
Jrban Land EconoiDics 

by Richard U. Ratcliff 
f'ro/essor of Land Economics 

University of Wisconsin 

FIRST EDITION 

cGRAW-HILL BOOK COMPANY, INC. 

NEW YORK; TORONTO LONDON 1949 
I 



URBAN LAND ECONOMICS 
' 

Copyright, 1949, by the McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc. Printed in tl 
United States of America. All rights reserved. This book, or parts there< 
may not be reproduced in any form without permission of the publishe1 



PREFACE 

Urban land economics deals with the processes and patterns of land 
utilization where man and his artifacts are assembled in communities. 
The subject matter is embraced within the framework of general land 
economics, which covers the utilization of the entire earth's surface and 
"the natural forces and productive powers above or below that space 
over which the owner has property rights." 1 In turn, land economics 
is but a branch of general economics; economics is a study of the wealth
getting and wealth-spending activities of man and is therefore a study 
of human behavior. When such behavior is consistent and prepictable, 
hypotheses and principles are derived which are the foundatiobs of the 
science of economics. 

The subject matter of economics has become highly specialized as 
various economists have refined our understanding of particular areas 
of economic behavior. Thus we have such branches as agricultural eco
nomics, finance, international trade, labor economics, and land economics. 
These several branches of economics are not to be viewed as separate 
building blocks assembled to create a general economic science. The 
branches are overlapping and intermingled in content. They are inte
grated through the agency of a set of general principles that comprise 
"economic theory." This conceptual framework of theory is the starting 
point for inquiry in all the branches of economics; explorations in any 
one of the branches may lead to modifications and revisions of this 
framework. 

There has long been a need for an organized body of knowledge as a 
guide for individual business decisions and public-policy determinations 
affecting urban land utilization. The aggregate of attention to urban 
land economics within the last thirty years is small, so that we are still 
at an early stage in the development of this branch of economics. 
Enough of fact and understanding has accumulated, however, so that 
the framework or rationale may be discerned and so that there is some 

1 Ely, R. T., and G. S. Wehrwein, Land Economics (New York: The Macmillan 
Company, 1940), p. vi. 
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meat on the bones. This volume is an attempt at a basic statement; in 
a field that is immature it can hardly be a final statement. 

Our purpose is to present an orderly body of facts and principles that 
have more or less direct application to the utilization of urban land. 
Because the processes of land use are essentially economic processes, the 
subject matter is properly classified as economics. Most of the princi
ples to be discussed are drawn from the general framework of economic 
theory but are presented here in their special application to land utiliza
tion. The very organization of the book is derived from the funda
mental economic concept of the market. 

The thesis of this volume is that the determination of urban land use 
is a market process. The use that is made of each parcel is the result 
of economic competition alnong alternative uses. Thus the processes of 
city growth are economic processes and the pattern of land use is the 
product of the urban land market. Accordingly, the major divisions of 
the primary subject matter in this book are demand, supply, and market 
interactions. 

The first chapter deals with the commodity that is traded in the 
marke~rights in land. The discussion is placed within an institutional 

. context because an understanding of the institution of private property 
and itS dynamic nature is essential to an understanding of economic 
processes in the urban land market, where institutional factors are of 
such great influence. · 

The next group of chapters presents the demand factors in the urban 
land market. The underlying forces of urbanism are described and are 
found to be economic in character. The city is analyzed as a social 
organism; the noneconomic aspects of demand for the services of land 
are considered. The special nature of the demand for various types of 
land use is analyzed with particular attention to the demand for housing. 

In the presentation of the supply side of the market, there are descrip
tive and analytical discussions of the construction industry and the 
building process. The importance of urban land credit in the operations 
of the re~l estate market is recognized in the chapters on real estate 
finance. Special attention is given to the home mortgage market and 
to the growth and repercussions of federal intervention. 

The culminating subject matter in the consideration of the urban land 
market first covers an analysis of market functions and organization, 
with a separate chapter on the housing market. Land income and value 
are next discussed as intermediate products of market forces, for it is 
the comparative productivity of alternative forms of cand use that is the 
primary determinant of the final employment of each parcel. Finally, 
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