




THE METROPOLITAN REGION AT THE CROSSROADS 

By PAUL WINDELS 
President, Regional Plan Association 

(An address at the National Citizens Conference on Planning, Newark, N. J., May 18, 1948) 

T
HE New York Metropolitan Re
gion includes the five counties of 

New York City and the 17 counties 
which surround it- of New York, 
New Jersey and Connecticut- in 
all, about 7500 square miles. Con
tained within it are over 500 separate 
units of local government serving a 
population of 13,500,000 persons of 
whom approximately 7,800,000 live 
in New York City and 5,700,000 
in the 17 adjoining counties. 

New People - New Growth 

We estimate that by 1970 there 
will be an increase in population of 
the entire region of some 2,000,000 
people. 

Because of the decreasing size of 
the average family, it requires more 
housing units than heretofore to ac
commodate a given number of 
people. 

To provide for the expected in
crease in number of family units, we 
shall need by 1970 a total of 1,100,000 
additional living units in the City 
and the 17 counties surrounding it. 

This population increase with its 
1,100,000 additional living units and 
related business, industrial, recre
ational and institutional facilities, 
will be equivalent to the creation, 
within this metropolitan region, of 
80 new municipalities of the present 
size of Stamford, Conn., White 
Plains, N. Y., or Montclair, N. J., -
more than 500 square miles of new 
development, all within the next 25 
years. 

This will give you a picture of the 
magnitude of the problems of ex
pansion with which we are con
fronted here in the New York region, 
and what I shall say will have ap
plication to other metropolitan areas 
throughout the nation. In them now 
live almost half of the nation's popu
lation. They have increased two and 
one-half times in population since the 
turn of the century. 

Are We Prepared? 

Recently Mr. F. J. Osborn of 
England, a very distinguished friend 
and an international leader in the 

) field of regional and city planning, 
came to visit us and to see what was 

going on in this country. On the eve 
of his return to his home he ad
dressed the members of the Regional 
Plan Association. He made some in
formal but very interesting observa
tions on the state of urban and re
gional planning in this country, 
pointing out that sometimes in the 
field of human endeavor such as the 
one we are interested in, advocates of 
progress have to go along for many 
years with apparently little to show 
for their efforts. Then, for one reason 
or another, the political or social 
climate changes and by a combina
tion of circumstances or events, the 
door of opportunity is suddenly 
opened and it becomes possible to 
make notable progress. 

Mr. Osborn said that had been the 
experience of city and regional plan
ners in England and he wondered, if 
the same situation were to arise in 
this country, whether we would be 
ready for it. It was his observation 
that the public's interest in abstract 
ideas is limited and to be ready to 
seize opportunities if and when they 
come, our thinking must be advanced 
to the point where we know what we 
are aiming at and have fairly definite 
ideas to propose. 

Must we not confess that there is a 

good deal of truth in this comment. 
Let us consider it in its application to 
this area and ask ourselves what we 
would do if there were suddenly 
placed at our disposal the means to 
effectuate comprehensive regional 
planning here. What are the condi
tions with which we are here con
fronted? 

The process of urban growth con
tinues. How long and how far it will 
grow and spread, we do not know, 
but we believe our estimate of a total 
increase of 2,000,000 persons in this 
region in the next quarter century is 
reasonable. 

Today's Trends 

What are the dominant charac
teristics of this growth? We have first, 
the centers or cores of the area: 
New York City, Newark and a half 
dozen smaller but substantial mu
nicipalities. In them all we find a 
trend from the center of the city either 
toward its periphery or out of the 
city. People are steadily moving 
farther away from the central places 
of employment. A striking illustration 
of this is the fact that whereas in the 
15 year period (1925-1940) popula
tion in the area increased 26%, the 
built up area increased 56%. People 
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