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Special Commission on the Necessaries of Life
State House, Boston, December 6, 1923.

To the General Court of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.
I have the honor to submit herewith such parts of the annual report of the Special

Commission on the Necessaries of Life as contain recommendations for legislative
action, with accompanying bills.

Respectfully,

E. C. HULTMAN,
Chairman.

[Received by the Clerk of the House on December 10, 1923, having been sent
by mail to the office of the Secretary of the Commonwealth, the provisions of
section 33 of chapter 30 of the General Laws, as amended by section 43 of chapter
362 of the acts of 1923, not having been complied with insofar as they relate to the
filing of recommendations with the Secretary of the Commonwealth qn or before
the first Wednesday of December.]

The Special Commission on the Necessaries of Life is a fact-finding agency. All
complaints made to it have been investigated, and the citizens of the Common-
wealth have been informed at various times as to the costs, supplies available and
market conditions of various necessary commodities.

Under our form of government, competition is an essential factor in determinifig
prices. Except for the amount of necessary commodities needed to maintain life,
prices are fixed in the long run by the consumer, if monopolies do not exist. Pro-
duction above the preservation of life margin is regulated by prices that the con-
sumer is walling to and able to pay. The Commission has done all in its power to
stimulate and create competition as a means of insuring fair prices to the con-
sumers. Active competition makes business conditions healthier and promotes
efficiency.

The Commission has endeavored to assist private initiative in business by in-
forming our citizens as to the most profitable lines of endeavor in which to engage,
thus stimulating active competition.

Sellers are highly organized. Buyers have no organization, but have a right to
look to the government for accurate and unbiased information. If we wouldavoid
interference by the State in business, it is necessary that the people should have
accurate information in regard to conditions affecting the production, distribution
and costs of the necessaries of life. The consumers can then exercise that judgment
and control which is essential to the preservation of our individualistic system of
government. Therefore, the principal efforts of the Commission have been applied
to obtaining practical measures of relief without legislation. To meet and cope
with existing post-war conditions, the Commission submits the following recom-
mendations for consideration and action by the General Court for the ensuing
year:

Cf)t Commontoealtft of Massachusetts.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE SPECIAL COMMISSION ON THE
NECESSARIES OF LIFE.
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Shelter.
(1) Extension of Chapter 257, Acts of 1919, as extended by Chapter 11, Acts of 1923,

relative to Termination of Tenancies at Will.
This Emergency Housing Law expires by limitation on May 1, 1924. Without

such a law, a landlord could force a tenant to move in 48 hours by means of a
“straw lease” given to a professional eviction agency. The Commission believes
that the provisions of this emergency law, which tend to insure equitable treatment
for tenants, should be made permanent. The existing housing conditions, however,
require a minimum vacate notice of 30 days in all cases, except for non-payment
of rent. Therefore, the Commission recommends that the termination date of
this act be extended to May 1, 1925.

(2) Amendment to and Extension of Chapter 577, Acts of 1920, as extended by Chap-
ter 36, Acts of 1923, providing for a Discretionary Stay of Proceedings for not
exceeding Six Months in Actions of Summary Process to recover Possession of
Dwellings.

The length of stay which a tenant gets under the provisions of this Emergency
Housing Law is entirely discretionary with the court. Even in the same jurisdic-
tion, the additional time a tenant can count upon in which to move is extremely
uncertain. Under such a condition, the landlord is naturally encouraged to take
eviction cases to court, after a thirty-day vacate notice has been given.

The Emergency Rent Law relative to “rent increases of more than 25% within
any one year” expired by limitationon July 1,1923. That law was being interpreted
by landlords as authority to make an annual increase of twenty-five per cent in
rent. There is now no law which restricts or prohibits the raising of rent to any
amount a tenant is willing or can be forced to pay. A tenant can, however, refuse
to accept a rent raise offer of a landlord that is unjust, unreasonable and oppressive,
as such a demand on the part of the landlord is unenforcible under the General
Laws. But, in such an event, the landlord can give the tenant a thirty-day notice
to vacate; thus compelling the tenant to pay the increase or move on comparatively
short notice.

The housing shortage is now most acute in the type of property occupied by the
family with a moderate income. The Commission believes that such tenants, who
are victims of the present housing shortage through no fault of their own, should
have a more definite period in which to re-adjust their homes. It, therefore, rec-
ommends that the courts be directed to grant a tenant not less than two months or
more than six months stay of execution in summary eviction cases, except when
the landlord can prove that he desires to regain possession of the property for the
following reasons:

(a) Tenant in arrears in rent. Refusal of a tenant to accept rent increase offer
of a landlord, not to be construed as non-payment of rent

(6) Landlord or relative desires property for personal occupancy
(c) Demolition or alteration of property making it necessary to be vacated
(d) Tenant of obiectionable character

when the courts would have the right to grant a discretionary stay of proceedings
for not exceeding six months. The Commission also recommends that this Emer-
gency Law, which expires on May 1, 1924, be extended to May 1, 1925.

(3) Extension of Chapter 555, Acts of 1920, as extended by Chapter 6, Acts of 1923,
in Regard to the Violation of Certain Rights of Tenants.

This Emergency Housing Law affords the tenants a means of direct relief, when
a landlord wilfully or intentionally refuses or neglects to furnish an adequate supply
of heat or other conveniences for which the tenant pays. Under this law the
Commission has been able to quickly rectify complaints made by tenants in regard
to lack of heat. Because of the Anthracite shortage the Commission found it
necessary in many cases to help landlords obtain suitable fuel. This law has been
of inestimable benefit to tenants generally, as landlords appreciate that wilful
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evasion of their responsibility to tenants will be promptly punished. Therefore,
the Commissionrecommends under existing conditions that this Emergency Statute
be continued to May 1. 1925.

(4) iState Agency in Regard to Housing during Emergency.
More of our citizens are tenants than are landlords or home owners. In the

absence of any governmental agency, other than the courts, the Commission has
interposed itself between landlords and tenants during the housing emergency and
exercised an administrative function by hearing and amicably adjusting, when
possible, housing complaints.

As the Commission expires by limitation on May 1, 1924, while the housing
emergency will continue after that date, it is recommended that some State agency
with power to summons be designated during the emergency to investigate housing
complaints, give information upon the housing laws, and act as adjudicator, when
possible, of housing difficulties.

The Commission is of the opinion that this problem can be more satisfactorily
handled in the interest of all concerned through such an agency rather than by
court action upon complaints instituted by landlords.

In Regard to “The Cost of Living Index Figures.

The Commission has collected and compiled monthly retail price fluctuations
since 1913 of a combination of fundamental necessaries of life. The period of
post-war re-adjustment is uneven and unsettled, and strife between capital and
labor is greatly intensified. The Commission believes that all possible information
in regard to comparative living costs should be available to the public. The pos-
session of such knowledge tends to prevent unnecessary misunderstandings between
capital and labor. Such a barometer enables the public to form an intelligent
opinion on comparative living costs based upon facts. The Commission, therefore,
recommends that information in regard to the cost of living be compiled and pub-
lished by a State Department from time to time.

Domestic Fuel.
In the last several years the Anthracite industry has not provided the house-

holders of Massachusetts with an adequate supply of good quality coal at a reason-
able price. It is, therefore, fundamental that either the production of Anthracite
must be increased or the consumption decreased.

The United States Supreme Court in November, 1922, upheld the contention of
Pennsylvania that the mining, preparation and taxation of Anthracite were entirely
State matters. It is apparently futile to expect the government of Pennsylvania
to take early action to repeal discriminatory taxes, regulate the quality or increase
the production of Anthracite, as the next regular session of the Pennsylvania legis-
lature is not until 1925. The Anthracite Operators and Union apparently will
not increase the output, even at the present high prices, unless they are made to
realize that keeping production under demand will seriously affect the market for
their product. The Anthracite problem will be solved when the growing demand
for the recognition of the rights of the consumers are acknowledged by the Com-
monwealth of Pennsylvania and if those engaged in the Anthracite industry ade-
quately supply the consumers with good quality coal at reasonable prices; or,
when the present consumers turn to other fuels, and thus allow this industry to
stew in its own stupidity and greed.

The householders of Massachusetts consume annually about 5,500,000 tons of
Domestic Anthracite, or approximately 1| tons per capita. We will be called upon
this year to pay about $50,000,000 for Pennsylvania Domestic Anthracite at the
mines; for transporting this coal to Massachusetts about $20,000,000 will be added
and to deliver the coal to our cellars another $20,000,000 must be paid. Thus
the total cost of heating our homes this year with Domestic Anthracite will be ap-
proximately $90,000,000. Our Anthracite bill eight years ago was only about one-half of this amount.
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Comparison of home heating costs in other sections of the country having a
similar climate to ours, and with whom we compete industrially, show that their
annual household heating bill is less than one-half of what we pay, because Bitu-
minous coal is generally used and Anthracite is regarded as a luxury fuel. Further-
more, many of our industrial competitors live in sections of the country where little
or no fuel is needed for heating the home. The $45,000,000 extra in our household
fuel bill is an additional handicap which must be included in our wages and living
costs.

Since 1920 the Commission has been trying to persuade consumers of Anthracite
who could use other fuels to do so. Due to the high price, poor quality, uncertain
supply of Anthracite, and the activities of the Commission, Bituminous coal, oil,
coke, wood, gas and electricity are being consumed in increasing amounts in place
of Anthracite. It is too early to definitely determine the quantity of Anthracite
that has been replaced by other fuels.

To prevent the price of Domestic Anthracite from increasing at the present un-
reasonable rate with the growth of our population and to bring about a reduction
of the present high prices, the Commission believes that educational work in regard
to fuel combustion in small heating plants should be continued. Therefore, it
respectfully calls attention to the recommendation pending before the Legislature
that a sum of $lO,OOO be appropriated for employing the Division of Industrial Co-
operation and Research of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, or other
suitable agency, to study and report upon:

(а) The use, as household fuel, of Bituminous coal, the supply of which is prac-
tically inexhaustible and other fuels. The prepared sizes of Bituminous coal have
been used by householders of the West and Middle West for many years.

(б) The compilation, classification, and simplification of instructions for burning
various fuels in small heating units, such as are commonly used in dwellings.

(c) The compilation and simplification, for the use of laymen, of methods and
means which may be adopted for cutting down the loss of heat through walls and
windows. It should deal with recommendations for building of new houses with
proper stops, interlinings, air spaces, etc., and with the question of proper con-
struction of window panes and sashes, and the use of double glazing for preventing
heat losses.

The Commission has closely co-operated with the special committee of this Legis-
lature now investigating the various phases of our fuel problem. Reports that
have been issued by the United States Coal Commission have been carefully studied.
On September 5, 1923, the Chairman of the Commission was appointed Emergency
Fuel Administrator under the provisions of Chapter 217, Acts of 1923, by his
Excellency, the Governor, to serve until April 1, 1924. In the interest of efficiency
and economy, the work of the Emergency Fuel Administrator is being done through
the organization of the Commission. Therefore, the Commission has no further
recommendations at this time, other than those now pending and referred to the
Joint Special Coal Investigating Committee, to submit to the legislature in regard
to fuel.

Cost op Living and Transportation.

Adequate transportation is the key to the solution of many of our problems in
regard to the cost of living in a modern community. Transportation is of greater
than average importance to a state like Massachusetts which is largely dependent
on distant sources for its supply of necessaries of life. Inadequate transportation
facilities have had a distinct bearing in enhancing the price of many necessaries of
life, particularly coal, in this state during the last few years. The Commission
has considered and studied with great care the report of the New England Railroad
Committee, of which James J. Storrow, Esq., of Massachusetts was Chairman.
Therefore, at this time the Commission desires to recommend with all possible
emphasis the need of a prompt and proper solution of our present transportation
difficulties. The cure of our transportation troubles by New England interests
would have a material effect in reducing and equalizing the cost of living in Massa-
chusetts.


