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The Role of the Commission of Fine Arts

by Davip E. Finrey, Chairman

On May 17, 1960, the Commission of Fine Arts
will have been in existence fifty years. Dur-
ing this time, it has had the benefit of the ser-
vices of 33 architects, 6 landscape architects,
10 sculptors, 12 painters and 3 laymen inter-
ested in the fine arts, all of whom have been
distinguished in their various professions and
have been qualified to advise the Federal and
District Governments on matlers of art, as spe-
cified in the enabling Act (36 Stat.. p. 371) and
subsequent Executive Orders. The members of
the Commission are appointed by the President
of the United States to serve for four-year
periods or until their successors are appointed
and qualified. They give their services with-
oul pay in order that the government may have
expert and disinterested advice in preserving
and developing the beauty of the nation’s
capital,

The Commission of Fine Arts owes its existence
largely to the efforts of the American Institute of
Architects and to the revival of interest in
Washington stimulated by the report of the
Senate Park Commission of the Disirict of
Columbia in 1801. As a result, legislation was
introduced establishing the Commission as an
independent advisory body in the Executive
Branch of the Federal Government. The legis-
lation creating the Commission was sponsored
in the Senate by Senator Elihu Root and in the
House of Representatives by Condressman
Samuel W. McCall. On the occasion of the
celebration of the iwenty-filth anniversary of
the establishment of the Commission, Senator
Root spoke of the importance and usefulness
of the Commission, adding, “and so, without
creation of any power of legal compulsion,
there was brought to the service of the Govern-
ment, the authority of competent opinion upon
questions of art arising in the course of ad-
ministration.”

The Commission has always adhered strictly
to its terms of reference: to serve in an advis-

ory capacity concerning the special matters
within its competence. The Commission has
always believed that the value of its advice
depended not only on professional qualifica-
tions and experience of its individual members,
but alse on their integrity in giving their honest
opinions on matiers brought before them for
advice.

The Commission has been influential in mak-
ing Washington the beautiful city that exists
today. It recognizes that it is faced now and
in the future with equally great responsibility
in guarding the future development of the city
within the framework of the L’Enfant Plan. A
multitude of problems press for solution, involv-
ing traffic, parking, expressways. slum clear-
ance, removing of temporary office buildings,
the location of new buildings, increasing
crowds of tourists and vulnerability to bomb-
ing in time of war. Solutions of these prob-
lems will necessarily involve changes in the
physical aspects of the city—changes that must
be carefully considered if we are to avoid de-
stroying the open spaces and things of beauty
and historic interest that today make Washing-
ton a place of pilgrimage. Now., more than
ever before, the Commission of Fine Arts must
help to find the best way to do the things that
must be done if the beauty of the city is to be
enhanced and not diminished.

Decisions must be made with respect to parks
and monumental areas, poinis of intersection,
vistas and open spaces essential to the preser-
vation of the L’Enfant Plan. The elements of
the Plan, which cannot be eliminated or en-
croached upon without vitiating the Plan as a
whole, must be determined and protected.

The L'Enfant Plan is the overall control that
gives ultimate unity to the development of the
city. In addition to decisions involving great
public buildings and monuments, many cases
come before the Commission for advice which

(continued on page 2)

Tax on New Construction
In Montgomery Proposed

A Financial Advisory Committee for the Mont-
gomery County Council has recently issued a
report recommending additional sources of
revenue for the county. Among the taxes pro-
posed is a capital improvement tax on all new
construction in Monigomery County.
Specifically the committee recommended that
homes and apartment developments be taxed
at the rate of $20 per $1000 value or cost.
Commerical property which does net require
the same capital faciliies could be classified
separately and a tax of $10 per $1000 applied.
The commiitee also recommended that reve-
nues from the sale of existing property be in-
creased and suggested that the present rec-
ordation tax of $1.10 per $500 be raised to
£5.00 per $500 of value.

Also recommended was a provision that the
builder or seller pay the new construction tax.
According to the commitiee report: “This would
prevent an unforeseen tax hitting the new own-
er unexpectedly. The tax would be added io
the selling price of the property, unless ab-
sorbed by the seller. and would allow financing
of the increased cost, if necessary.”

As an alternative, “in the event the combina-
tion package above is not acceptable” the
commiltee recommended that a straight 1%
recordation (sometimes called real estate trans-
fer tax) be applied. This tax. the commitiee
feels, should produce approximately $2,150,000
above the current recordation tax yield. The
new construction tax package and additional
tax on recording existing property sales is an-
ticipated to bring in about $3.000,000.

The increasing need for capital improvements,
particularly schools, is given as the reason for
the suggested tax. The report states:

“In the cases of local streets. sanitary sewers.
storm sewers and utility comnections, there
has been a pattern of requiring the owners of
new properly to make an initial coniribution o
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