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New towns for the Great Society: a case study in
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This article deals with the US Congress’s flawed legislative attempt in the late 1960s to address urban
redevelopment’s shortcomings by resurrecting resettlement programmes akin to the earlier garden city
and greenbelt town designs. Despite the opposition of real estate and building interests, as well as public
housing advocates and big city mayors, new towns legislation was passed in 1968 and 1970. The federal
government provided financial assistance to the private developers who built the thirteen new towns in
various locations around the country. By the early 1980s, however, officials of the US Department of
Housing and Urban Development concluded that the experiment had failed in all but one of the thirteen
new towns and arranged for bankruptcy and foreclosure proceedings. The article discusses the reasons
for the inefficacy of this little-known Great Society programme and suggests that the episode reflected
the chequered history of urban planning in the US.

Introduction

In 1966 the Subcommittee on Executive Reorganization of the US Senate Committee on
Government Operations held hearings on the state of the nation’s cities. Subcommittee
members heard comments from liberal Democrats, most notably Senators Robert Kennedy
and Abraham Ribicoff, that lambasted Lyndon B. Johnson’s administration for the
inadequacy of its response to the burgeoning urban crisis. Administration spokesmen
denied the charges and recounted a list of Great Society measures designed specifically to
combat urban ills. These included the Equal Opportunity Act, the creation of the
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), aid to education, and pending
legislation that would create the Demonstration Cities (Model Cities) programme. In
addition to introducing the most comprehensive housing legislation in the nation’s history,
they claimed, Johnson’s administration also became the first to propose the expansion of
the housing stock through the construction of new towns financed by the federal
government. The new towns initiative generated staunch opposition, and progress for its
champions came grudging after repeated setbacks — even during the sessions in which the
liberal Eighty-ninth Congress responded positively to the flood of reform legislation
originating in the White House. The years following the passage of the enabling legislation
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saw the completion of few new communities, all of which soon suffered severe financial
difficulties. By the mid-1970s, the new towns were beset by bankruptcies and foreclosures,
and even the most avid reformers had to admit defeat. The story of the legislative struggle
for new towns development in the 1960s and the subsequent misfortune of the completed
communities serves in some way as a microcosm of Lyndon Johnson’s flawed Great Society,
just as the new towns episode provides an instructive example of the obstacles facing the
housing reform movement in modern America [1].

Rationale behind the introduction of the new towns

Drawing on the experiences of European governments and private developers in the United
States and convinced that the urban redevelopment and renewal schemes implemented after
the Second World War had failed to meet the needs of rapidly-changing central cities, many
planners and architects argued by the early 1960s for the creation of new towns just
outside existing metropolitan areas. The problems of the degenerating central cities, they
adduced, called for decentralization, but random growth in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries had resulted in suburban sprawl and snarled commuter traffic as well as
unsightly and dysfunctional community design. Instead of haphazard development with no
attention to the environment, each new town would be part of a comprehensive regional
plan encompassing transportation, public utilities, leisure facilities, and housing for c.
20000 people from varied social and economic strata. Not bedroom communities or
satellite cities entirely dependent upon the central city, the new towns would enjoy a solid
economic foundation based upon the existence of industrial and commercial as well as
residential zones. Construction of thousands of housing units simultaneously, rather than
piecemeal, would result in economies of scale, and skilful planning could conserve land and
energy by situating jobs and residences closer together. Moreover, unless new towns
provided the opportunity for lower income groups to join the deconcentration movement —
an opportunity generally denied them by zoning, building codes and social barriers in
suburbs — the inner cities would struggle to accommodate the disproportionately indigent
populations left behind; in the reformers’ vision, these new communities would address
social as well as economic concerns by stipulating that a portion of all housing be
designated for low-income families [2].

The new towns idea emanated from the writings of Ebenezer Howard, a London court
stenographer who became interested in urban reform and planning. In Tomorrow: A
Peaceful Path to Real Reform, which was published in 1898 and reissued four years later
as Garden Cities of Tomorrow, Howard considered the daunting task of improving the
quality of urban life in industrial societies and concluded: “The simple issue to be faced and
faced resolutely is, can better results be obtained by starting on a bold plan on
comparatively virgin soil than by attempting to adapt our old cities to our newer and
higher needs?” He recommended the former rather than the latter, proposing the creation of
new communities, surrounded permanently by greenbelts, whose carefully planned
residential, industrial, and commercial sectors would guarantee the best of both urban
and rural living. Howard’s concept resulted in the creation of two garden cities north of
London, Letchworth and Welwyn, as well as a host of garden villages and garden suburbs
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that loosely ascribed to his original design. After the founding of the Garden City
Association of America in 1906 by Howard and a coterie of American industrialists and
clergymen, the reform attracted a modest following in the US in the early decades of the
twentieth century [3].

The formative years

Although most Americans dismissed garden cities as impractical and visionary, Howard’s
influence could be seen in the establishment of new communities in subsequent decades.
After World War I, Lewis Mumford, Stuart Chase, Benton MacKaye, Charles Whitaker,
Henry Wright and Clarence Stein founded the Regional Planning Association of America
(RPAA) with the avowed intention of propagating the garden city ideal. The RPAA planned
a garden community just outside of New York City, which could not be built for failure to
obtain the necessary land, but did complete Sunnyside Gardens, New York, and Radburn,
New Jersey. According to Clarence Stein, the subsequent completion of Chatham Village
(Pittsburgh), Phipps Gardens (New York City), Hillside Homes (New York City), Baldwin
Hills Village (Los Angeles), and the Depression-era greenbelt towns all constituted ‘steps
toward creating New Towns’ [4].

The first example of the federal government’s involvement in the creation of new towns
occurred as part of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal. Enamoured of population
decentralization as an anodyne for urban ills, Roosevelt approved his aide Rexford
Tugwell’s goal of creating 3000 planned communities in the shadows of existing
metropolises. Under the aegis of the Resettlement Administration, Tugwell found the
resources to build only three such towns — Greenbelt, Maryland, outside Washington, DC;
Greenbhills, Ohio, outside Cincinnati; and Greendale, Wisconsin, outside Milwaukee. Work
on a fourth town, Greenbrook, New Jersey, ground to a halt due to insurmountable legal
problems. Always controversial because of the unprecedented level of government
involvement, Tugwell’s ‘Communist towns’ floundered largely because of hardening
congressional opposition. Between 1949 and 1954, the federal government sold the
greenbelt towns to private interests. The experiment ended as a highly-publicized financial
failure, with the government recouping only 53% of its $36 million investment, yet the
experiences of the three greenbelt towns convinced many reformers that Washington could
play a helpful role in suburban development [5].

Following the Second World War, Great Britain took bold action to address drastic
housing shortages by passing the New Towns Act of 1946. Totally involved in planning,
financing, and construction, the British government created housing for over a half million
people in twelve new communities built between 1946 and 1950. The Town and Country
Planning Act of 1947 and the Extension of New Towns Act of 1952 followed as the nation
continued to integrate newly-built communities into a comprehensively planned metropo-
litan region. In the United States, however, more cautious reform predominated as Congress
responded to spreading blight and housing shortages in the cities with urban redevelopment
and renewal legislation. A few private developers launched new towns in the post-war
years — the most successful ventures included Philip Klutznick’s Park Forest, Illinois; Robert
E. Simon’s Reston, Virginia; and James Rouse’s Columbia, Maryland — but the staggering
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cost of creating entire infrastructures for wholly new communities (an estimated $47
million for Columbia, for example) and the attendant need to attract the necessary capital
prohibited many attempts. Columbia relied on investment capital from the Connecticut
General Life Insurance Company, the Teachers Insurance & Annuity Association, and the
Chase Manhattan Bank to remain solvent, while the Gulf Oil Company supported Reston
in its early years and finally assumed management of the financially troubled community.
As Klutznick observed, ‘Nowadays you must have tremendous funds or you build a
piecemeal subdivision, which means you don’t end up with a planned community’. By the
1960s, many developers began calling for government assistance as the only means to
ensure the creation of new towns [6].

Progress in the early 1960s

Interest within the federal government surfaced during John F. Kennedy’s presidency
because of the efforts of Robert Weaver, chief administrator of the Housing and Home
Finance Agency (HHFA). An economist with a long-time interest in comprehensive urban
planning, Weaver recommended to Congress that the federal government provide mortgage
insurance for the purchase of land designated for new community development. In 1961
Weaver’s proposal found few supporters on Capitol Hill or in the White House, but his
sustained efforts fared better during Lyndon Johnson’s administration. In a 1964 message
to Congress concerning a housing bill he was submitting, the president predicted that a
‘significant portion’ of future urban growth would be in new towns ‘complete with all
public services, all the industry and commerce needed to provide jobs, and sufficient
housing and cultural and recreational facilities for moderate- and low-income families as
well as for the well-to-do’. Indeed, the new legislation included federal grants and loans to
states and cities for the construction of public facilities along with loan insurance for the
developers of the new towns. President Johnson even suggested the appropriation of funds
to train more professional planners for such work [7].

An enthusiastic Robert Weaver praised the legislation as a great victory for planning that
would ‘eliminate the costly clutter of blindfold growth and blunderbuss expansion’, but
determined opposition to new towns materialized immediately. The Mortgage Bankers
Association objected on practical grounds (the loan guarantees would dramatically elevate
land prices) as well as philosophically (too much federal government involvement in the
free market). Noting that suburbs had traditionally excluded low-income and minority
buyers and that the new legislation provided an additional 10% in loan amounts for
developers who built low- and moderate-income housing first, the National Association of
Home Builders expressed concern that the programme was designed to promote racial
integration. Politicians from both parties in Congress and spokesmen for professional
associations objected that the HHFA had drafted the new towns measure in secrecy without
any advance warning of its inclusion in the housing bill. Arguing that they had insufficient
time to study what had instantly become a controversial measure, the legislators agreed to
excise new towns from the housing bill that year [8].

Pursuant to the recommendation of the President’s 1964 Task Force on Metropolitan and
Urban Affairs, the Housing and Urban Development Act of 1965 again contained a new
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towns provision. In order to ‘help break the pattern of central-city ghettos by providing
low- and moderate-income housing in suburban areas’, Title X of the bill called for federal
insurance of mortgages to private developers and low-interest federal loans to states for
land acquisition. As in the previous year, the proposed legislation sought to utilize the
federal government’s resources to encourage private development but stopped far short of
mandating the type of government involvement outlined in the British New Towns Act of
1946. Such a cautious approach notwithstanding, the new towns provision once more
attracted vociferous opposition [9].

In congressional hearings, a steady stream of witnesses decried the new towns idea.
Representatives from the National Association of Real Estate Boards and the National
Association of Home Builders spoke strongly against the measure, the latter claiming that
‘the proposal would inject Government deeply, irrevocably and inevitably on an expanding
scale, into the business of land development — as distinguished from the present system of
local community regulation of private development of land’. Predictably, such organizations
warned against increased government activity in land sales and housing construction while
arguing that abundant capital existed for suburban building without aid from Washington.
In addition to the opposition from mortgage bankers, home builders, and realty concerns
came equally strenuous dissent from reformist groups dedicated to resuscitating inner cities.
Ira S. Robbins, President of the National Association of Housing and Redevelopment
Officials, objected to any sort of suburban development at a time when government
provided inadequate support for existing urban redevelopment and renewal programmes.
Similarly, James Tate, Mayor of Philadelphia, criticized the proposal for ignoring the
problems of the masses in the nation’s largest cities [10]. Explaining the refusal of the
National League of Cities and the US Conference of Mayors to endorse the new towns
portion of the housing bill, Detroit Mayor Jerome Cavanaugh said:

There is a reluctance on my part to encourage the construction of more new suburbia next to my city
to be able to compete with me for industry or for housing or anything else. And I am not too sure
that with the great thrust of the programs today, to try and make our central cities and our existing
cities more livable, that we should be passing legislation to encourage subdivisions to move out even
further [11].

Robert Weaver challenged the big city mayors’ view that new towns represented a threat to
the well-being of their beleaguered domains, arguing that comprehensive regional planning
could ‘coordinate and reconcile the needs and functions of all elements which constitute the
urban complex. .. This expansion, in turn, will strengthen the central city and delineate more
clearly its role in urban America’. The National League of Cities and the US Conference of
Mayors continued to oppose the measure and, as the New York Times commented, the
coalition of big city mayors, home building interests, and southern congressmen concerned
with ‘race mixing’ possessed ‘muscle to spare’ to curtail new towns development. The Housing
and Urban Development Act of 1965, which President Johnson signed on August 8 of that
year, contained only a modest commitment to new town development. The pared-down Title
X merely authorized the Federal Housing Administration to insure mortgages for land
acquisition and made no mention of the critically important low-interest loans. With such
limited financial incentive proferred by the federal government, private developers continued
to look elsewhere for investment opportunities [12].



118 Biles

The mid- to late 1960s

The following year’s Demonstration Cities and Metropolitan Development Act of 1966,
which established the Great Society’s Model Cities programme, allowed the broadening of
the FHA mortgage insurance programme for new communities development. Although the
legislation failed to broach the subject of government loans and allocated the
disappointingly modest sum of $250 million for mortgage insurance, new towns advocates
rejoiced at the apparent lessening of opposition from some groups. Homebuilding and real
estate interests reiterated their hostility to government intrusion in the industry and warned
against the injurious effect of the mortgage insurance on the federal budget, but other
constituencies seemingly became less intransigent. The National Association of Housing
and Redevelopment Officials abandoned its previous position and endorsed the mortgage
insurance programme, while the big city mayors and their organizations remained silently
neutral. Most encouraging, private developers of new towns, the vast majority of whom
had refrained from congressional testimony in 1964 and 1965, turned out in force in 1966.
Responding to the Johnson Administration’s entreaties for support, many of the best
known developers — men like Ferd Kramer of the Chicago-based Draper and Kramer
Corporation and James Rouse - enthusiastically argued the case for enhanced federal
government activity. At least in the halls of congress, the tide seemed to be turning
gradually in favour of new community development [13].

A few months later, Senator Abraham Ribicoff of Connecticut introduced the New
Towns Development Act of 1967, but his bill fell far short of passage. The major
breakthrough came the following year with President Johnson’s introduction of the New
Communities Act of 1968, which was included as Title IV of the Housing and Urban
Development Act of 1968. Submitting the bill in a special message to Congress regarding
‘the crisis of the cities’, Johnson called for a partnership involving private interests as well
as federal, state and local government agencies. “The job is one for the private developer’,
the President assured his audience, ‘but he will need the help of his Government at every
level’. According to the proposed legislation, which had been drafted by Charles Haar,
Assistant Secretary for Metropolitan Development at HUD, the help would come in the
form of an innovative financing technique for developers to encourage investment in new
community construction; the federal government would provide up to $250 million worth
of ‘cash flow debentures’, long-term loans with the repayment schedules for principal and
interest tied to the income reported annually by the new towns. State and local agencies
would also receive supplemental grants for up to 80% of the cost of providing public
facilities (streets, sewerage, water, parks and the like) for newly developed communities. In
all, the New Communities Act of 1968 far outdistanced earlier legislative packages in
marshalling a package of incentives for builders [14].

Congressional consideration of the measure produced the usual warnings that new towns
would result in creeping socialism, financial disaster, white flight, the accelerated
deterioration of central cities, or some other unforeseen malady. The President of the
National Association of Home Builders related to a Senate subcommittee the unhappy
financial record of private new town development and predicted the failure of any such
large-scale enterprises; a spokesman for the National Association of Real Estate Boards
called the proposal ‘a giant step toward federalization of the communities of tomorrow’
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and strongly urged the House Subcommittee on Housing to reject Title IV. Nor were the
big city mayors, whose dissent had been muted two years earlier, entirely prepared to
endorse the measure. Thomas R. Byrne, Mayor of St Paul, Minnesota, and Executive
Committee member of the National League of Cities, expressed concern that new
communities would obscure the nation’s considerable investment in existing cities. Joseph
M. Barr, Mayor of Pittsburgh and President of the US Conference of Mayors, urged the
development of ‘new towns’ only within the legal boundaries of the nation’s largest cities
[15]. Philadelphia Mayor James Tate would only support the measure conditionally, saying:

The Committee will recall, I am sure, that cities are not permitted to receive urban renewal or Model
Cities grants without providing assurances that we will guarantee the existence of low and moderate
income standard housing. This same requirement with respect to federal assistance should apply to
new towns. If new towns are allowed to develop without this condition, the economic and ethnic
‘ghettoizing’ of central cities will become such an increasingly heavy burden on metropolitan areas
and on the nation as a whole that its full implications can not be calculated. [16]

By 1968, however, a powerful coalition of interests had united in support of the new
towns idea. James Rouse again spoke for private developers in underscoring the necessity
of government support for private initiative. Nathaniel S. Keith, President of the National
Housing Conference, and Walter Reuther, President of the AFL-CIO’s Industrial Union
Department, advocated amendment of the New Communities Act to provide for an even
greater government role in land acquisition and community development. Reports of a
number of commissioned studies endorsing the idea appeared throughout 1968 as well: The
National Commission on Urban Problems’ Building the American City, the Advisory
Commission on Intergovernmental Relations’ Urban and Rural America: Policies for
Future Growth, and the American Institute of Planners’ New Communities: Challenge for
Today all advised expanded government involvement in suburban land development. Even
former-President Dwight D. Eisenhower touted the proposal in a Readers Digest article.
Perhaps most importantly, President Johnson expressed an unprecedented commitment to
new towns and prevailed upon loyal Democrats in Congress to pass the bill. In the
conference to reconcile the Senate and House versions of the Housing and Urban
Development Act of 1968, Wright Patman, Chairman of the House Banking and Currency
Committee and a loyal ally of the President, laboured successfully for the retention of Title
IV. Johnson signed the bill, with its governmental inducements for new community
development, on August 1, 1968 [17].

Passage of the New Communities Act sparked increased activity by reformers who
expressed concern about some of the bill’s shortcomings and sought to broaden the scope
of the legislative mandate in the future. Laurance G. Henderson, an urbanist whose earlier
lobbying efforts had resulted in the allocation of government funds for historic
preservation, organized the National Committee on Urban Growth Policy to promulgate
new town development. With the support of the US Conference of Mayors, National
League of Cities, National Association of Counties, and Urban America, Incorporated,
Henderson secured the necessary funding from the Ford Foundation to conduct a 2.5 week
study of urban growth policy in Europe. Following the examination of new towns in
England, Sweden, Finland and Denmark in November 1968, the National Committee on
Urban Growth held a series of conferences in the US in the early months of 1969. In its
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final report, The New City, the Committee ambitiously called for the federal government to
extend financial assistance for the creation of 100 new communities averaging 100 000
population each and ten new communities of at least one million population [18].

Citing the fascinating possibilities for urban growth management detailed in The New
City, Congressman Thomas L. Ashley of Ohio persuaded Wright Patman and William
Barrett, Chairman of the Housing Subcommittee of the House Banking and Currency
Committee, to fund for one year an ad hoc subcommittee on urban growth. Congressman
Ashley retained Laurance Henderson to staff the subcommittee, which, beginning in June
1969, heard testimony from over fifty witnesses. At the conclusion of the hearings, Ashley
submitted the Housing and Urban Development Act of 1970, Title VII of which established
a Council on Urban Growth, raised the ceiling on debenture guarantees to $500 million,
and provided for direct loans for new town development [19].
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Figure 1. This modest dwelling was one of the few structures completed in Soul City, North
Carolina. The only federally-funded new town created in an isolated rural area, Soul City was
planned, built, and operated by a group of African Americans under the leadership of civil rights
organizer Floyd McKissick. Beset by financial problems and unable to attract industry, this
experiment in interracial community was the least successful of the new towns launched in the 1960s
and 1970s.
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The beginning of the end: the 1970s

By 1970, however, much of the momentum generated by the passage of the 1968 law
seemed to have been lost. Not until February 13, 1970 did President Richard M. Nixon’s
Administration approve the first loan under Title IV for the creation of a new town,
Jonathan, Minnesota. On July 1, 1970, HUD announced commitments for two other
communities — St Charles, Maryland, and Park Forest South, Illinois — but dozens of other
applications went unheeded. Although President Nixon commented favourably on federal
government involvement in new town building in his 1970 State of the Union address, he
declined just two months later to endorse the Ashley bill. At the same time, Nixon
overruled plans by HUD Secretary George Romney to forward alternative legislation that
provided for new town development. Both Romney, who strongly affirmed his commitment
to the idea of new towns and declared his intention to refine Title IV, and Nixon, whose
commitment to the enterprise was less evident, assailed the Ashley bill as excessively
expensive at a time of rising inflation [20].

Supporters of new towns again mobilized a potent coalition in Congress. In the House of
Representatives, Wright Patman, William Barrett, Dan Rostenkowski and Hale Boggs
joined Ashley in introducing the bill, while John Sparkman and Edmund Muskie did so in
the Senate. No longer as concerned about the loss of resources to the suburbs, the US
Conference of Mayors and the National League of Cities lent their endorsements. In large
measure, the big city mayors became less antagonistic because the 1970 law provided for
the federal government’s funding of ‘new towns intown’. Based upon a concept suggested
several years earlier by planner Harvey S. Perloff, the ‘new towns intown’ provision
allowed for new community formation on large tracts of land within municipal boundaries
— in effect, initiating urban renewal on a massive scale. White House aides repeatedly
assailed the expansion of the new town provisions, going so far as to send telegrams to all
state governors requesting their aid in opposing the measure, but the final version of the
Housing and Urban Development Act of 1970 passed by Congress contained Title VII.
Unwilling to veto the omnibus housing law solely because of one troublesome portion,
Nixon signed the bill on December 31, 1970 [21].

Few new towns materialized, however, because the executive branch of the federal
government still responded haltingly to the legislative mandate. At a time when Nixon was
recounting the virtues of fiscal restraint and urging a ‘new federalism’ whereby state and
local governments were being induced to supplant the federal government in social welfare
provision, Title VIP’s allowances for increased spending directed from Washington sounded
a discordant note in the White House. Edward Logue, the famed urban redevelopment
director of New Haven and Boston, said:

I think this Administration does not really feel that the users of low and moderate income housing are
a part of its constituency. .. [ think they are trying to make clear, in a variety of ways, that the idea of
government as the solver of social problems is an idea that has been around long enough, and they
want to try some other idea. [22]

From the outset, the President and his agents in the executive branch managed through
both action and inaction to blunt new towns development. Title VII stipulated that the
programme would be administered by the New Community Development Corporation
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Figure 3.4 Village Center at Woodlands.

Legend:
1. Golf Course 18 Hole

. Guest Condominiums
. Country Club

. Hotel Guest Rooms

. Conference Center

. Village Park

. Practice Green

. Offices

© 0O N O O s W N

. Village Square

-
o

. Information Center

-
-

. Apartments

. Automobile Service Center

-
w N

. Community Center
& Aquatics Center

Figure 2. This picture and diagram, produced as an advertisement for potential homebuyers and
investors in The Woodlands, Texas, demonstrate the builder’s commitment to creating a
comprehensively planned community replete with amenities for the middle-class resident. Generously
funded by a Houston-based oil company, The Woodlands became the new towns programme’s most

successful and enduring venture.
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(NCDC), whose five members would be appointed by the President subject to Senate
confirmation. Ostensibly independent yet situated within HUD, the corporation lacked an
operating budget and an independent staff. Its charter members included three HUD
officers, an undersecretary in the Department of Transportation, and only one person from
outside the executive branch, a New York businessman. Although the NCDC supposedly
oversaw the work of the Office of New Community Development (ONCD), which had
been established by Title IV, the new corporation lacked the authority to approve
preliminary applications. Title VII provided for fifty staff members in the ONCD, but HUD
only allocated the funding for thirty, and the resultant understaffing led to a huge backlog
of unprocessed new community applications. ONCD staffers refused to schedule pre-
application interviews with developers and, as a consequence, the logjam intensified [23].

Compounding the structural and bureaucratic impediments, the Office of Management
and Budget (OMB) followed a presidential directive to clinch the federal purse strings. First,
the OMB impounded the $3.5 million in application fees collected from prospective new
town developers and refused to release the funds for the purpose of hiring new staff for the
ONCD. Second, bowing to President Nixon’s preference for general revenue allocations
rather than categorical grants to cities, the OMB would not allocate $5 million earmarked
in Title VII for innovative planning. Most important, the OMB approved loan guarantees
but repeatedly denied funding for the many grant programmes authorized in the 1970 law.
According to Congressman Ashley, Secretary George Romney and William J. Nicoson,
Director of ONCD, never sought to undermine the new towns effort, but ‘they got shot
down by the Office of Management and Budget... because OMB never went for the
grants’. Romney, who recommended to Nixon the creation of thirty new towns over a
three-year period unless budgetary constraints necessitated the reduction of the programme
to thirty in five years, agreed with Ashley [24]. The HUD Secretary said:

In the process of enactment of the legislation the administration was opposed to some of the
provisions and made its opposition known. And when you get into a situation such as the one we are
in, where the OMB has the responsibility of cutting back appropriations to live within outlined
ceilings, the probability is that when those things have been enacted and involve some obligations of
actual outlays, they are the things that are going to suffer first. [25]

While the federal agencies erected roadblocks to hinder programme development and
moved with excruciating deliberateness to process pending requests for funding, the
number of applications dwindled. As the New Communities Administration itself reported,
‘Given the level of risk associated with large-scale development and the clear lack of
support for Title VII at the Federal and local levels, few experienced large-scale developers
were willing to undertake a Title VII project’ [26].

In 1972 a frustrated William Nicoson resigned the top post at ONCD, and ten of his key
subordinates quickly followed. When they were not replaced, the problem of inadequate
staffing only worsened. Title VII encouraged the inclusion of significant amounts of low-
and moderate-income housing in new communities, but that became impossible after
January 1973 when Nixon declared a moratorium on federal subsidized housing. By 1974
virtually all attempts at new community development had ceased, and in January 1975
James Lynn, President Gerald Ford’s Secretary of HUD, announced that ONCD would
accept no additional applications for new town funding, all applications under review
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would be returned to the developers, and available resources would be devoted to
refinancing the existing projects. Limited to a scale much smaller than its proponents
envisaged, the new town programme would be judged successful or not based upon the
relatively few projects completed during the Nixon presidency [27].

During the life of the programme, under the auspices of Titles IV and VII, HUD provided
loan guarantees and direct grants for thirteen new towns, including one new town intown
(Cedar-Riverside, near the Minneapolis, Minnesota central business district); one isolated
community in an economically backward rural area (Soul City, North Carolina, 45 miles
north of Raleigh—-Durham); and eleven towns near metropolitan areas — Flower Mound,
Texas, 22 miles north-west of Dallas; Gananda, New York, 12 miles east of Rochester;
Harbison, South Carolina, 8 miles north-west of Columbia; Jonathan, Minnesota, 25 miles
south-west of Minneapolis; Maumelle, Arkansas, 12 miles north-east of Little Rock;
Newfields, Ohio, 7 miles north-west of Dayton; Park Forest South, Illinois, 30 miles south

Figure 3. The only ‘new town in town’, Cedar-Riverside was built near the central business district in
Minneapolis, Minnesota. This model of the project shows the high-rise apartment buildings
surrounded by low-rise structures and open land reminscent of Le Corbusier’s ‘vertical garden city’
(tower-in-the-park) ideal.
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of Chicago; Riverton, New York, 10 miles south of Rochester; Shenandoah, Georgia, 35
miles south-west of Atlanta; St Charles, Maryland, 25 miles south-east of Washington, DC;
and The Woodlands, Texas, 30 miles north of Houston. In addition, three communities —
Roosevelt Island, New York; Radisson, New York; and Park Central, Texas — received only
grant assistance [28].

HUD officials and real estate experts readily identified the economic factors that undercut

Figure 4. Shenandoah, Georgia, built outside of Atlanta, included an ice skating rink and a solar-
powered recreation hall in the community centre. Several of the new towns constructed in the 1960s
and 1970s attempted such innovation.
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these new towns, citing as the primary reason the inadequate financial mechanism provided
by Title VII. Developers had to borrow heavily at unexpectedly high interest rates to
acquire land, employ planners, construct homes, and market the product just to earn a
moderate return on their investments. When residential and industrial sales lagged far
below projections, developers charged prohibitively high rents that drove away potential
customers. As HUD staffers concluded, developers could pay their bills only if given a
considerable writedown on the cost of the land, an impossibility with the scanty financial
resources made available under the existing legislation. As early as 1965, a White House
urban task force that endorsed new towns cautioned that no complement of loans from the
federal government would suffice; instead, some sort of ‘land bank> would have to provide
capital on a massive scale and developers must be granted the power of eminent domain to
mitigate the high cost of land acquisition. Without these financial aids, HUD’s investments
became irretrievably mired in debt [29].

Compounding the problem of capital shortages, the new towns programme commenced
during the rapid decline of the real estate market in the 1970s. Large-scale residential
subdivisions typically ran deficits in their initial five or six years, and the already fragile
new community programme immediately ran headlong into a series of economic
downturns. Because HUD’s tortuous application process required at least fifteen months
to complete, most of the Title VII communities were unable to begin construction until
1972. A severe housing recession in 1974-35, followed by another real estate collapse and
skyrocketing interest rates in 1979-82, produced a wretched economic climate for
investors. Crippled in their infancy, these new towns never fully recovered economically. At
the same time, the surge in condominium construction and sudden popularity of real estate
investment trusts provided more attractive outlets for precious capital in tight money
markets [30].

Many reformers and investors counselled forbearance, urging HUD to absorb the losses
and ride out the economic storm. Floyd McKissick, the developer of Soul City, North
Carolina, exclaimed:

You are taking a baby nine months old and asking why he is not a lawyer. You say you are going to
make loans, then make the loans. Don’t send me to a restaurant and tell me my budget is 50 cents
when I haven’t eaten in two months. [31]

Almost from the beginning, HUD had begun taking remedial measures to salvage a portion
of its investment. Following Riverton, New York’s near-bankruptcy in 1974, HUD assumed
a $1 million interest payment in 1975 for the financially distressed developers of Park Forest
South, Illinois. By 1976 all of the new communities that received federal loan guarantees,
except The Woodlands, Texas, had declared bankruptcy or reported its likelihood. By 1981
HUD foreclosed on nine of the new towns that defaulted on their debt repayments and sold
the land in those communities in sections or wholly to new developers; the agency refinanced
three (St Charles, Maumelle and Harbison) that still offered hope of survival. Only The
Woodlands had established economic viability. On September 30, 1983, after fifteen years
and the expenditure of $590 million in unrecoverable loan guarantees and grants, HUD
officially terminated the new towns effort [32].
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The reasons for the demise of the new towns

By the 1980s, the reasons for the final collapse of the moribund new towns initiative were
clear. The inability of the Johnson Administration to obtain the desired legislation initially
owed not only to the steadfast opposition of the business organizations that traditionally
opposed all varieties of housing reform as a threat to free market capitalism but also to the
lack of support from liberal groups more congenial to federal government activism to solve
urban problems. Big city mayors and the organizations that represented their interests
resisted changes that seemed to encourage any form of suburbanization, preferring urban
renewal and public housing as solutions that they hoped would create a centripetal effect in
the nation’s metropolitan areas. By the time that these interests had been sufficiently
mollified and the necessary political power mobilized to achieve the legislative victories, the
Johnson Administration was entering its last days. Like many other Great Society
programmes that foundered in the less congenial environment of the Nixon era, the new
towns suffered when the Republican White House suffocated the programme in
bureaucracy and refused to provide the financial support authorized by Congress — a
precarious situation exacerbated by a stagnating national economy that undermined the

Figure 5. The new town programme’s goal of ethnic and class diversity may have been best realized
in New York City’s Roosevelt Island, one of three communities that received grants but no loans
from the federal government. Such diversity is reflected in this photograph taken at a Roosevelt
Island playground.
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real estate market and made any speculative building ventures hazardous. Simply put, the
new towns perished in floods of red tape and red ink. As those who have evaluated the
Great Society less harshly have argued in defense of the War on Poverty, Model Cities, and
other reputed programme failures, inadequate funding over a truncated trial period
inevitably provided scant opportunity for success [33].

The dissolution of the small-scale, sparingly-funded new towns initiative likewise
represented another flawed attempt to apply planning principles to address the myriad
problems of America’s large cities. The resistance to an expanded role for government in
housing, which surfaced as strongly in the 1960s regarding the new towns as it had three
decades earlier in reference to Rexford Tugwell’s greenbelt towns, reflected the same
antipathy toward a national urban growth policy. ‘Housing and urban development’
remained functions of private enterprise, despite the creation of a cabinet-level department
by that name in the federal government in 1965. The demise of the new towns simply
reinforced the conventional wisdom that the comprehensive planning and community
development that succeeded in post-World War II England and Scandinavia could not work
in a very different American culture. Assuming that private enterprise could build new
towns with just limited government aid, US policy makers stopped far short of investing the
state’s full power and financial resources — and then identified the new towns experiment as
a failure of government. Warren T. Lindquist, who administered the programme as general
manager of the NCDC, echoed that consensus when he concluded: ‘I think we’ve
demonstrated that the government doesn’t belong in this business, and I hope we have
learned that and don’t try to do it again’. Lindquist and other critics saw the new towns
story not in the light of the political and economic conditions that undermined the reform
effort but rather as proof that government planning remained less efficacious than housing
development by private interests [34].
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