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Introduction: The House at the End of the Street
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Japan has nine million empty houses.

Not nine million houses for sale, or nine million awaiting tenants, or nine million between owners. Nine million standing structures, on nine million plots, with roofs and doors and letterboxes, that nobody lives in. The figure comes from the 2023 Housing and Land Survey conducted by Japan's Statistics Bureau, and it represents 13.8 percent of the country's entire housing stock of 65.02 million units. Both numbers are all-time highs.

Of those nine million, about 4.43 million are officially for rent and 330,000 are for sale, which are ordinary categories that any housing market produces. Another 380,000 are second homes. The remaining 3.85 million — 42.8 percent of the total — fall into a category the survey calls "other," which is the bureaucratic term for a house that is not for sale, not for rent, not a holiday home, and not lived in.

They are simply there. Somebody owns each of them, at least in principle. Nobody is doing anything with them.

That number has grown by 370,000 in five years, which accounts for about 72 percent of the total growth in Japanese vacancy over that period. The abandoned category is not merely large. It is the part that is expanding.

*   *   *
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THIS BOOK IS ABOUT what happens to housing when a population stops growing.

It is a narrower subject than it first appears, and the narrowness is the point. There is an enormous literature on housing affordability, housing policy, zoning, mortgage finance, homelessness and urban planning, and almost all of it takes for granted the condition under which those subjects were formulated: that the number of households wanting somewhere to live rises every year.

For most of the past century, in most of the developed world, that was true. It is ceasing to be true, and it will cease more completely over the next twenty years than most people currently expect.

The Harvard Joint Center for Housing Studies projects that the United States will add 8.6 million households between 2025 and 2035, and 5.1 million between 2035 and 2045.

Those look like large numbers until they are set beside their own history. The 1990s added 13.5 million households. The 2000s added 11.2 million. The 2010s added 10.1 million. The projection for 2035 to 2045 — 5.1 million, about 510,000 a year — would be less household growth than in any decade of the last hundred years.

A country adds houses because it adds households. When the second number halves, the first has to follow, and everything downstream of it — the construction industry, the mortgage market, the property tax base, the value of the largest asset most families own — follows too.

*   *   *
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THE WORD "VACANCY" carries an assumption worth examining before this book goes any further, because the assumption is what makes the subject invisible.

A vacancy rate, in ordinary usage, is a market statistic. It describes friction: the units that happen to be empty between one occupant and the next, which is a normal and necessary feature of a functioning housing market. A rental vacancy rate of zero would not be a triumph; it would mean nobody could move.

The United States Census Bureau reported a rental vacancy rate of 7.3 percent and a homeowner vacancy rate of 1.2 percent in the second quarter of 2026. Those are market numbers, and they behave like market numbers: they rise in a slump, fall in a boom, and tell you something about the balance of supply and demand at a moment in time.

But the same Census release contains a different figure that behaves entirely differently. Of 149,454,000 housing units in the United States, 133,811,000 were occupied and 15,643,000 were vacant — 10.5 percent of the stock. Of those, 12,218,000 were year-round vacant and 3,425,000 were seasonal.

Twelve million year-round vacant homes is not a friction number. Some of it is friction, certainly: units between tenants, houses on the market, homes awaiting renovation. But a substantial part of it is something else — housing that exists in places where the demand that justified building it has gone, and that is not coming back, because the people who would have generated that demand were not born.

That second kind of vacancy has no name in the American statistical vocabulary. Japan gives it one. It calls it "other," which is not much of a name, but at least the survey counts it separately.

*   *   *
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HOUSING IS WHERE DEMOGRAPHIC decline becomes physical, and that is why it earns a book of its own rather than a chapter in somebody else's.

Most consequences of a falling birth rate are abstractions for a long time before they are anything else. A shrinking workforce is a line on a chart. A rising dependency ratio is an actuarial concept. A pension system under strain is a projection about the 2040s that a reasonable person can decline to think about.

A house is not an abstraction. It is a specific object at a specific address, made of specific materials, which requires a roof and a boiler and somebody to cut the grass, and which either has a person in it or does not. When the person stops being there, the object remains, and the object has needs.

This is the property of housing that makes it such a useful instrument for reading a demographic transition. Schools close and are demolished or repurposed. Businesses fail and their premises are relet. Housing persists. It is built to last fifty to a hundred years, it is owned by individuals rather than institutions, it is distributed across every settlement in a country rather than concentrated where the decisions are made, and there is no mechanism by which a country reduces its housing stock in an orderly way when it needs less of it.

So the stock accumulates. It gets older, emptier and less maintained, in the places losing people, while remaining desperately scarce in the handful of places gaining them.

That divergence is the whole subject.

*   *   *
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SOME FIGURES TO ESTABLISH the shape of it before the argument begins.

In the United States, Zillow estimated a national housing deficit of 4.7 million units in 2023 — the gap between the number of families that exist and the number of homes available to them. That estimate sits alongside the Census Bureau's count of more than fifteen million vacant units in the same country. Both figures are correct. Chapter 2 is about why.

Freddie Mac projects that the number of baby boomer homeowner households in the United States will fall from 32 million in 2022 to 23 million by 2035 — a decline of 9.2 million — with the annual rate rising from about 300,000 in 2024 to 1.2 million in 2035.

Cerulli Associates projects that $124 trillion will transfer between generations through 2048, with $105 trillion going to heirs and nearly $100 trillion of it coming from baby boomers and older generations. A substantial part of what changes hands will be houses, though as Chapter 5 explains, nobody publishes a reliable figure for how much.

The median owner-occupied home in the United States was 42 years old in 2024, up from 31 years in 2005. About 47 percent of the stock was built before 1980. Twenty-two million households — one in four homeowners — live in homes built before 1960.

Between July 2023 and July 2024, more people died than were born in 2,088 American counties. That is 68 percent of all counties in the country, and 82 percent of nonmetropolitan ones.

And in the rest of the world the process is further along. South Korea counted 1.53 million vacant homes at the end of 2023, up 43.6 percent since 2015. China, on economists' combined estimates, has roughly 90 million empty units against a population projected to fall by 204 million over the next thirty years. The rural population of the European Union fell by nearly 8 million people between 2014 and 2024, a drop of 8.3 percent, while its urban population rose by more than 10 million.

*   *   *
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IT IS WORTH BEING PRECISE about what kind of problem this is, because it is habitually mistaken for two others.

It is not, first, a housing affordability problem, though it interacts with one. The affordability crisis in expensive American and European cities is real, well documented, and caused by a shortage of housing where people want to live — a shortage produced by land costs, planning restrictions, construction costs and the concentration of employment. Nothing in this book argues that those cities have too many houses. They do not.

The confusion arises because the national aggregate and the local reality point in opposite directions, and both get reported as "the housing situation." A country can have a severe shortage in fifteen metropolitan areas and a growing surplus across two thousand counties at the same time. It does not average out. There is no mechanism by which a vacant house in a shrinking county relieves pressure in a growing one, because a house cannot be moved and a family that needs work cannot follow it.

Nor is it, second, a market cycle. Housing markets rise and fall, and the reflex when vacancy climbs is to wait for the cycle to turn. That reflex has been correct for most of living memory, which is precisely what makes it dangerous now. A cyclical vacancy resolves when demand recovers. A demographic vacancy has no recovery mechanism, because the demand was never postponed — it was never created. The households that would have absorbed those units were not delayed by interest rates. They do not exist.

What this is instead is an inventory problem: a durable physical stock, built for a level of demand that is passing, distributed according to where people used to be, owned in small parcels by individuals, with no institution responsible for its overall size and no orderly process for reducing it.

*   *   *
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THERE IS A QUESTION that arises immediately and deserves an answer before the argument proceeds.

If this is all visible in published statistics, why has nobody acted on it?

The answer is not that the information is hidden. Every figure in this book was published by a statistical agency, a research institution or a well-known reporting organisation, and can be retrieved this afternoon by anyone with an internet connection.

The answer is that housing decisions are local and the signal is national.

A homebuilder decides which subdivision to start in which county. A municipality decides whether to approve it. A bank decides whether to lend against it. A household decides whether to buy in it. At the level where each of those decisions is made, the demographic signal is drowned out by things that move faster and matter more this year: interest rates, whether the largest local employer is hiring, what the schools are thought to be like.

And at every level, the person best placed to raise the issue early has the strongest reason not to. A mayor who publishes a projection showing the town will have a fifth fewer households in 2045 has announced to every resident that their house is a depreciating asset. An assessor who marks values down reduces the municipality's revenue. A homeowner who accepts the projection has to act on it, which means selling into a market they now expect to fall.

The cost of saying it is immediate and personal. The cost of not saying it falls on a successor.

That is not a conspiracy and it is not incompetence. It is what happens when a slow, certain, unwelcome fact meets a system of dispersed private decisions taken on much shorter horizons than the fact operates on.

*   *   *
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TWO REGISTERS DOMINATE the writing on this subject, and both mislead.

The first treats vacancy as an opportunity. It is the register of the €1 house in an Italian village, the Japanese akiya bought for the price of a used car, the listicle about buying a home in Hegang for nine thousand dollars. These stories are true and they are charming and they are, as descriptions of the phenomenon, almost entirely beside the point. A house that costs a euro costs a euro because it is in a place where nobody wants to live and it needs sixty thousand euros of work. The price is not a bargain; it is the market accurately reporting that the asset has no value.

The second treats vacancy as decay: ruin porn, photographs of collapsing farmhouses, the aesthetic of abandonment. This is more honest about the outcome but no more useful about the mechanism, because it presents as tragedy something that is in most cases the entirely rational behaviour of individual owners facing costs they cannot recover.

This book tries to sit between them, which means counting things and then saying plainly what the count implies. Some of what it implies is bad, particularly for people whose main asset is a house in a place that is emptying. Some of it is more tractable than either register suggests. What none of it is, is optional. A country that does not decide what to do with a housing surplus will get one anyway, distributed by default, and the default has a shape.

*   *   *
[image: ]


ONE CLARIFICATION BEFORE the arithmetic.

A vacant house is not a spare house. This is the single most common error in the popular treatment of the subject, and it produces a whole family of bad arguments — that homelessness could be solved by allocating empty homes, that a national surplus means the housing shortage is a fiction, that vacancy is simply hoarding.

A vacant house has a location, and the location is most of what a house is. It has a condition, and a house that has been empty for six years in a wet climate is not a house any more but a demolition liability with a roof. It has an owner, frequently one who cannot be identified, because — as Chapter 11 sets out — roughly two-thirds of Japan's unknown-owner land results from inheritances that were never registered, and the affected area is estimated to rival the size of Kyushu.

The gap between "a vacant unit exists" and "a person could live in it" is where nearly all of the policy difficulty lives. Every chapter in this book that proposes something is proposing a way to narrow that gap, and every chapter is honest that narrowing it is expensive.

*   *   *
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A NOTE ON METHOD, BECAUSE a book resting this heavily on numbers owes the reader an account of where they come from.

Every figure here is drawn from a published source: statistical agencies, the research organisations that specialise in this material, and reporting that cites them. Sources are named in the text where a figure is contested or where the reader would want to know. A Sources section at the end sets out, source by source and then chapter by chapter, exactly which figure came from where.

Where a claim rests on general professional literature with no single identifiable origin, the Sources section says so plainly rather than assigning it a citation it does not have. Where a calculation in the text is the author's arithmetic on published figures, it is flagged as arithmetic.

There are no invented experts in this book, no composite people presented as real, and no anecdotes attributed to towns that do not exist. A few constructed illustrations appear — a county, an estate, a household — and each is labelled as a composite where it appears.

The reason for the strictness is that this subject attracts a great deal of writing in which a striking figure travels from one article to the next without anyone returning to check what it originally measured. Vacancy figures in particular are counted differently in every country, and Chapter 12 explains why comparing them directly is hazardous.

The numbers here are alarming enough as published. They do not need help.

*   *   *
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WHAT FOLLOWS COUNTS things.

It counts households formed and households dissolved, and the difference between the two. It counts vacant units, and separates the ones the market produces from the ones demography produces. It counts the houses that will change hands as their owners die, and asks what the heirs will do with them. It counts the age of the stock and the cost of keeping it standing and the number of people available to do that work. It counts what Japan, Korea, China and Europe have already discovered, because all four are further along the same road.

And it tries throughout to hold onto the thing the aggregates conceal, which is that a housing surplus is not experienced as a surplus by anybody. It is experienced as one house at the end of one street, with the grass getting long, that the neighbours have started to talk about — and behind it, five hundred miles away, a family that inherited it, cannot sell it, cannot afford to demolish it, and has stopped opening the letters.

The people who built that house expected somebody to want it. For most of the last century that expectation was reliable. It is the quiet assumption underneath every mortgage, every zoning fight, every retirement plan that treats a paid-off home as a store of value.

The assumption is coming apart, unevenly, on a schedule that the birth statistics published this year describe with considerable precision.

That is the part worth explaining.
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Chapter 1: Eight Point Six Million
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The number that determines how much housing a country needs is not its population. It is its household count, and the two move differently enough that confusing them has produced most of the bad forecasting in this field.

A household is a dwelling with people in it. One person living alone is a household. Six people sharing a house are a household. A country whose population is flat but whose households are splitting needs more housing every year; a country whose population is growing but whose households are consolidating may need less.

For eighty years the United States enjoyed both effects at once — a growing population and a shrinking average household — and the result was the longest sustained expansion of housing demand in the country's history.

Both effects are ending. The first is ending because of births. The second is ending because there is a floor under how small a household can get, and the country is approaching it.

*   *   *
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THE PROJECTIONS COME from the Harvard Joint Center for Housing Studies, which produces the standard reference series for American household formation, and they need stating in full because the shape matters as much as the level.

Between 2025 and 2035, the Joint Center's main series projects the United States will add 8.6 million households — about 860,000 a year.

Between 2035 and 2045, it projects 5.1 million — about 510,000 a year.

Set those against what actually happened. The 1990s added 13.5 million households. The 2000s added 11.2 million. The 2010s added 10.1 million.

The projection for the 2035-2045 decade would be less household growth than in any decade of the last hundred years.

That last sentence is the one to sit with. Not less than the recent past. Not less than the post-war boom. Less than any decade since the 1930s — a period that includes the Depression, the Second World War, and every economic dislocation the country has experienced since.

*   *   *
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THE MECHANISM PRODUCING that fall is not primarily a fall in the number of young people forming households. It is a rise in the number of old households ending.

This is the part of the arithmetic that people consistently miss, and the Joint Center is explicit about it: the slowdown is driven mainly by an increasing number of older adult households that are lost or consolidated each year.

Household growth is a net figure. Every year, some households form — a young person leaves home, a couple separates, a family moves out of a relative's spare room — and some households end, when the last person in a dwelling dies or moves into a care setting or moves in with a child.

For most of the last century the first number greatly exceeded the second, because the population of people old enough to end a household was small relative to the population of people young enough to start one.

That ratio is inverting. The Joint Center projects that households headed by people aged 80 and over will increase by nearly 60 percent over the next decade — about 5.5 million more between 2025 and 2035, and 9.6 million more between 2025 and 2045.

Every one of those households will eventually end. Most of them contain a house.

So the same demographic fact appears twice in the housing accounts, with opposite signs. In the near term, an enormous cohort of old households is a source of housing demand, because those households are still occupying dwellings. In the medium term, it is a source of housing supply, because those dwellings become available at a rate that rises every year.

*   *   *
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THE IMMIGRATION ASSUMPTION inside these projections requires attention, because it is doing a great deal of work and almost nobody who quotes the headline figure knows it is there.

The Joint Center's main series assumes net immigration of roughly 870,000 a year between 2025 and 2035 — a level similar to that of the past three decades. That is not a forecast in any strong sense; it is a continuation assumption, of exactly the kind a careful modeller makes when the alternative is guessing at politics.

The Joint Center also publishes a low-immigration scenario, at roughly half that level — about 422,000 net immigrants a year. Under that scenario the United States adds 6.9 million households between 2025 and 2035, and 3.2 million between 2035 and 2045.

Compare the two decades under the low scenario. 3.2 million households over ten years is 320,000 a year, which is roughly a quarter of what the country was adding in the 1990s.

The gap between the two scenarios — 8.6 million against 6.9 million in the first decade, 5.1 against 3.2 in the second — is the single largest source of uncertainty in American housing demand, and it is not a demographic uncertainty at all. It is a policy uncertainty. The births that determine the domestic component have already happened. The immigration that determines the rest is decided repeatedly, by elections, over the period in question.

An investor, a builder or a municipality planning on the main series is making an implicit bet on immigration policy. Very few of them know they are making it.

*   *   *
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HOUSEHOLD DEMAND TRANSLATES into construction demand, and the Joint Center publishes that too.

New housing unit demand is projected at about 1.1 million units a year between 2025 and 2035 — 11.3 million in total — and about 800,000 a year between 2035 and 2045, or 8.0 million.

Current demand runs at roughly 1.4 million units a year.

For historical scale: the 2010s averaged about 990,000 units a year, which was itself unusually low by post-war standards, reflecting the long hangover from the financial crisis. The decades from the 1970s through the 2000s ranged between 1.6 and 2.1 million units a year.

So the American construction industry is looking at a demand curve that steps down from 1.4 million to 1.1 million and then to 800,000 across two decades — against an industry that was built, staffed and financed for a world in which the number was closer to two million.

Note that new-unit demand does not fall as fast as household growth. That is not an inconsistency. New units are needed for three reasons, not one: to house additional households, to replace units lost to demolition, fire, disaster and conversion, and to accommodate second homes and normal vacancy. The replacement component continues regardless of demographics, and in an aging stock it grows.

Which means the industry does not simply shrink in proportion. Its composition changes: a smaller share of new building on new land, a larger share of replacement and renovation, in a labour market discussed in Chapter 8 that is not currently organised to deliver that.

*   *   *
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THERE IS A REASON THESE projections are more reliable than economic forecasts generally are, and the reason is the same one that runs through every book about demography.

Everyone who will be forming a household in the United States in 2040 has already been born. The Joint Center is not predicting fertility for the relevant period; it is applying headship rates — the probability that a person of a given age, sex and background heads a household — to a population that already exists.

The uncertainties are therefore bounded. Headship rates can move, and have: young adults formed households later after 2008, which suppressed demand for a decade and then released it. Immigration can move, as described above. Mortality can move at the margins.

What cannot move is the size of the cohorts. The people who will be aged twenty-five to thirty-four in 2045 are in primary school now. The people who will be eighty in 2045 are sixty-one today, and there are a great many of them.

*   *   *
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THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN a household and a person has a consequence that will run through this book, and it should be stated early because it explains why the housing effect arrives before the population effect.

A country's population can still be growing while its household growth collapses, and vice versa. What matters for housing is the second.

The United States is not, at present, losing population. It is gaining, more slowly than it did, with immigration doing most of the work. But its household growth is projected to halve over two decades, because household growth depends on the balance between formation and dissolution, and the dissolution side is about to be very large.

This is why housing markets in countries with stable populations can nonetheless develop substantial surpluses. It is also why the phrase "the population isn't falling, so what's the problem" is a misunderstanding, not a rebuttal.

*   *   *
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HEADSHIP RATES ARE the hinge on which all of this turns, and they repay understanding because they are the one variable in the projection that human behaviour can still move.

A headship rate is the probability that a person of a given age heads a household of their own. It is high for people in their fifties and sixties, lower for people in their twenties, and it rises again at the very oldest ages as spouses die and one-person households form.

Multiply those rates by the population in each age band and you get the household count. Change the rates and you change the housing requirement of a country whose population has not moved at all.

American headship rates among young adults fell sharply after 2008 and recovered only partially. The effect was enormous: millions of people who in an earlier decade would have been renting an apartment were instead living with parents or sharing with roommates. Census figures cited by USAFacts put the number of Americans aged 25 to 34 living at home at 7.68 million in 2021, an increase of 87.4 percent over two decades.

That is not a demographic change. Those people exist; they are simply not heading households. Housing costs, student debt, delayed marriage and delayed childbearing all contribute, and none of them is fixed.

Which cuts both ways. If young adult headship recovered to its 1990s level, American housing demand would rise substantially without a single additional birth. If it fell further — if living with parents into one's thirties became more normal still, as it already is in parts of southern Europe — demand would fall faster than the demographic projection implies.

So the honest position is that household formation is more uncertain than population, in the near term, and much less uncertain in the long term. Behaviour can move headship rates by a few percentage points. It cannot conjure a cohort.

*   *   *
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THERE IS A FURTHER wrinkle in the household count that makes the near-term picture look better than the medium-term one, and it has misled a lot of commentary.

Freddie Mac, projecting the exit of baby boomer homeowners, notes that millennial and Gen Z household formation — estimated at more than two million additional potential households — will offset boomer exits through at least 2028.

That is true and it is temporary. The millennial cohort is large; it delayed household formation after 2008 more than any cohort in modern American history; and it has been forming households late and in volume ever since. That release of pent-up demand has propped up the market through a period when the underlying demographics were already deteriorating.

Pent-up demand releases once. When the millennial cohort has finished forming households, the cohort behind it is smaller, and the cohort behind that is smaller still.

So the numbers for the next few years will look reassuring, and they will be genuinely reassuring about the next few years, and they will say nothing whatever about the decade after. This is the standard shape of demographic misreading: a temporary offset is mistaken for a structural refutation.

*   *   *
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HOUSING RESPONDS TO household growth with a lag, and the lag is what turns a slowdown into a surplus.

A house takes between one and three years to go from land purchase to occupancy, longer where planning is contested. A large development takes five to ten. Infrastructure — the road, the sewer, the substation, the school — is planned on a twenty- to thirty-year horizon and financed on the same one.

So the housing being built today is a response to demand estimates made several years ago, and the infrastructure serving it is a response to estimates made decades ago. When the demand curve bends downward, the pipeline keeps delivering for years afterwards.

This is not a criticism of anyone. It is a description of a capital-intensive industry with long lead times operating on the only projections available. But it means that the first visible symptom of a demographic slowdown in housing is not a shortage of building. It is a period of building into a market that is quietly thinning, followed by an inventory overhang that nobody intended and everybody helped create.

Chapter 13 describes what that looks like when it is done at national scale by a country with a state-directed construction sector. The Chinese figures are extreme. The mechanism is not.

*   *   *
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THERE IS A DISTRIBUTIONAL point buried in the aggregate that will occupy several later chapters, and it should be flagged here so that the national numbers are not misread.

8.6 million additional households over a decade is a national net figure. It is the sum of large increases in some places and decreases in others.

The places adding households are, broadly, the metropolitan areas of the South and Mountain West, plus a handful of high-productivity metros that continue to attract people despite their cost. The places losing households are, broadly, rural counties across the interior, small industrial cities, and the peripheries of metropolitan areas that have stopped growing.

A national household increase of 860,000 a year is entirely compatible with two thousand counties in which the number of occupied dwellings falls every year for twenty years. Chapter 9 shows that the map of those counties is already drawn, in the form of a natural decrease statistic that covers 68 percent of American counties.

*   *   *
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THERE IS ONE MORE FEATURE of the household projection that requires emphasis, because it changes what kind of housing is needed, not how much.

The growth is overwhelmingly at the old end. Households headed by people 80 and over rise by nearly 60 percent in a decade. Households headed by people in their thirties do not, because the cohorts are smaller.

An 80-year-old household has different housing requirements from a 35-year-old household. It is smaller, frequently one person. It needs single-level access, or a lift, or a bathroom that can be entered with a walker. It generates no demand for school places and a great deal of demand for proximity to health care. It is far less likely to move, and far more likely to be the last occupant of the dwelling it is in.

So the country's fastest-growing housing segment wants something the existing stock mostly is not: small, accessible, close to services, and cheap to run. What it has instead is 149 million units, a median of which is 42 years old, built to a family standard, on the assumption that the occupant could climb stairs.

Chapter 16 takes up what that mismatch does. The point here is that "we need fewer houses" is not the whole of the projection. The projection says the country needs fewer houses of the kind it has and more of a kind it barely builds, which is a considerably harder problem than a simple contraction.

*   *   *
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IT IS WORTH ASKING why a projection this consequential and this well published has produced so little visible planning, because the answer recurs in every chapter of this book.

The projection is national, and almost nobody makes housing decisions nationally.

A homebuilder decides which subdivision to start in which county. A municipality decides whether to approve it. A bank decides whether to lend against it. A household decides whether to buy in it. Every one of those decisions is local, and at the local level the demographic signal is drowned out by things that move faster and matter more this year: interest rates, employment at the largest local employer, whether the schools are thought to be good, what the neighbouring county is doing.

There is no actor in the American housing system whose job is the size of the housing stock. There are actors responsible for its financing, its safety, its zoning, its energy performance and its fair allocation. There is nobody counting whether the country is building more dwellings than it will have households to fill.

The nearest thing is the aggregate demand estimate produced by researchers like the Joint Center — published annually, read by specialists, and acted upon by no one with the authority to act.

That is not a scandal. It is a structural feature of a housing system built on dispersed private decisions, and the same feature is what makes that system responsive and productive when demand is growing. The difficulty is that the identical structure, run in reverse, produces no orderly contraction at all. It produces a very large number of individual owners discovering separately, over twenty years, that the
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