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Rachel MaccleeRy  is managing 
director of ULI’s infrastructure initiative group.

Why did the Rockefeller Foundation 
decide to get involved with federal 
transportation policy? What needs 
and opportunities did you see? 
Since the end of World War II, U.S. 
transportation policy and funding 
have primarily focused on road 
and highway construction, with a 
special emphasis on interstates, the 
backbone of America’s 20th-century 
economy. As a consequence, commu-
nities and businesses have re  located 
to dynamic, diverse megaregions, 
often organized around overburdened 
and sometimes crumbling roadways. 
All too often, these megaregions 
have become nexuses of America’s 
most critical challenges: infrastruc-
ture failures that undermine eco-
nomic competitiveness, worsening 
environmental degradation and 
climate change, and declining eco-
nomic hopes and opportunities for 
many Americans.

When New Orleans’s levees broke 
during Hurricane Katrina, for example, 
Americans saw what can happen 
when the effects of the climate crisis, 
decaying infrastructure, and diminish-
ing economic opportunity converge. 
In Katrina’s wake, we can all appreci-
ate the need for robust, advance 
planning and focused attention on 
infrastructure investments.

At the Rockefeller Foundation, we 
provided money and technical staff 
to New Orleans’s recovery planning 
process, but we also recognized an 
opportunity to inform public debate 
around more sustainable, more equi-
table, 21st-century infrastructure to 
encourage policy makers to plan and 
build a smarter road forward. We 
looked particularly closely at federal 
transportation policy and connec-
tions between the government’s allo-

cation of money and those dollars’ 
impacts on economic opportunity 
and environmental sustainability. 

In the recently enacted economic 
recovery package, President Obama 
and Congress made strides toward 
addressing both these issues. The 
stimulus package provides 
substantial new support to 
advance equitable and sus-
tainable transportation: high-
speed rail lines, municipal bus 
services, urban mass transit 
systems, and rural broadband 
lines that reduce consumers’ 
need to drive, just to name a 
few measures.

Our policy makers, however, 
still have a great distance to 
travel. The United States needs 
a comprehensive vision for 
21st-century, multimodal trans-
portation services, systems, 
and infrastructure. We need 
to plan and build infrastruc-
ture that moves people from 
affordable homes to good schools, 
well-paying jobs, and economic 
opportunity—and that puts us on 
track toward energy independence 
while driving down carbon emis-
sions. The decisive moment will 
come during the debate over the 
surface transportation bill up for 
reauthorization later this year.

What are the outcomes you are 
hoping for?
The United States can no longer 
afford 20th-century fiscal policies 
that direct four of every five gas 
tax dollars to roads and highways. 
Washington must, instead, invest 
in affordable, accessible, and envi-
ronmentally sustainable transporta-
tion options: high-speed and light 

rail, rapid and mass transit, and 
walkable, bike-friendly community 
development. Policy makers need 
to ensure that funds are directed 
toward improving Americans’ qual-
ity of life by reducing transportation 
costs in household budgets. They 

need to use transportation dollars to 
make cities and urban areas more 
competitive, as well as encourage 
synergistic intergovernmental coor-
dination, planning, and efficiency. 
All of this needs to be part of a 
comprehensive vision for America’s 
transportation infrastructure.

What are the main obstacles to 
achieving reform of federal trans
portation policy? What challenges 
must be overcome?
The United States lacks a holistic 
strategy to sustainably strengthen 
its transportation infrastructure. One 
major obstacle is that our federal 
system allows local municipalities 
to opt out of regional planning 
efforts—though we’ve certainly 
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begun to see new cooperation and 
collaboration in recent weeks. 

Another obstacle is bureaucratic 
fragmentation. Ten or so adminis-
trative agencies under the Depart-
ment of Transportation focus on 
regulating their own domains with 
little coordination. It’s not enough 
to throw money at the problem; 
government needs an overall vision 
of what transportation services and 
systems ought to accomplish. Infra-
structure, energy, land use, housing, 
environmental, and employment 
challenges are all interrelated. The 
most effective way to address one is 
to address the others. If we expand 
our frame of reference and see the 
entire system, then our investments 
can create jobs, bolster economic 
competitiveness, and mitigate cli-
mate change all at the same time.

How has the debate about the 
economic recovery package 
changed the transportation  
and infrastructure landscape?
The national debate over the Presi-
dent’s stimulus package amplified 
calls for and accelerated the cause  
of a comprehensive national trans-
portation vision in at least two 
important ways. First, it opened 
discussion about which infrastructure 
investments are most important and 
effective. The federal government’s 
new funding for urban mass transit, 
for instance, is a substantial down-
payment toward a more sustainable 
and equitable urban future.

Second, the debate set our chal-
lenges and opportunities in sharp 
relief. Not since the mid–20th 
century, when Americans joined 
together to construct an interstate 
highway system that supported 
unrivaled economic prosperity, 
have we planned and built with 
a grand purpose—in service of a 
national common good. Today, 
we must think and act on that 
same scale, but in a different way 
because the world has dramatically 
changed—because we cannot solve 
today’s problems with yesterday’s 
ideas. The surface transportation 
bill will be a decisive crossroads. 

are calling out for new government 
investment in jobs that can’t move 
offshore—public works and energy-
efficient projects in particular. These 
kinds of jobs [constitute] almost a 
third of the federal government’s 
stimulus effort. Now, we must do 
more to design and deploy public 
policies and funding priorities that 
expand mixed-use, mixed-income 
development; strengthen urban 
regions as crossroads of commerce 
and culture; and usher in a rising 
tide of economic growth.

How does transportation policy 
affect development? What role 
should the development com
munity play in efforts to enact 
transportation reform?
The Urban Land Institute’s lead-
ership and membership know 
best. We hear and echo its call 
for development that’s organized 
around transportation options. I 
think this recession has highlighted 
that America’s old patterns of growth 
just aren’t working anymore. We’ve 
bumped up against the limits of 
20th-century thinking. Developers 
must push elected officials to change 
their policy choices and funding pri-
orities, and continue sounding the 
alarm about how our shared eco-
nomic well-being is directly linked 
to our transportation investments. 

We all must recognize that the 
current crisis is a terrible thing to 
waste. As Americans, we have a 
once-in-a-generation opening for 
innovation in urban policy making 
writ large: in health care and infra-
structure, energy and education, 
the environment and economy—all 
of the interrelated challenges of the 
21st century that manifest them-
selves across our cityscapes. This 
is an enormous opportunity. If we 
squander it, we’ll have nobody to 
blame but ourselves. UL

It’s Washington’s last, best chance 
to invest in solving our intercon-
nected energy, housing, and infra-
structure challenges, especially as 
oil grows scarcer and the global 
climate crisis worsens.

What role does transportation play 
in the United States’ bigger infra
structure picture? How do all of  
the pieces fit together?
It’s clear we’ve reached a turn-
ing point in American history. The 
nation’s challenges may be great, 
but, together, we have the capac-
ity and competency to meet them 
if we make the right choices and 
galvanize the political will. We can 
build 21st-century infrastructure 
and a 21st-century workforce at 
the same time. We can develop 
and use clean, reliable, renewable, 
sustainable energy supplies that 
mitigate climate change. We can 
create transportation infrastructure 
that moves people from affordable 
housing to world-class schools, 
family-supporting jobs, and eco-
nomic opportunity. Plus we can, 
in turn, manage more sustainable 
growth in our urban regions.

Europe, Japan, and China are decades 
ahead of the United States in build
ing highspeed rail and mov  ing their 
cities into the postoil economy by 
building efficient mass transit.  
Even the emerging megacities in 
the developing world understand 
that autocentric development will 
not be sustainable and are laying 
down bus rapid transit lines and 
tying these to walkable streets and 
to greenways and bike paths. Can 
the United States do less?
It’s certainly true that the United 
States’ infrastructure is in jeopardy 
of losing its standing as the world’s 
best. While repairing old infrastruc-
ture is crucial, the United States 
also needs a new generation of 
regional infrastructure investments 
that prioritize sustainability, promote 
equity, and create jobs the right 
way, right away. Last summer, a 
comprehensive Rockefeller Founda-
tion/TIME poll of several thousand 
American workers found that citizens 
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