
for the periodic assessment of the low income housing inventory; (4) a gen
eral tightening of the city's anti-discrimination laws; (5) revision and ex

pansion of Federal programs and policies; and (6) changes in the State's law
and policies which would assist in financing rehabilitation and construction

of homes in low income areas.

There were a number of other recommendations which appear to be quite
reasonable, although I am sure that Mr. Abrams' long experience with gov
ernment would not permit him to be very optimistic about their implementa
tion. As he states in his conclusion, many of these recommendations "are

presented primarily as a prospective that might give direction to what has
been little more than a series of sporadic efforts strung together by the de
claration of a hope. " The book was completed during the Fall of 1966, and
therefore it is to be expected that some of the suggestions may have been
affected by more recently enacted legislation at the local, state, and federal
levels and by various court decisions.

Housing for minority groups is without a doubt the most sensitive issue in

the nation today. Thus it is understandable why the authors recommend a
plan for housing Negroes that circumvents the problem of integrated neighbor
hoods. However, to recommend ways of re-settling or retaining low-income
Negro families in virtually all-black North Philadelphia, while awaiting fur
ther anti-discriminationlegislationby the city, county, state, and Federal go
vernments, amounts to little more than recommending permanency of this area
as a Negro ghetto. Indeed, the transformation of these people from tenants
to owners might result in better upkeep of the physical structure, but does
this mean that the cultural handicaps which develop and persist when a mass

of disadvantaged live togetherwill be effectively eliminated? Will implement
ing this basic plan e radicate segregated schools in Philadelphia or will the new

home owners continue to send their children to the currently all-black Rey
nolds Elementary and Gratz High schools?

In the afore mentioned policy statement on housing, the President stated
that "If we impact o r tip the balance of an established community with a flood
of low-income families, we do a disservice to all concerned. " But what about

the disservice to all if we leave these low-income families isolated in a sin

gle community or design a special program which would place them in such
a community? Whether as owners or tenants, a single community of low
income Negro families still constitutes a ghetto, and a ghetto is a ghetto. 1
feel confident thatMr. Abrams would not countenance any economic measures
or land use schemes as a subterfuge for racial discrimination. However, if

his basic program were adopted, lam afraid thathe would be leaving himself
wide open to a charge.

One crucial ingredient missing from the reporton which the authors base

this book would pertain to first-hand reaction of the poor toward ownership
of their own homes. Would theylike to own their own homes? Could they be
persuaded to invest in ahouse located in North Philadelphia, say on Columbia
Avenue between 22nd and BroadStreets or wouldthey rather try homeowner-
ships in a new setting? While the answers to such questions surely willnot
guarantee the success ofa home ownership program, theywould provide data
which could assist in the development of guidelines on such specifics as the
amount of subsidized down payment that would be needed to accomodate the
sale of housing to the average poor family, the location of the areas to be de
veloped, and the priority to be given to new vs. used housing.



Social scientists are unanimous in their belief that a resonable solution to

the problemof housing the poormay well be thekey to any prospects for long-
term stability in American life, and local communities shouldbe encouraged
in their own voluntary efforts to contribute toward this solution. However, in
designing these efforts, local communities should avoid those recommendat
ions in this book that would pack together a large number of poor families in
one neighborhood. Carrying through on recommendations of this nature would
serve only to exacerbate the current social ills and lead to further isolation
of the various races through the entire community.

Unfortunately, the authors were allowedonly four months by the Philadel
phia Community Renewal Program for both the research and the writing of
the basic report on which this book is based. This was insufficient time for
generating new data and throughly exploring a number of other alternatives.
As a result, one would have to categorize this book as a sincere effort to ad
vise a community on housing its disadvantaged citizens and utilizing its land
areas in a creative and sophisticated manner, while at the same time recog
nizing that the proposed plan is but a mere expedient for coping with a prob
lem that could determine the future of America.

James F. Tucker

Virginia Polytechnic Institute
and State University

Blacks burg, Virginia



Urban Problems and Prospects. By Anthony Downs
Chicago: Markham Publishing Company, 1970. 293 pp. $9.95; paper, $3.95

For an academic generation, graduate students have been mining Wilbur
Thompson's Preface to Urban Economics for dissertation topics. Its collec
tion of observations and hypotheses have been a plentiful source of subjects
for detailed analyses. Now Anthony Downs has provided a new lode, and it

will surely prove as rich as its predecessor.

This book consists of eleven essays, written over a period of years. One

of them has not previously been published, and the others have appeared in

such diverse places that it is doubtful that any one reader has seen all of them

until now. The topics covered include growth patterns, ghettos and racism,
housing, highways, urban data systems, and community schools. All of the
essays demonstrate a wide knowledge of urban America, a systematic appro
ach to the topic, and a large dose of common sense. Downs himself, in the
Introduction, describes his method as follows:

1. Operational definitions.

2. Straightforward language.

3. Careful evaluation of conventional wisdom.

4. Formulation of several alternative courses of action.

5. Designing future alternatives in terms of "all feasible combina
tions. "

6. Using arbitrary but imaginative judgements for simplification.
7. Making rough calculations of magnitudes.
8. Explicitly recognizing redistribution effects.

This pattern permits analysis of a wide variety of topics and contributes
many valuable insights. It also leaves room for a great deal of future work,
especially in replacing item 7 withmore precise evaluations. It is, however,
a useful division of labor to leave these details to others in order to gain
Downs' insights into a variety of problems.

The variety of topics presents problems in a review. Any specific com
ments can only provide a sampling of the variety available. One might ex
pect that "Downs' Law of Peak-Hour Traffic Congrestion, or Parkinson's
Second Law adapted to traffic" will become a standard reference. This law
states that "On urban commuter expressways, peak-hour traffic congestion
rises to meet maximum capacity. " The explanation of this law involves an

insightful theory of commuter choice.

Anyone concerned with the pattern of development of our living patterns
will find many aspects hereto interest him. For one, there is a persuasive,
argument thatthe continuing growth ofoururban population, although smaller
than many forecasts, will be concentrated in peripheral sprawl, not in new
cities and only slightly in satellite or planned peripheral communties. There
is also a detailed analysis of the rhetoric of the Housing and Urban Develop

ment Act of 1968, which promised 27. 7 million housing units by 1980, includ

ing 6 million for lower and moderate income groups. Instead Downs recom-
ments a number of specific reforms which will improve matters, but sug

gests assigning numbrical goals only for the short run. Even if the goals of
the act are a reasonable measure of our need, they cannot be met by 1980
and the promise that they will merely generates cynicism toward all govern
mental programs.



Perhaps Downs' method is best illustrated by his analysis of possible
futures for the ghetto. He identifies three basic choices: concentration of
blacks in the ghetto vs. dispersal, integration vs. segregation, and substan
tial enrichment of public services available to blacks vs. non-enrichment.
Eight possible combinations of these choices are possible, but there are eli
minated because neither integration nor dispersal is consistent with non-en

richment. The five possible strategies are then;

Present policies (concentration, segregation, non-enrichment)

Enrichment only (concentration, segregation, enrichment)

Integrated core (concentration, central integration, enrichment)

He then analyzes the consequences of each strategy. A continuation of per-

sent policies will lead to polarization, confrontation, and finally to semi-mar
tial law in big cities. Both patterns of concentration must lead to separate

and unequal societies, especially because of the difficulties of providing jobs
and housing in the urban core. Finally, only dispersal is possible, and he
concludes that integrated dispersal will produce fewer problems than scatter
ed segregated communities. However, he does not underestimate the diffi

culties involved in such action, and to encourage white suburbanities to accept

them.

The range of topics in these essays continues. There is a detailed catalog

of losses imposed upon urban households by uncompensated.highway and re
newal costs, and of the social damage from this failure to compensate. There

are strategies for housing the urban poor. There is a pessimistic evaluation

of the claims made for urban data systems. Finally, there is an evaluation
of community schools as a solution to the problem of the monopolistic school
bureaucracy.

Neither Downs nor this reviewer would claim that these essays constitute
the total wisdom on the urban condition. However, anyone looking for answ
ers would do well to start his research here. He will find the broad outlines,
and a road map for a more detailed exploration.

Joseph P. McKenna

University of Missouri-
St. Louis



Government Against Poverty. By Joseph Kershaw

Markham Publishing Company, 1971. 174 pp. $2. 95

Joseph Kershaw, as the first director of OEO's Research and Planning
Office was in a unique position to observe the developing battle against pov
erty. His position carried primary responsibility for the design to a strat
egy to win that war. In this book, he has described the objectives of the gov
ernment's action against poverty and the armament which was utilized to at
tain them. In addition, Kershaw has provided his general assessment of the
poverty war's success in specific areas. Finally, in the last chapter, he has
given us a brief primer on the relationship between evaluation, planning, and
policy.

The author is concerned with total government effort to combat poverty.
He correctly emphasized that the programs of the Office of Economic Oppor
tunity were only a small part of the effort although they were the most pub
licized. Hence, assessment of OEO programs is based on what could in truth
be expected rather than the gradiose objectives associated with the establish
ment of OEO. In general, Kershaw believes that much was done, given the

budget and political constraints on the agency; and more might have been done,
but for the Viet Nam War.

Overall, the book is an adequate sketch of the poverty war up to 1969. Ex
cept for the last chapter, however, it is not informed by Kershaw ideal loca
tion to observe in operation the forces which shaped the poverty war and the
individuals who represented those forces. The closest he comes to sharing
his insider's viewpoint is when we are told the basis for Shriver's apparent

public relations statement that poverty could be eliminated by 1976--a state
ment based on internal planning documents (p. 147-148). At various points,
in the book, the addition of such knowledge could have increased our under
standing, in particular, of the lack of fit between policy, planning and re
search.

One instance with which this reviewer is familiar is family planning--a

policy area close also to the author's heart. As Kershaw says, "Here was a

case where analysis argued strongly for an all-out campaign, even as early

as 1965, but policy was slow to follow" (p. 62). He attributes this slowness
to Shriver's belief that progress on other fronts would be jeopardiazed if
OEO got too far ahead of Congress on this still touchy issue. That is undoubt
edly an accurate statement of the overt decision basis. What is not mention
ed is the in-put of Eunice Shriver and her representation of Church thinking
in the internal battle (and battle it was) to convince her husband that a decision

for family planning would create more problems for him and for OEO than the

program's benefits were worth.

The above is but a small (although not trivial) instance of the way in which
external forces and values played a major role in constraining--in the opion-
ion of many, gutting--the effectiveness of policy planning. Understanding that
interaction would have been useful for those persons yet interested in con
tinuing the war to eliminate poverty, as well as for those generally interest
ed in the utilization of systematic information in the formation of policy.

M. J. Lefcowitz

Institute For Research On

Poverty

University of Wisconsin


