It Was Washington's Best Summer Ever

By Philip S. Brown

The Washington Post and Times Herald (1954-1959); Oct 1, 1956,
ProQuest Historical Newspapers The Washington Post (1877 - 1993)

pg. 10

By Philip S. Brown

‘FEDERAL employment in
the Washington arca is
30,000 loss than it was in the
fall of 1951, but the total
number of employed persons
is higher. Fewer dwelling
units haye been started so
far this year than in the
same months of any year
since 1946, but construction
activity is greater than ever
before. Department  store
sales in recent wecks have
been well below those of a
year ago, and passenger car
sales for several months
i have been considerably few-
er than a year ago, but re-
i tail sales as a whole are
higher. These are only a few
of the changes which have
occurred' in the Washington
area economy.

‘Spilled Over’

USINESS ncver  before

was, so_good in the sum-
mertime. Probably more
Washington residents took
vacations this past summer
than ever before. The local
AAA planned 14 per cent
more trips for its members
from May 15 to Aug. 31 than
in the same period of last
year, and the circulation de-
partment records of this pa-
per show that move readers
left town on vacations than
- in any past summer. Never-
theless, downtown stores, res-
taurants and garages did well.
The main reason for this was
the record influx of tourists.

Gray Line buses carried
10 to 15 per cent more sight
seers this summer than last,
even though the summer of
1955 had been the biggest
tourist season on record.
More people visited the
Smithsonian, the White
House and most other check:
points for tourists.

Higher income in the rest
of the country is likely to
“spill over” into Washinglon
in the form of tourist expen.
ditures and payments to
Washington representatives
of national associations.
More conventions are sched-
uled for this fall and winter
than in any past year. Even
‘without a further increase in
business activity in the coun-
try at large, the growth in
this scctor of the Washing.
ton economy will almost
surely continue.

Raise Reflected
ASHINGTON people
also spent more freely.
More important than the in-
crease in tourism in the past
year has been the pay boost
which Federal workers re-
ceived a little over a year
ago. Mainly as a result of
this pay boost, the Federal
civilian payroll in the Metro-
politan - Area was "$120 mil-
lion greater in fiscal 1956
than in fiscal 1955, as the fol-

lowing figures. show,

Federal Civilian Payroll
Fiscal 1954 ., , $1,100 million
Fiscal 1955, ., 1,113 million
Fiscal 1956 , . . 1,233 million

The 10 per cent increase in
the income of Federal work-
ers in fiscal 1956 over fiscal
1955 was a boon to Washing-
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ton merchants. District sales
and use tax collections rose
9.2 per cent: allowing for tax
changes which did not be-
come effective until Aug. 1,
1935, this points to a 5 to 6
per cent gain in total retail
sales, shared by all the major
retail groups. (It should be
noted that the consumer-price
index for Washington was the
same in both years) In lbe
Maryland and Virginia sub-
urbs, the increase in retail
sales was probably greater.

About Even

ACTUALZ.Y, we're just

catching up with the rest
of the country. The average
salary of Federal employes in
Washington in fiscal 1955 was
$4343, more than double that
in 1939, But even in the
lower wage brackets, the in-
crease in pay scales has mot
been as great as in many
types of private employment.

For cxample, the average
earnings of factory workers
in the country as a whole are
now almost S2 an Tour, as
against 63 cents in 1939. In
the higher salary brackets,
the disparity between the
increases to  Government
workers and those to em-
ployes of private firms is
generally greater,

In June, 1954, before the
new pay scales were effec-
tive, only 745 Federal em-
ployes out of 200,000 in the
Washington area earned more
than $12,500, and, except for
members of Congress, who
reside in Washington only
part of the year, and Su-
preme  Court justices, only
30 Federal employes received
niore than $17,500. The num-
ber is larger now but is still
remarkably small,

Last summer’s increase in
Federal pay scales afforded
some increase in per capita
purchasing -power, but the
gain does little - more than
match the wage and salary
increases which have ogcurred
in private industry in the

. past two years.

It Buys Less

THE purchasing power of
- District incomes is still no
higher than in 1939, however.
The exteni to which many
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Washington residents lost
out -in the great price de-
flation of the war and post-
war years is not appreciated
even by many people in
Washington. Income per per-
son in the District rose 90
per cent between 1940 and
1954, compared with 197 per
cent in the country at large.
Allowing for the virtual
doubling of consumer prices
and the inercase in Federal
income taxes, the average.
District resident was able to'
buy less with his income in
1954 than in 1940.

To be sure, comparison of
the Metropolitan Area (for
which no figures are avail-
able) with that of the coun-
try as a whole would not be
quite so invidious. There has
been a tendency for higher-
income families to move to
the Maryland and Virginia
suburbs and for younger, low-
income couples to move into
the District. But the effect
upon retail trade in the Dis-
trict has been no less de-
pressing because of this.

New Housing Falls

RESIDENTIAL building has

fallen off sharply. Since
1946, building permits have
been issued for about 230,000
dwelling units in the Wash-
ington metropolitan area—an
average of 23,000 a year, Last
vear 22,589 were authorized—
more per 1000 inhabitants
than in any other large city
except Los Angeles.

"This kigh rate of house
building began to decline
about a year ago. One third
fewer permits were issued in
the first seven months of 1956
than in the same months of
1955 and no pickup in August
and September was evident,
It now appears that in 1956,
fewer housing units will be
started than in any post war
year.. In the District, con-
tracts were awarded for only
172 dwelling units in June-
July-August, compared with
590 in the same months of last
year. But this decline in house
building has been offset, by
and large, by the inerease in
otlrer types of construction.

10,000 More Toilers

N[OREpcoplcatwork:
About 10,000 more civil-
ians had jobs in the Wash-
ington Metropalitan Area this
past summer than in the sum-
mer of 1955. The Government
Employment  Service esti-
mates that only 12,800 per-
sons, less than 2 per cent of
the area’s labor force, were
unemployed in August. Bank
debits (the total value of
checks written) are another
comprehensive measure of
business activity, but they re-
flect price changes, the shifts
of funds from one account
{o another, purchases of se-
curities and other purely
financial transactions. There-
fore, one cannot say how
much of the 8 per cent in-
crease over a year ago is due
to increased payments for
goods and services.
Other indicators, shown be-
low and in the accompanying
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charts, suggest that the 15 T

per cent increase in employ-
ment compared with a year
ago may be closer to a true
measure of increased physical
activity, cyen though employ-
ment figures do not reflect
changes in output per worker.
(Mouthly average for

June, July, August)
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Suill. More Jobs -
REASONS for  cxpecting
good business this fall:
The Federal civilian payroll
in the arca now averages
more than $100 million a
month, about $10 million

more than before last year's

pay boost. No major reduc-
tions in force are expected; in
fact, many agencics have job
openings as a result of addi-
tional funds provided in this
year’s, budget, and some
further hiring Is lkely.

The number and, size of
pending construction projects
in the area—roads, Federal

buildings and private ihdet:"

. 6,412 6289 =28,

takings—make any cutback in

overall construction’ activity
very unlikely despite the con-
tinuing decline in residential
construction. In the District
alone, $39 million of construc-

tion contracts were awarded’

in the four months ending
with August, nearly double
the awards in the same
months of last year.

Millions
of Dollars

BANK' DEBITS IN D. C.
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