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Transportation Infrastructure: Making a Federal Case for Local Power 
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Ezra Pound said, “All great art is born of the metropolis.” Without knowing it, Pound described what could 
be the most profound trend in both transportation and urban planning. 

Art takes many forms. But what is happening in cities and metropolitan regions around the US is definitely 
as much art as it is politics, government, finance, transportation, and science. 

“A revolution is stirring in America. Like all 
great revolutions, this one starts with a simple 
but profound truth: Cities and metropolitan 
areas are the engines of economic prosperity 
and social transformation in the United States.” 
With that as its launching point, Bruce Katz’s 
The Metropolitan Revolution: How Cities and 
Metros Are Fixing Our Broken Politics and 
Fragile Economy details how cities and 
metropolitan regions are redefining the urban 
landscape, transportation funding mechanisms, 
federal government involvement, and the 
future. 

Katz and co-author Jennifer Bradley, both of 
the Brookings Institution, consider Los Angeles no small player in this process. In an interview for this 
article, Katz explained the critical role Los Angeles is playing in this revolution. 

“What is happening in Los Angeles is emblematic of the new way that leadership plays out in the US. I’m 
talking about the packaging and execution of Measure R, the building of a modern, state-of-the-art transit 
system in Los Angeles primarily financed by local resources. For a long time, we only thought of 
transportation and transit in a very narrow way. The way in which Measure R was sold and is being 
implemented really reminds us of the comprehensive impact and possibilities of transit and transport. 

“What we talk about in the book is the smart federalism that has played out after Measure R was adapted. 
The ability of Los Angeles, together with a network of other cities and metropolitan areas, to go to the 
federal government and advocate collectively for innovative financing that would allow Los Angeles to 
accelerate the construction of transit was obviously a hard thing to do for cities. But it shows how when 
the federal government acts in the service of metro innovation, we finally get the federal government we 
need and frankly we should demand in this century.” 
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Metro CEO and WTS-LA Mentorship Co-Chair Art Leahy agrees. 

“We’re redesigning the urban fabric of Los Angeles. We’re in development with 27 major capital projects. 
In addition, we’re looking at 3 or 4 major P3 projects. And one of the best things is that the board [Metro 
Board of Directors] wants us to develop and implement these projects. They want us to experiment and 
innovate, to advance projects as quickly as possible. We also enjoy a very high level of public support. 
The public has given us a lot of money and they expect results.” 

From the Crenshaw/LAX Transit Corridor project to the Regional Connector Transit Corridor to a 10-mile 
P3 tunnel through the Sepulveda Pass to a P3 train project in the north of LA County, the varied projects 
Leahy speaks of are proof positive of Katz’s theory. Though some federal monies are involved, the force 
behind these projects is local. That is a fundamental change in the way transportation projects have 
traditionally been realized. 

WTS-LA President Lynda Bybee adds, “We’re not the only self-help county. You’re seeing more 
transportation measures going on the ballot nationwide. Locally, voters appreciate what it means to tax 
themselves to improve their mobility and quality of life. The truth is there is only a discrete amount of 
federal funding available for infrastructure. So it makes abundant sense to invest in as much local control 
as possible for projects and funding. If we go to the federal government with a project and the support of 
local taxpayers in terms of funding, that makes us a more attractive partner for the federal government. 
That’s what we’re looking at with our America Fast Forward program.” 

As Bybee suggests, Los Angeles is not the only jurisdiction turning the traditional funding model on its 
head. Entities around the country are finding it a compelling model as well. 

“Fundamentally, the way infrastructure has been delivered 
has been forever changed,” adds AECOM vice president 
and WTS member Diana Mendes. “But this is all very 
much a lesson in learning to apportion risk. Right now, 
we’re in a period of true innovation, where people are 
crafting new approaches. It’s a time of experimentation, 
and that’s pretty exciting. Look, we can’t build our way out 
of congestion. So we need to use all of the tools we have 
in our toolbox. The overall message has become pretty 
clear: don’t wait for federal direction. Get out ahead of that 
on your own.” 

CH2M Hill International Division President Jacqueline Hinman sees the 
new paradigm as a natural outgrowth of America’s evolving 
demographics. 

“Local entities conceiving and implementing major infrastructure projects 
is fantastic for several reasons. As major population centers get denser, 
the need for congestion relief and ease of mobility becomes more 
pressing. Cities know they need smart transportation infrastructure 
planning and development because they have a direct and tremendous 
impact on quality of life. Cities like Los Angeles understand this, 
especially when you consider the popular support for Measure R. And I 
don’t really see any downside of doing this. Smart transport and 
infrastructure planning make good cities great and great cities even 
better. And this is a very effective way to ensure optimum planning and 
implementation.” 

Ezra Pound said, “All great art is born of the metropolis.” But the metropolis is giving birth to more than 
just art. Today, cities and metropolitan regions are changing the game in planning, developing, executing, 
and implementing transportation infrastructure. And Los Angeles is ground zero for this change. 
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Again, Bruce Katz explains. “The transportation story of Los Angeles plays out on many different levels. I 
think Los Angeles is at the vanguard of a new kind of federalism in the US where metros lead and 
ultimately the federal government follows.” 

This article first appeared in the Fall 2013 edition of our WTS Los Angeles newsletter and was 
subsequently published in Metro magazine.  

This article was written by Arthur Schurr. Schurr is a Brooklyn-based writer who reports on transportation 
infrastructure. He can be reached at ArthurSchurr@aol.com. The photographs of Lynda Bybee and Art 
Leahy and of Diana Mendes are by John Livzey. 
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