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COMMENTARY

Editorials, letters, columns and other opinions

Solving Infrastructure Problems Takes Civic Vision

A recent report
published by the Ur-
ban Land Institute,
“Infrastructure 2010:
Investment Impera-
tive,” argues that the
U.S. is fundamental-

. ly deficient in both
COMMENTARY  the amount, and
Gary London state of, infrastruc-

ture, including roads,
rail, energy, water and sewer systems.

The problem is reminiscent of an-
other infrastructural shortage some 80
years ago. President Roosevelt attacked
that problem by creating agencies to
fund and employ people to build things:
Many of San Diego’s classic buildings
— including the downtown library, the
County Administration Center at 1600
Pacific Highway, not to mention the
area’s bridges and dams — were built
during the frenetic period of the Great
Depression, both as a response to the
deficiencies of that era and as a way to
put people to work.

Taking a page from that playbook, the
ULI has issued a “call to arms” for our
nation to pay attention to the decline of
our infrastructure.

They call for a “National Vision” for
infrastructure improvement, a vision
which includes identifying resources
and prioritizing programs to repair
and modernize outmoded systems.
They suggest that the need to allocate
resources and prioritize these programs
will define the quality of our economic
future for the next 100 years. They
explicitly state that America’s ability to
remain competitive globally depends on
this investment.

Indeed, this is a theme that has
recently been part of a vigorous debate
among thinkers and analysts who are
focused on America’s future and our
urban landscape.

Richard Florida recently published
“The Great Reset” in which he estimates
that the need to invest in high-speed,
fixed-rail systems to connect mega-re-
gions such as Chicago to New York City,
New York City to Washington, D.C., or
Southern California to San Francisco,
would range from $140 billion to $500
billion.

The federal government spent $429
billion (in 2009 dollars) to build the U.S.
highway system in the 1950s and ’60s.
The completion of that system com-
pletely changed our lives by fostering
mobility in automobiles both within and
between cities.

High-speed rail is a solution, he sug-
gests, that will resurrect the declining
regions of the Midwest and rust belt by
linking them with the economic power
centers of the East Coast.

Not too far removed from this con-
cept, although coming at it from a far
different perspective, is Joel Kotkin, in
his recent book, “The Next Hundred
Million.”

Kotkin suggests that our nation is in-
evitably going to add 100 million people
through the combination of natural
growth and immigration between now
and the year 2050.

He sees a future as one of re-popu-
lating our rust belts and prairie states,
because they are cheaper, flatter, more

welcoming and consistent with the
manufacturing boom that he foresees for
America.

While Florida ultimately argues that
the future of America lies in its ability to
live in densely populated environments,
which would reduce land-use waste and
auto dependency, Kotkin argues that
America’s future ought to be a continu-
ation of the suburbanizing trends which
played out in the 20" century.

Rather than agreeing with urbanists
such as Florida, Kotkin embraces the
high quality of life concept that has fu-
eled suburban growth for decades and
suggests that Americans are not going to
wean themselves from that lifestyle.

Growing Footloose Companies

Kotkin and Florida are at different
ends of the land-use futures spectrum.

I have come to the conclusion that
the answer to our economic and urban
ills falls somewhere in between. I mean
that literally and figuratively. Literally,
America is going to grow. And because
it is expensive to grow exclusively on
the coasts, we will very likely grow “in
between.”

Most high-technology companies are
“footloose”: They can expand any-
where, unlike the 19* and 20" century
manufacturers who were tied to certain
geographic regions. Localities bid for
their services by providing economic
incentives, a reliable work force base and
a willingness to approve the development
of their facilities in a high quality-of-life
environment.

They can and will go to places that
were literally passed over in America’s
last 50 years of the 20" century, when 70
percent of our nation’s growth migrated
to the “Sunbelt,” principally Arizona,
California, Florida and Texas.

I am betting along with Kotkin,
Florida and the ULI that our nation’s
economic future is bright. While we all
have a different “take” on how all of
this will play out, just below the surface
of these philosophical debates there is
agreement.

Engage in a Mature Debate

Therefore, the only real argument is
how we prepare for this growth.

Coastal California cities, including
San Diego, are simply not engaged in
a mature debate about our economic
future and our growth. Some of this is
understandable since we are mired in the
current mess of limited fiscal resources
and how to deal with it.

These are the great issues of our times
and they are thematically playing out in
every political race now under way, from
governor to city council seats.

There is very little room to argue
about long-term basic infrastructure
needs when we have pension deficits,
prospective tax increases, cuts in services
and neglected parks, libraries, schools
and safety services to work out.

It’s really a matter of how we balance
the short-term problems with long-term
needs and solutions. Let me suggest a
better framework for this debate:

Recognize change: For instance, we
are not going to continue to grow our
manufacturing sector in San Diego. San
Diego is too expensive, has too little

available land, housing costs will remain
too high and transportation problems
are too ominous for most manufacturers
to sustain and grow here. However, we
will benefit from the rise of the profes-
sional, knowledge-based, idea-driven
sectors, an urban future rooted in tech-
nology, entrepreneurship, tourism and
the economic multipliers from a large
military presence.

Act creatively: We must revitalize our
aging transportation, water, waste and
energy infrastructures by reaching out
for new solutions. This will require a new
focus on revitalizing existing communi-
ties in unconventional ways.

Think forward, not backward:
Looking to 19" and 20™ century solu-
tions for these infrastructure upgrades,
including their financing and imple-
mentation, is backwards. Prepare and
build on our strengths and shed the
past.

For instance, building an expensive
expansion of fixed-rail transit — be it
an expansion of the trolley or a coastal
high-speed system — should be sub-
ject to two simple tests: Will people
ride them, and, are there other quicker,
cheaper solutions?

New Framework for Finding Solutions

While we are currently mired in water
problems, there is actually plenty of
water. We have inched towards economic
parity between shipping water here from
elsewhere, and recapturing it from the
ocean, or recycling it from waste. The
current focus on conservation must be
expanded to more expeditiously take us
to these new water futures.

While our school districts are cutting
costs, the result of which might jeopar-
dize our future by under-educating our
children, why not distribute an iPad to
every student to dent the ever-increasing
student-teacher ratio? This is not a joke.
We know that employing technology
to educate our children might reduce
teacher requirements. This has to be
the cheapest, quickest way to solve our
education problem.

And there is an energy solution which
can be implemented home by home,
business by business, in deploying small
systems — be they solar, wind or energy
management based.

The answers are out there. [ am
proposing that we start attacking these
infrastructural problems by starting with
a new framework.

I am also suggesting that we stop be-
ing intimidated by the present so we can
look to the future. I know that is a hard
thing to do given the harsh realities of
our economic times.

There is simply too much institution-
alized inertia, including the paucity of
political leadership and dominant vested
interests.

But America has extricated itself out
of these messes before, and we can and
have the responsibility to do so again.
Locally, we can start by creating a new
civic vision.

Gary H. London is president of The
London Group Realty Advisors, which
provides real estate consulting and economic
analysis. Check him out on the Web at
londongroup.com.
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