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REPORT OF THE SPECIAL COMMITTEE TO INVESTI-
GATE THE BUILDING DEPARTMENT OF THE CITY
OF BOSTON.

The collapse of a building at 407 Harrison Avenue on May 27,
1957, killing Mrs. Susan Johnson was a tragedy. A tragedy that
shocked the officials and people of the city. But from this tragedy
has arisen an opportunity. An opportunity to bring the standard
of living of a large proportion of the population of Boston into line
with modern concepts of how American people are entitled to
live. An opportunity and a rallying point for vigorous and effective
action to ensure Boston’s citizens the standards of housing and
health and beneficial community environment to which we so
deeply feel they are entitled.

It is to the fulfillment of that opportunity that this report i
dedicated.

The Committee has made an extensive study of the collapse of
the building at 407 Harrison Avenue. It has examined officials
of the Building and Health Departments of the city of Boston. It
has consulted independent engineers and medical men and has
taken almost 1,000 pages of testimony. It has also studied the
programs of urban renewal and redevelopment being undertaken
by several other cities and has used their experience to help formu-
late a plan of action for the city of Boston.

From this mass of material and study, the Committee has reached
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the following conclusions:
1. Substantial alterations in the structure at 407 Harrison

Avenue were undertaken in violation of the laws of the city of
Boston. These alterations did not conform to the specifications of
the Building Code. This work substantially contributed to the
collapse of the building, and to the death of Mrs. Johnson.

2. The program of building inspection of the city of Boston is
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hopelessly inadequate to the task of maintaining safe and habitable
living structures in the city of Boston.

3. There is no program of building inspection now in existence
which can do more than maintain minimum standards of living in a
small minority of the habitable dwellings in the city of Boston.

4. The Building Department is undermanned and underpaid.
This results in an appalling lack of inspectors, insufficient as to
perform even the minimal functions required. The poor pay means
that the job must be carried out by a few dedicated public servants
and mediocre employees. It is also an open invitation to corrup-
tion in an area where attempted bribery is often a far less expensive
course for the builder than would be adequate repair of his building.

5. There is little, if any, effective effort being made to raise
building standards to those levels which would comport with a
decent standard of living.

6. There is inadequate co-operation between the various depart-
ments of the city charged with responsibility for living conditions.
This lack of co-ordinated effort results in piecemeal and inadequate
inspection. This includes the Fire, Health, Recreation, Welfare
and Park Department.

7. The Health Department is not adequate to the task of main-
taining minimal standards of health in dwelling places. Its many
diverse tasks result in an inefficient diffusion of effort, redounding
to the harm of the apartment dweller.

8. The enforcement procedures for ensuring compliance with
the Housing Code, and with othe
departments are not adequate,
being fully utilized.

' requirements of the various city
nor are the existing procedures

9. The courts have not showr
mands of modern living and to
Code violators. This has frustrg

r themselves receptive to the de-
the need for punishing Housing

ated enforcement attempts.
10. The increase in the number of condemned buildings has re-

sulted in a lowered tax base for the city of Boston and consequently
in lower tax revenues. This decrease could be stopped were home
owners forced to follo’w adequate maintenance measures before
buildings reached the stage where they had to be condemned.

11. The resources of other departments of government and of
aterested civic and private groups are not being utilized in a pro-

gram of urban renewal in which they have a pronounced interest
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A. Ihe public has not been adequately educated to these prob-
lems, which lack of education is due to the lack of co-operation
between these government and civic and urban groups.

B. The task of urban renewal is one demanding the efforts of
all those whose work is in any way connected with social welfare.
The failure to maintain decent living standards inevitably results
in disease, delinquency and in decay in the pride and interest of a
people in their city.

With these conclusions established, the Committee makes the
following recommendations;

1. The District Attorney and/or the Attorney General examine
the facts surrounding the collapse of the building at 407 Harrison
Avenue with a view towards instituting a prosecution for negligent
manslaughter against those responsible.

2. The contractor, Abraham Glass, should be prosecuted to the
limit of the law for his failure to secure a building permit and to
meet the specifications that the Building Department requires for
this job.

3. Legislation should be enacted, giving to apartment-house
dwellers adequate civil remedies for negligent failure to maintain
the building in good repair.

4. A group of civic leaders, engineers, experts in sanitation, rec-
reation and health should be requested to meet with city officials
of the Building, Health, Fire, Police, Sanitation, Recreation and
Park Departments to formulate an over-all plan to combat poor
living conditions.

5. This committee should consider the establishment of a Cen-
tral Housing Authority. This Authority would co-ordinate and
supervise all programs for urban renewal. The problem would be
approached on an area basis. A selected area would be mapped
out. All the city departments concerned would be sent into the
area for a complete structure-by-structure inspection. All viola-
tions would be noted and action taken to enforce remedies of those
violations. At the same time, an extensive education campaign
would be undertaken to secure the participation of civic groups
and, more important, the people of the area.

6. To accomplish this program, which is presented here only in
its broadest outline, there must be an expansion of the inspection
facilities of the Building, Health and other departments of the city.
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These expanded facilities must be placed under the supervision of
the Central Housing Authority which in turn will be directly re-
sponsible to the Mayor of Boston.

7. A complete Housing Code must be formulated which will meet
not only minimum standards, but which will raise standards above
this minimum as well, and provide effective maintenance legisla-
tion to prevent future decay. The present Code is inadequate to
this task.

8. The Committee should consider the establishment of a special
Housing Court to try violators of the Code. Present courts are so
weighed down with a multitude of tasks that they tend to treat
housing violations lightly. A special court would provide the sym-
pathetic consideration necessary to the success of the plan.

9. A central loan fund should be established, to enable home-
owners without financial resources to make necessary repairs rather
than lose their homes.

10. Not only should violations be remedied, but an attempt
should be made to give to the people the expanded recreation and
park facilities necessary to raise environmental conditions to ac-
ceptable standards.

11. Through an intensive area-by-area program, the entire city
can be redeveloped over a period of years; and the redevelopment
and education of one area will inevitably have a salutary effect in
other areas of the city.

12. Before this sweeping reorganization can be undertaken, the
Building and Health Departments must be expanded and begin
spot inspections. They should cease their policy of acting solely or
primarily on complaints. Also, all inspectors under a department
should be made aware of their basic responsibility to report all
violations. For example, if an electrical inspector sees major altera-
tions going on without a building permit, he should immediately
report this fact.

13. This special committee should be continued until such time
as the group recommended in (4) is assembled and at work on the
problem. This committee’s primary task is to interest the neces-
sary experts and civic leaders, and have them agree to serve on a
committee. Also, further investigations should be conducted into
the policies and conduct of present inspection. Such investigation
will serve as invaluable background for future programming.



1957.] HOUSE No. 3386. 7

I. The House at 407 Harrison Aveni
(For detailed findings of fact and technical details, we refer the reader to
the appendices to this report on file in the office of the Clerk of the House).

the end of 1956 the building at 407 Harrison Avenue was in
unsafe structural condition, i.e., structurally unsound. However,
the building could reasonably be expected to stand for several more
years. At the end of 1950, the owner, Frank Gluzband, rented the
first floor to serve as a grocery store. The prospective tenant in-
sisted that the store be lowered to the street level. It was then four
to five feet above the street level. Mr. Abraham Glass contracted
for this job, which involved lowering the first floor. Mr. Glass did
not, as is required by law, secure a building permit. There is con-
tradictory testimony in the record, where Mr. Glass alleges that
his foreman was responsible for getting the permit and negligently
failed to do so. This Committee concludes that Mr. Glass must
bear the responsibility for failing to get the permit. During the
course of construction, the building was visited by gas and electrical
inspectors. Neither of these men reported that major alterations
were going on, despite the fact that no building permit was visible
and that such a permit is required by law to be posted “in a con-
spicuous place.” They felt no responsibility to go outside their own
provinces of gas and electricity.

Despite the fact that it was obvious to passers-by that construc-
tion was going on in the building, no building inspector visited the
premises during the course of construction. Of course, the building
department was unaware of this construction because no applica-
tion for a permit had been filed, although the construction had been
under way for almost two months.

When the floor was lowered, the job was not done according to
the requirements of the Building Code, nor did it conform to what
would have been required by the Building Department. It is es-
timated that an approved job would have cost $4,000 to $5,000
more than the actual job cost of $2,900.

Due to the fact that a lime mortar was used when the building
was originally constructed, the masonry was in bad condition and
the left and right walls, which bore the weight of the building, were
structurally weak. They were being braced by the floors. When
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the floor was lowered, the height of the wall between the newly
lowered floor and the ceiling was increased beyond the safety limit.
The increased pressure on this wall caused a considerable strain.
Since no other support had been provided for this wall, this strain
was probably a primary contributing factor to the collapse of the
building.

It seems unmistakable to conclude that the poor construction
work probably led to the collapse of the building and to the death
of Mrs. Johnson.

11. Current Building Inspection

There are currently fourteen district or building inspectors for
the entire city of Boston. These men are paid from $70.50 to $87.00
per week. They are responsible for the inspection of approximately
144,000 dwelling structures in the city of Boston. An obviously im-
possible task. As a result, building inspectors act only (1) on per-
mits for alteration, (2) on a specific complaint about a particular
structure, (3) when they happen to spot something on a tour of
duty.

This means that there is no systematic inspection of buildings in
the city of Boston. There are now 1,400 to 1,600 buildings in need
of demolition. In nearly all cases, this condition has resulted from
a lack of adequate maintenance and care, which could have been
provided under an adequate system of inspection. There are many
thousands of structures in the city of Boston which are below mini-
mum housing requirements. It is obvious that under the present
system little can be done to remedy this. People are being forced to
live in unsafe and unhealthy homes, and these buildings too are ap-
proaching the inevitable day when they must be demolished, with
a consequent loss to the city of both living space and revenue. The
total cost to the city of this demolition will be approximately
$2,000,000.

These fourteen building inspectors are almost exclusively con-
cerned with structural matters. Matters affecting gas and elec-
tricity are handled by other inspectors working under the Building
Department. Health and fire inspections are also carried out by
independent agencies. There seems to be very little co-ordination
of the efforts of these departments. As a result, it is rare that a
single structure is examined from all those aspects essential to the
maintenance of decent living conditions and dwellings.
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Despite the fact that many of the buildings in Boston are over
fifty years old, there is no effort made to inspect old buildings, and
these are the ones most likely to be structurally unsafe. In fact
there is no authoritative record of the age of buildings in the city of
Boston. The building at 407 Harrison Avenue is one that would
have been inspected had there been a system for inspecting build-
ings after they reach a certain ag

Boston’s first comprehensive Housing Code was promulgated in
1956. This was several years after other cities had promulgated
and begun enforcing such codes. Even this Code just meets the
minimum requirements of the federal government. Requirements
which must be met in order to secure federal funds for urban re-
newal and redevelopment. This Code should be strengthened so
that not only will minimum requirements be met, but so that ade-
quate maintenance will be undertaken, and general living standards
raised.

The Building Department now has only two legal officers to handle
violations. The conclusion is obvious: few violations are being
prosecuted. The basic aim, of course, is not to prosecute violators
but to get the work done. Perhaps the institution of an informal

to exert pressure on violators, byhearing board which would try
purely persuasive means, would
minimum of legal action.

help to get the work done with a

to homeowners who would ordi-One of the greatest deterrent
narily be willing to make effect
are being singled out for haras
are not being charged with a vie

repairs is the feeling that they
ient. The owners around them
on, even though their building;

il is inherent in any system of spotcontain similar defects. This (

checking. Only a systematic ■ea inspection can produce that
co-operation from homeowners which is so vitally necessaij in any
program of this sort.

It is also clear that many tenants are indifferent to the problem.
This basically stems from the failure to educate them to what can

nse of pride in their home andbe done, and to instill in them a
neighborhood.

111. Health Inspbctk

There are forty-three health inspectors for the entire city. I hej

must inspect restaurants, stores, cemeteries, hospitals, etc., as well
as dwelling units. As a result, nearly all their inspection come;
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directly from individual complaints, and very little independent
checking is done.

It is undoubtedly true that health conditions are often very bad.
Overflowing refuse, the presence of rodents and insects, inadequate
sanitation, ventilation and heating are a frequent feature of Boston’s
apartments. The present setup is totally unable to remedy this
situation. Only the systematic checking of the city’s houses can
restore healthy dwelling conditions to many thousands of Boston’s
residents.

While it is undoubtedly true that the Department of Health is
overworked, even discovered violations are slow to be prosecuted.
There is no excuse for this failure to vigorously prosecute those who
are negligently endangering the health of Boston’s citizens.

IY. General.
This preliminary report can only outline the basic difficulties.

There are problems of securing adequate personnel, of raising the
requirements for inspectors, of providing an adequate pay scale,
all of which will be developed in a later report.

There are also many other sociological problems created by poor
living conditions. Although these conditions are beyond the im-
mediate scope of this report, they are not beyond the scope of an
adequate program of urban renewal. Basically, the problem is
one of concentrating the forces of all those agencies and groups
which deal with environment and its consequences, to centralize
those activities and to attack the problem with vigor and determina-
tion. This report is a first step. Many others will come.

We believe that the adoption of our recommendations represent
an expression of faith. Of faith that the city of Boston has a future.
Of faith that the citizens and government of that city can be mobi-
lized to create that future.

We hope not only for greater revenue and a sounder economic
base. We hope also that our citizens will grow to demand, and to
demand effectively, a city and housing facilities in which they can
live with pride and in the assurance that they will never be forced
to backslide into conditions as bad as those now in existence.

CHRISTOPHER A. TANNELLA.
SUMNER Z. KAPLAN.
JOHN A. DAVIS.
LINCOLN G. POPE, Jr






