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To lower home prices — update codes, lower tariffs,
sell public land
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One reason American voters handed the country’s reins back to President Donald Trump was the extreme
inflation in housing prices that took place under his predecessor.

The federal government has less influence over this issue than, say, California mayors and legislators — but
whoever is in the White House can take certain steps to push prices down. The federal government can lower
construction material costs, release more land for homebuilding and ensure that federal grants are used
efficiently.

Unlike American manufacturing, residential construction has missed out on productivity improvements for
decades. One reason is that building code updates, which are written by an industry group, increase costs more
often than they decrease them.

As a result, cost-conscious states usually stick with older, cheaper building codes. But that means they miss out
on productive innovations. The Trump administration could start by creating a building code innovation module,
consisting only of cost-decreasing updates, which states and cities could then adopt.

U.S. building codes have fallen behind peer countries in construction techniques for mid-rise buildings, which
provide important, dense housing supply using little land. The administration could help states already in the
process of identifying safety standards for the construction of four- to six-story buildings with a single staircase.
A related innovation would adopt lower-cost elevator standards for small buildings, which would enable cost-
effective accessibility.

As the new administration sets tariff rates, it should balance construction costs among its priorities. The Biden
administration doubled Trump’s original tariff on Canadian lumber, adding thousands to the cost of each new
house. Cutting that tariff to its 2020 rate — or better yet, eliminating it and aiming tariffs at strategic opponents
instead of America’s strongest ally —would bring immediate relief to builders and buyers. Instead, in his first few
weeks back in office, Trump has scheduled higher tariffs on Canadian goods, including lumber, and added a 25%
global steel tariff, which will make it much more expensive to build the next Trump Tower.

Another factor that has driven up home prices and limited inventory is a chronic scarcity of construction workers.
Through immigration policy, the Trump administration could either aggravate the shortage or ease it, which
would either raise or lower housing costs.

In land use, as in construction productivity, the federal government plays a quietly influential role. Trump has
proposed building new “freedom cities” on federally owned land across the country. That’s one of several ways
that huge federal landholdings could be opened for housing and jobs relatively free of local politics and
NIMBYism.

Another idea is to expand nationwide the successful Southern Nevada Public Land Management Act, which allows
the sale of federal land to support suburban growth.




Other regulations and agencies influence the use of privately owned land. For instance, federal rules on storm
water drainage are not only strict, but also complex and scattered. A first step would be to unify those rules in a

single place. Once unified, they can be analyzed and streamlined as appropriate.

Some agencies, such as the Federal Aviation Administration and the Department of Defense, quietly influence
local land use. An administration-wide directive could nudge them to affirm more homebuilding where
appropriate rather than reflexively blocking it.

Yet the federal government’s most immediate connection to cities is through grant-making for a range of
purposes. Many federal regulations require grantees to undergo expensive planning exercises to qualify for
funding. Experience shows that the plans usually have no influence on subsequent actions. The new
administration must ensure that money is used well by emphasizing outcome-based reporting for federal
grantees instead.

Despite these many touchpoints, Americans should remember that the fault is not in our presidents, but in
ourselves, that we are underbuilding. Federal innovation and efficiency can support local efforts but cannot
replace them.
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