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so-called economic forces. We have a responsibility as 
a nation to care for our people, as FDR so eloquently 
put it in many of his Fireside Chats—his radio ad-
dresses to the American people during the Great De-
pression.

It was FDR’s conception, and it should be ours 
today, that the direct bailouts needed by the cities and 
states should be emergency measures, not long-term. 
The realization of that concept depends upon the as-
sumption that the overall credit policy of the Federal 
government would result in the massive increase of 
productive employment, at higher and higher levels of 
science and technology, and therefore, in an increased 
revenue flow, through reasonable taxes, into the coffers 
of the cities and states. Healthy people want to work, 
and they should be given the opportunity to contribute 
to society by their work. And if they are working, they 
will increase the productivity, and real wealth, of the 
society as a whole.

In the immediate future, however, as in the 1930s, 
cash bailouts are going to be necessary to bring the 
states and cities back up to a level of livable function-
ing, to provide education for the children, and to sus-
tain social life while the productive economy is set 
into motion. Tax increases and budget cuts won’t 
work.

California: What Not To Do!
The once-“Golden State” of California offers one 

example of the insanity of budget-cutting austerity, as 
the state has cut billions of dollars in spending over the 
last decade, and yet still faces a growing crisis in the 
coming fiscal year. Under the former Governator, 
Arnold Schwarzenegger, nearly $100 billion in cuts 
were enacted between 2005 and 2011, hitting espe-
cially hard health care, education, police and fire pro-
tection, and other social services. Still, the former ste-
roid-popping body-builder left a $26 billion-plus 

Fera: aiding the cities 
and states, FDr-style

The current crisis of local revenues, and resulting di-
sastrous poverty, in American cities and states, is 
only comparable to the situation which faced Presi-
dent Franklin Delano Roosevelt when he took office 
in March 1933. After initial measures to bring bank-
ing under control, and begin to address youth unem-
ployment with the Civilian Conservation Corps, 
FDR rammed through the Federal Emergency Relief 
Act (FERA) on May 12.

The key was speedy, non-bureaucratic action. 
The bill called for the establishment of one Federal 
Relief Administrator who would cut through the bu-
reaucracy to get aid immediately to those millions in 
need. FDR gave the job to the man who performed a 
similar function for him during his governorship of 
New York State, Harry Hopkins.

Hopkins immediately communicated with all the 
state governors, telling them to set up state agencies; 
he began to review requests, and send off the 

money—reputedly $5 million in the first two hours. 
The first objective was to bring families back from 
the edge of starvation, put clothes on their backs, and 
give them shelter.

While half of the FERA funds were supposed to 
be dispersed as matching funds for what the states 
had previously spent, half was for outright grants. 
Hopkins concentrated on getting the money where it 
was needed. But his major concern was to move im-
mediately from cash relief to providing jobs. By 
June, FDR, who shared Hopkins’ objective, con-
vened a conference at the White House to outline the 
kind of local projects he envisioned being funded by 
FERA funds.

From this time on, until FERA was effectively re-
placed by other public works programs, its monies 
poured into the funding of local and state jobs—
teachers, road building and street repair, parks, and 
so forth. According to author Nick Taylor, FERA ul-
timately put some 2 million people to work, mostly 
in local road repair, but also tens of thousands of 
teachers, and other public servants.

Is this not precisely the kind of support our states 
and cities need today?

—Nancy Spannaus


