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11 MISCONCEPTIONS COHCEill!HJG THE WPA PROGRAM" ~ 

The followi ng address was delivered by Colonel F. c. 
Harrington , Works Progress Administrator , over the ne twork 
of the Columbia Broadcasting System , at 10 : 45 p . m., 
Eo.stern Standar d Time , Saturday, February 25, -1939 , from 
the studios of Station WJSV , Washington, D. C.: 

I n the near future the WPA program will come in for a great 

deal of public discussion . Several proposals which vitally concern 

i t alread.;f have been introduced in the Congress . There are proposals 

that the work progro,m be tm·ned ovor to state .:md l ocal lllD.nagement , 

that the VTPA be mo.de :po.rt of a public works department , and several 

others . Undoubt edly , in tho n~xt three or four months , those 

proposuls will be dooatod at l engt h and in dot~il . 

It is not my purpose , a.nd I believe it is not in my province , 

to enter i nto public discussion of any pending Congressional legislation. 

As Administro.tor of tho VTPA , my job is to cnrry out for the Chief 

Executive the program as authorized by the Congress of the United States . 

Should tho Congress call for my recommendations on any matters pertain-

ing to the WPA, I shall of course give them. But I do not consider it 

proper to take issue with or to endorse proposn.ls which ure pending in 

the Congress . 

Hovrnver , in all d.iscussion of the WPA, I think it is essential 

thn.t the Arnoricc.n people as well n.s their lcgisln.tors should know 

certain bo.sic fo.cts about its program and the y,c,y it operntes . A groat 
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many peopl e h['VC basic misconceptions c.bout the proceduros and o:9crations 

of the WPA progrn.m, despi te all efforts on the part of this admi ni stration 

to expl a i n it . It is my purnose t his evening, in taking advantage of 

the generosity of the Columpia J3roa.dcasting System, to try to clear up 

some of these basi c misconceptions . 

Fi rst , Is the program of the WPA Federal or local? There is 

a good deal of confused thi nki ng on this pa r ticular point . People have 

referred to this 0,dministration as a Federal bureaucr.'.1cy , bound up in 

r ed tape and operuting without regard to the d.esiros of the local 

communities of the nation. What are the f:tcts? 

About $95 out of ev,,ry $100 spent by the WPA is for projects 

which are planned and spons or ed by the localiti e s in which they operate . 

In practically all cas es the locn,lity contributes to the cost of the 

project , o.nd, in most c.:1ses , :pro?idos local supervision. That means 

that only some five pe r cent of the wPA program consists of :i,ro j ccts 

operated directly by the WPA or by other Federal agoncios such as tho 

Public Health Service , the Dep.'.1rtment of Commerce , tho Department of 

Agr icul turo, rui.d othors . I t bears r opoti tion th:-.,t o..bout 95 pe r cont 

of our progro.rn is made up of locnl projects , originated, planned and 

proposed to us by city , county or sta.te officials . 

The WPA concerns its0lf principally with :our considerations 

in determining wh,, thor or not a J.oc,"Ll pro:iosal should rccci vo favorn.ble 

consideration as a WPA project . Points we chock on are: First , does 

unemployment exist and does th~ proposed project best mee t tho unemplo~ 

ment needs of the l ocality proposing it7 
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Second, have the sponsors offered to contribute sufficient 

local funds to the execution of the project so that the great bulk of 

the Federal money involved can go di rectly to wages of W'PA workers? 

Third-, have all l egal requirements been complied with? 

And fourth , is the proposed project sooial1y worthwhila and 

will it create a real and lasting public benefit? 

If these four questions are answered in the affirmative , the 

propnsal is favorably considered by our Washington office . In other 

words , we do not tell local communities wLat projec ts they are to have . 

We merely require that the projects which they propose meet t he tests 

I have outlined Dnd come within the scope of our oper2.tions as defined 

by law. 

One can readily see , therefore, that the WPA progr~~ as it 

operates is not entirely a Fea_eral program . I t asks - indeed , it • 

requir es - l ocal planning , local initiative and local fino.ncial support . 

The r esult is tho,t in WPA work the:!.'e oxis ts a real po,rtnership bet,won 

the Federal and local governments . 

It is true th::i.t the program is federally- controlled. and 

administered, and all our experi ence indicates that such control is 

nec1,3ssary . While local control of direct relief may be feasible , a 

work reli ef program financed with Federal funds must, in my opinion , be 

Federally udministered. We speak in the light of considoro,ble exper­

ience in tho..t matter . Any attempt to have a work pr ogr3.Ill administered 

by forty- eight states , more than 3 , 000 counties, Md countless 

municipaliti es , with the diversity in planning and operation that this 
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would occasion, would inevitably l ead to inefficiency , waste and 

confusion. 

Anot he r mistaken idea about t he WPA is the belief that it 

4-1901 

gives direct relief--that is , money t o peopl e who are unable to work 

or to people who give no work in return . This is not true. In the 

initia l atta ck of the Roosevelt administration upon the depression , 

such reli ef was given by the Federal Emergency Relief Administrat i on 

through the medium of grants of Federal funds t o states . However , the 

President in his message of January 4 , 1935 , said , TtThe Federal 

Government must C1.nd shall quit t his business of relief . rt I n con-

sequence of this po licy the WPA has not granted any direct relief 

since January 1 , 1936. 

So far as the Federal Government is concerned, its only 

contributi on to direct r elief is through the Soc i al Security Act in 

providing financi al aid to states uhich cooperate in caring f or t he aged, 

the blind, o..nd fo r widons with dependent childre:!'.l . It is true that the 

Federal Government also participates in unempl oyment compensat i on benefits 

pnyable to persons who hnve lost their job s , but t hi s cun not be pl ac ed 

in the category of reli ef , because it is r enlly insurance as the name 

implies . 

Wne.t the Federal Government ho..s .'J.Ccep ted as a national 

r esponsibility is to l ead the a tt ack upon unem:9loymont through a nork 

pr ogr am f or providing jobs for the nation 1s able- bodied unemployed . 

· This is nhat the WPA progrrun is . Its benefi ts are obtained only by 

wo rking for the ,mgcs which it pays , and it empl oys . as many 1:.blc- bodicd 
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persons from local relief rolls as the funds provided by the Congress 

will permit . Incident ally, every poll of public opinion upon the 

question of direct relief versus a dole has shown that a large majority 

of citizens favor work relief , and the size of this majority has been 

continually increasing ·since the initiation of the WPA. 

Another false impression will be corrected when it is generally 

understood just how these n~edy workers are selected. It is assumed -

soundly , I believe -- that local r eli ef agencies which study the 

individual histories of people on their rolls are bes t able to judge 

who is in need and who is not . Therefore we reo~uiro t hat , before we 

employ a worker on a WPA proj ect , hi s local welfar e agency must testify 

he is in need of the work and the wages it r1ill bring. The fact that 

the WPA workers are selected locally should answer the charge of 

bureaucracy. 

The question of WPA wages o..nd hours also is widely misunderstood. 

Let me give you the facts : The average WPA worker, throughout the 

United States , earns about $52 . 50 por month. There are four scales of 

·Hages -- for unskilled uork, semi-skilled nor}: , skilled work and 

professional pr t echnical \7ork. These scales vary, betrreen different 

localities , ~ccording to differences in living costs and living stando.rds . 

We pay what we c.:ul a security unge , rrhi ch is a monthly wo.ge and 

represents , insofnr o.s we can de t ermine , a subsistence standard of living 

in the locality in which tho TTorkor r es ides . 

I have been speaking of n. "1Jo r ker 1 s monthly earnings • . His hourly 

rate of~ is something else. The hourly rate paid by the WPA is 
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r equ ired by law t o be not l ess than the prevailing rate in the community. 

So , at this pr evail i ng rate , the WPA worker is permHted to work only 

suff i c i ent hours to earn the established monthly security wage . 

Let me repeat, that t he average WPA worker throughout the 

Un i ted States is paid about $52 . 50 per month. When you consider that 

i t is our policy to employ only one worker i n a f amily , and that this 

$52 . 50 r epr esents in most cases the income of a family group , I do not 

believe it can be called excess i ve • 

.Another point on which there has been much misinformation is 

t he administrative cos t of the WPA program . I hrwe he"'rd speakers use 

the figur e 20 per cent , and 30 per cent , and even 40 per cent , conveying 

to their audiences that it takes th~t proportion of our appropria tion 

to administ er the WPA. This i s ridiculous on the f ~ce of it , because 

Congress has stated specifically t hat the VfPA can not spend more than 

5 per cont of the Federal money appropriated for this program on its 

administrative expenses , Wer e v~ to exceed t he figure of 5 per cent 

for administrative expense , we rrould be viol.::i.ting th e law and I have 

a healthy r espect for t he f ederal statutes . As a matter of f act , we 

have been opero.ting ou.r program on l ess t han the permi0s ible 5 p :, r cent . 

The figur e has be en nearer 3 per cent . This cost includes the salaries 

of adrain:'..strative and supervisory employees , and al l expenditur es for 

r ent , heat , light , travel , telephones and tel egr ams , and other usuoJ. 

administr2.tive costs . Anyone with experi (mce in the oper a tion of a 

large organization will reo.dily ad.mit that to hold these costs within 

the neighborho od of 3 per cent is a creditabl e achievement . 
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One reason for the confusion concerning our arunini strative 

expense has been• I believe , that people have included the money we 

spend for materials and supplies as par t of the cost of administ r ation. 

Obviously, you cannot opera to a works progrD.Ill without expe nding'' money 

for materials and supplies . You canno t build a school wi thout buying 

bricks or cement or lu.11ber. Nor can you build a bridge without steel 

or concrete or timber. To cal l such expenditur es administ r at ive 

expens e is unfair . 

The sponsor s of our projects assume the major par t of tho cost 

of materials, supplies c:md equipment , thus r educ ing the Federal 

e:x:pendi turos for those purposes , and :por :n: tting the major portion of 

Fe deral funds to be paid i n wngos . 

Of every Federal WPA dollar spent , 86 cents goos directly 

into the ho,nds of tho workers in t erms of wages ; about 3 cents goes 

for administrative expense; and the b alnnce , or approximately 11 cents , 

goes for material s and oquipmont . Putting it a:?1.other way , the avcrc.ge 

Federal cos t per mo:?1.th for e::1ch WPA yrnrker is $61 . Of t l1c,t amount , 

$52.50 goes for r;agos . Another $6 . 50 goos f0r J'!U\,tor ials n.nd equipment 

n.nd but $2 goo s fo r administrntive expense • 

.Another misconception about the WPA is thP.t it is D,lmost entirely 

n. large-city pr ogram • . This is not so . The WPA :program operates in 

:practico..lly every county in t !w United Stutes . Uherevor there is 

unempl.oyed labor in need , t he WPA cooperates in :putting mon to wo rk 

on :projects u seful to the locclity in r.rhich they live . As a m::itter of 

f ac t, one of the l argest and, i:?1. my mind, one of tho most important 
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undertakings of the WPA program has been the building of secondary roads . 

Such roads ar e of u se almost entirely in n:ral or semi-ru.ral cornmunities . 

Over a two-year period. , the WPA has built some ® , 000 miles of such 

se condary roads, and i~proved 140 , 000 miles of existing rural roads 

which were badly in need of repair. Similarly, much of our work in 

conservation, public heal th, education, r ecreation and other phas es 

of the progrn..'TI hus been directed toward the rural and semi- rural areas . 

About one- eighth of [l,11 WPA workers aro empl oye d. in counti es vb ere no 

community exceeds 2500 in popul~tion; and two out of five are employed 

in counties where no city exceeds 25 , 000. 

It is a mistake , thoreforo , to think of the WPA progrn.m as 

entirely a large city progr~'TI. A man cnn need a job ju.st as badly out 

in tho wide open spaces as ho can in a gToo.t metropolis ; and tho W?A 

pr ogrt.m furnishes work to tho needy unumployod regardless of the area 

in which they live. 

In the course of my r emarks I have touched upon some of the most 

glaring misconceptions concerning t his prograni. . As I said in tho 

beginning, I have done so not to tn.ke sides in a matter now before tho 

Congress , but rather in the 11ope of correcting certa in mi sunder s to od 

ideas which a.re widespread, in the hope t l10.t puI)lic discussion on this 

vital question of unemploymc:1t r el i ef mo,y be be.sod on facts . 

Tb.e WPA progr['Jll :i.s c. r olo.tivcly ne'71 thing , ::md. it is vc.st nnd 

coraplex. I bel i eve that its r ccur d is connend.c.ble , n.nd its gt endy, 

month- to-month i r,1p r overnent is r omarkable . But I also knon , and have 
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said publicly before, that it still can stand plenty of further improye­

ment and it shall be my earnest effort to advance along that line . 

Whether one is a friend or a critic of the WPA, one owes an 

obligation as a citizen to understand what it is doing, and to discuss 

it fairly and accurdely, The problem of unempl oyment which faces this 

nation is the most serious one with which vre have to contend. I ha,ve 

no doubt but that it can be solved by democratic processes , but the 

solution will be facilitat ed .:1nd expedited if the true f acts about the 

problem arc clearly understood by the general publ ic . Tho purpose of 

my talk this evening has been to attempt to pronotc that understanding 

by clearing up certain widespread misconceptions which exist concerning 

the WPA. 
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