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OUR CHAOTIC BUILDING REGULATIONS 

Thirteen Separate Departments of Government Exercise Jurisdiction 
Over Buildings to the Great Annoyance and Injury of Owners 
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H ARDLY a year passes but some 
new board, commission or bureau 

is created by either the Legislature 
or the Board of Aldermen to regulate 
or supervise something relating to build
ings. When a great disaster occurs in 
a building our legislators at once begin 
to work the grist mill of legislation 
overtime, turning out new laws, creat
ing new commissions and boards to em
ploy regiments of inspectors, in an at
tempt to remedy conditions supposedly 
responsible for the disaster. Rarely, if 
ever, is an attempt made to strengthen 
an existing department or bureau in or
der to render it more efficient, the belief 
apparently being that only by the crea
tion of new commissions, boards or bu
reaus can the conditions' be remedied 
and the results desired brought about. 

Thirteen Corps of Inspectors. 
At this time there are thirteen depart

ments, boards or bureaus that have ju
risdiction over rnatters affecting build
ings, as follows: 

First, the Bureau of Buildings. The 
duty of this bureau is to pass upon plans 
and applications for new construction 
and alterations to existing buildings, 
plumbing and elevators, to issue permits 
therefor, and to generally enforce the 
provisions of the Building Code. This' 
bureau is also charged with the duty of 
inspecting the buildings during the con
struction and alterations. 

Second, the Tenement House Depart
ment, whose jurisdiction extends to all 
boroughs, over all houses or buildings 
occupied, in whole or in part, as the 
home or residence of three families or 
more, living independently of each other 
and doing their cooking upon the prem
ises, and includes apartment houses, flat 
houses and all other houses so occupied. 
Before a multi-family house can be 
erected or altered, plans must be filed 
and approved by this department in con
forming to the requirements of the Ten
ement House Law, Afterward the plans 
must be sent to the Bureau of Buildings 
for approval as to construction, two sets 
of plans being necessary. 

The Firemen's Inspections. 
The Fire Prevention Bureau of the 

Fire Department has jurisdiction over 
all matters pertaining to exits and means 
of egress from buildings, and, according 
to the opinion of the Corporation Coun
sel, it also has jurisdiction over the 
following: 

1, The construction of fireproof build
ings; 2, fireproofing; 3, fire walls; 4, fire
proof partitions; 5, chimneys, flues' and 
the installation of appliances for heat, 
light and po'wer; 6, floor and roof open
ings for hoistways, dumbwaiters, con-
diiits and pipes; 7, the protection of 
windows and other openings in walls by 
fireproof shutters, sills' or sashes, or by 
wire glass construction. 

While the law does not specifically 
require that plans be filed with the Fire 
Department, yet, as it has jurisdiction, 
prudence would dictate that plans be 
submitted to it for approval; this course 
is being followed to a large extent. 

The Bureau of Combustibles has ju-

r p HE present status of the super-
•^ vision of buildings and their 

construction in New York City can 
be described only as chaotic. The 
property owner hardly knows where 
to turn. He is confronted on every 
side by a multiplicity of city de
partments, each having jurisdiction 
over something that pertains to 
the construction or equipment of his 
building, and the jurisdictions over
lap. In attempting to comply with 
the orders of one department, an 
owner frequently finds that he is 
conflicting with the requirements of 
some other department. Complaints 
coming from every direction against 
this economic waste have caused the 
Real Estate Board of New York to 
make an expert analysis of the situa
tion, and the results are given in this 
article. 

risdiction over garages and other places 
where combustibles are kept. 

The Department of Water Supply, 
Gas and Electricity has jurisdiction over 
wiring and the installation of electrical 
equipment. 

Police Departinent: All theatrical and 
concert licenses are issued by this de
partment upon certification by the Fire 
Department and the Bureau of Build
ings that all requirements of the law 
relating to places of public amusement 
have been met. 

Bureau of Boiler Inspection: Under 
the charter of the City of New York all 
steam boilers must be inspected, and the 
police are charged with this duty. 

Must Have a License. 
The Bureau of Licenses, Mayor's of

fice, issues licenses for moving picture 
shows where the seating capacity is less 
than six hundred, and for other places 
of amusement seating less than three 
hundred persons, where theatrical and 
concert licenses are not required; also 
dance halls, etc. Before issuing licenses 
the Bureau of Licenses requests reports 
from the Bureau of Buildings and the 
Fire Department. 

The Department of Docks and Ferries 
has jurisdiction over buildings' located 
on or near the waterfront, including 
those on land formerly under water, but 
since reclaimed. 

The Department of Parks has juris
diction over projections on buildings 
within 350 feet of any park, parkway, 
etc. Plans must be submitted and ap
proved. Special ordinances cover pro
jections on Riverside drive. Fifth avenue 
frontin.g on Central Park. 

The Department of Health, under the 
provisions' of the Sanitary Code, exer
cises jurisdiction over all classes of 
buildings in the inatter of ventilation, 
drainage and plumbing. 

The Bureau of Highways has jurisdic
tion generally over all projections on 

buildings extending beyond the building 
line, except such as may front on parks, 
parkways' or within 300 feet thereof, 
which come within the jurisdiction of 
the Park Department. These projections 
include awnings, marquises, storm doors 
and signs. Permits for the use of streets 
and sidewalks during building opera
tions' are also issued by this bureau. 

The Department of Bridges has no 
soecific jurisdiction in the matter of 
buildings; on occasions, however, by 
special legislation, certain buildings have 
been placed under its jurisdiction—the 
new Municipal Building, for instance. 

Factory Inspections. 
The Industrial Board of the Depart

ment of Labor is a State department, 
and the Commissioner is appointed by 
the Governor. The Industrial Board has 
jurisdiction over all factories, factory 
l)uildings, mercantile establishments, etc. 
The act creating the Industrial Board 
provides as follows: 

"All factories, factory buildings, 
mercantile establishments and other 
places to which this chapter is ap
plicable shall be so constructed, 
equipped, arranged, operated and con
ducted in all respects as to provide 
reasonable and adequate protection to 
the lives, health and safety of all per
sons employed therein; and the said 
board shall from time to time make 
such rules and regulations as will 
effectuate the said policy and in
tent." 
Under this act it will appear that the 

Industrial Board has full jurisdiction 
over all matters pertaining to any of 
the above enumerated buildings', includ
ing exits and means of egress which, 
under the Fire Prevention Law, were 
formerly within the jurisdiction of the 
Fire Department. 

The U. S. Department of Agriculture: 
Under certain conditions it may be nec
essary to file plans with this depart
ment, as, for instance, when a factory 
is to prepare food and engage in inter
state commerce, the Pure Food Law 
would be operative. 

A Wasteful System. 
When so many bureaus or bodies ex

ercise jurisdiction (which is not too well 
defined) over matters pertaining to 
buildings, it cannot be surprising that 
confusion and conflict or overlapping 
of jurisdiction results. 

In order to maintain these numerous' 
bodies having to do with the inspection, 
construction, supervision, etc., of build
ings, an appropriation per annum of over 
.$2,000,000 is needed, and between six 
hundred and seven hundred inspectors 
and engineers are required—or are, at 
least, employed; in addition a numerous 
clerical force is needed for administra
tion. 

One of the greatest drawbacks to the 
present wasteful system is the large 
number of inspectors rendered neces
sary to perform the functions of the 
various departments and bureaus, each 
operating independently of the other. 
One qualified inspector should be able 
to look after, in large part, everything 
that pertains to the construction and 
appurtenances of a building, instead of 
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tlie three or four that are now neces
sary under the present system, which 
makes duplication of work unavoidable. 

T h e scat ter ing of author i ty and the 
lack of concentrat ion has not only in
creased the cost of building opera t ions 
in this city very material ly to the owner, 
archi tect and builder, but has' also made 
the enforcement of the laws re la t ing to 
buildings more difficult. 

In order to conduct a building opera
tion in this city, in many instances it 
mav be necessary to secure permits 
from three to eight different bureaus 
or depa r tmen t s ; this is a wholly need
less and unnecessary expense. 

The Remedy. 

In the preceding discussion an a t t empt 
has been made to indicate in a way the 
chaotic condit ions of ma t t e r s re la t ing 
to buildin.gs in this city, and the conse
quent confusion and annoyance to citi
zens resul t ing from the lack of concen
trat ion of author i ty . 

T h e rat ional and effective remedy 
would be the uni t ing or consolidat ion 
of the various' depar tments , bureaus or 
commiss ions that may have to do with 
buildings into one great depar tment 
which should have exclusive jurisdict ion 
over all mat te r s per ta in ing to buildings 
of every description, including the issu
ance of licenses for concert , theatr ical 
and o ther shows. 

T h e creation of such a depar tment 
would center responsibil i ty in one head, 
and would make for both increased effi
ciency and economy. A conservat ive 

est imate would be $300,000 saved per 
annum. 

It is probably too much to expect at 
this t ime so radical a depar ture from 
past policy, as such a reform would ne
cessitate the discharge of several hun
dred city employes', and might not be 
considered good politics, at least. H o w 
ever, a beginning could be made, and a 
step in the r ight direction would be the 
consolidation of the Bureau of Buildings 
and the Fire Prevent ion Bureau of the 
Fire Depar tment , or else the creation 
of a new depar tment to take over the 
functions of both of the above bureaus. 

I t may be an open question which of 
the two methods would give the bet ter 
results, and a rgumen t s can be advanced 
in favor of each. T h e essential point, 
however, is the consolidation by which
ever method, and this seems to admit 
of coinparat ively little a rgument , at 
least from the s tandpoint of those hav
ing dealings with the Bureaus of Build
ings and the Fire Prevent ion Bureau. 

Architects Take Action. 
At the last meet ing of Brooklyn Chap

ter, Amer ican Ins t i tu te of Archi tec ts , 
a resolution was adopted saying tha t 
the present sys tem of depar tmenta l con
trol over buildings and building opera
t ions in the City of New York is cum-
Ijersome, ex t ravagant and illogical for 
the following reasons : 

"1st. T h e employment of plan exam
iners to go over practically the same 
gr(ourid by two depar tments when the 
building is to be a tenement , by two 

depar tmen t s when the building is a 
place of public assemblage, by two de
pa r tmen t s when the building is to be a 
factory. 

"2nd. T h e present sys tem requires a 
duplication of indexing and filing at an 
enormous cost for labor and for filing 
space. 

"3rd. 'The employment of inspectors 
represent ing each depar tment when one 
inspector could easily do the work of 
two, this duplicate inspection being an 
inexcusable waste of public funds. 

"4th. T h a t the present sys tem not only 
leads to wasteful use of public funds but 
also results in contradict ion of orders 
as a result of conflicting rulings of the 
various depar tments having jurisdict ion. 

"Sth. Tha t the present sys tem is a 
source of unnecessary annoyance and 
expense to owners of buildings and all 
interested in the const ruct ion of build
ings. 

"The Brooklyn Chapter of the A. I. A. 
hereby urges the Board of Es t imate 
and Appor t ionmen t and those having in 
charge of the prepara t ion of a new 
Char te r for the City of New York to 
endeavor to obtain such legislation as 
may be necessary to br ing about the 
consolidation of the Bureau of Build
ings, the Tene inent House Depar tmen t , 
the Indust r ia l Board and the Bureau of 
Fire Prevent ion , that the presen t cum
bersome, ex t ravagan t and illogical sys
tem may be abolished, adher ing to and 
possibly ex tending the requi rements of 
the above ment ioned depar tments ' with 
a view to the safety, health and welfare 
of the communi ty ." 
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I TWO WAYS OF HELPING MORTGAGE MARKET I 

The Amortization Plan Generally Adopted Would Be Popular—Bring 

the Buying Public to Foreclosure Sales—Views of Mr. Morgenthau. 

jVyi U C H has been wri t ten about the 
• '̂'•*' p resent -day m o r t g a g e marke t con
ditions, and many real estate men take 
the s tand that until this branch of the 
business becomes s t ra ightened out no 
mater ia l improvement can be hoped for. 
Mr. M. Morgenthau , Jr., cha i rman of the 
Mor tgage Loan Commit tee of the Real 
Es ta t e Board, said this week: 

" I t is difficult to tell from which di
rection the wind is coming when the 
flag hangs listless from the flagpole. So 
too, it is difficult to discern the t rend 
of the m o r t g a g e marke t when the 
marke t is as dull as at present . W e can 
philosophize and prophesy, but after all 
the correctness of our deduct ions will 
depend very largely on shrewd guess 
work. Nevertheless , a brief review of 
the present si tuation may be helpful. 

"The re has been no mater ia l change 
in the m o r t g a g e loans situation since 
the beginning of the year . Jus t after 
J a n u a r y 1 there was quite a demand for 
choice mor tgages , but this demand was 
quickly satisfied and it then became ap
parent tliat no definite revival had taken 
place. T h e demand was merely inci
dental to the larger marke t for all in
ves tment securities, due to the J anua ry 
disbursements ' . 

Number of Mortgages Recorded. 
"Since the first of the year up to Apri l 

16 the records show that there were 
1,287 mor tgages recorded in Manha t t an 
against 1,620 recorded last year. T h e 
amount involved was $39,000,000, against 
$68,000,000 last year. Whi le this, of 
course, was counterbalanced to the ex
tent of about $2,500,000 increase in mor t 
gage extensions, there was still a falling-
off in Manha t tan alone of about 33 1-3 
per cent. About the same per cent, of 
falling-off is recorded in the Bronx. 

"Now, we must not forget that this 
record of this year is compared with 
the year of 1913, which in turn was the 
wors t year which we have had in the 
mor tgage marke t for many years . In 

Manliat tan alone for 1913 there was a 
falling-off of over $100,000,000 in record
ed mor tgages . The deduction is that the 
contract ion in business has not yet run 
its course. 

A Turn in the Market. 
" In consider ing the quest ion of whe th 

er a turn in the marke t may now be 
expected, we mus t r emember the various' 
causes that have led up to this t r emend
ous change in the m o r t g a g e si tuat ion. 
These causes are well known to those 
who have been in direct touch with the 
real es ta te si tuation. W e may refer in 
pass ing to the increased expense in
cident to the holding of real estate, due 
to increased taxes, and to the mul t i 
plication of inspection. W e migh t also 
refer to the t r emendous falling off 
in real es ta te speculat ion due in par t to 
the above and to the money s t r ingency 
and high rates prevai l ing th roughou t the 
world. On the whole, the out look is 
more encourag ing now than it has been 
for many mon ths past . T h e r e has been a 
decided reaction against over-regulat ion 
and over- inspect ion of real estate . 

"Renta l condi t ions th roughou t the city 
are good. In addit ion to this, concer ted 
action on the par t of the real es ta te 
organiza t ions has at last been obtaineil 
and a pe rmanen t association has been 
formed which will do much to see tha t 
just ice is done the p roper ty owner in 
future. Fu r the rmore , Mayor Mitchel 
has appointed a commission on taxation, 
including in its' membersh ip some of the 
best known real es ta te men; and Pres i 
dent Marks of the Borough of Manha t 
tan has given the real es ta te communi ty 
every assurance that they will get fair 
t r ea tment and co-operat ion from him 
and the depar tmen t s which are under 
his guidance. 

Helpful Factors. 
"All of these factors are helping to re

s tore confidence in real es ta te and this 
is all that is needed to br ing the mor t 
gage marke t back to a normal condition. 
No one has quest ioned tha t real es ta te 
still offers the very best securi ty for 
the inves tment of money. T h e per 

centage which may be loaned with safety 
may vary somewha t and the desirabili ty 
of certain part icular classes of p roper ty 
as securi ty for conservat ive loans may 
change, but with p roper and intell igent 
care money may still be more safely 
invested in first mor tgages on choice 
New York real es ta te than in any o ther 
securi ty devised by man. 

Amortised Mortgages Favored. 

"I am one of those who believe tha t 
the real es ta te marke t would be t re 
mendously benefited if a form of amor 
tised mor tgages would be introduced. 
Steps in this direction have already been 
taken, but a campaign of education will 
be necessary to show both bor rowers 
and lenders the advantages of this over 
the old methods . Some of our best 
author i t ies agree tha t the present situa
tion would not have developed if the 
sys tem of first mor tgages with annual 
payments had been int roduced years 
ago. I t is, of course, much easier for 
the owner to pay a small amount an
nually in the reduct ion of his mor tgage 
than to meet a large payment at ma
turi ty. And as these payments will take 
care of any possible depreciat ion the 
mor tgage is at all t imes safer. 

"Ano the r impor tan t mat te r which has 
recent ly been brought very forcibly to 
my a t ten t ion is the need for a wider 
actual marke t for par t ies forced to fore
closure. I t is' t rue tha t many of these 
foreclosures are the result of over- lend
ing and lending wi thout proper judg
ment , but many of them do not fall in 
these classes. T h e mor tgage si tuation 
has been hur t very much by the fact 
that so many of these proper t ies are 
sold to the plaintiff, that is to the lender. 
W e have found tha t a little intell igent 
publicity and br inging the offering to 
the a t tent ion of those who might be in
teres ted in purchas ing a bargain in that 
part icular section will do a grea t deal 
to el iminate this. The difficulty is that 
tlie legal fees in foreclosures' are not suf
ficient to allow for this publicity and 
work. Some method of e l iminat ing this 
difficulty should be devised." 


















































































