
 

 

 

Remembering “Public Works” in a Growing Metropolis 

 

 

Infrastructure, or as it used to be called, “public works,” is something we tend to take for granted.  

We assume it will be built and maintained, and we expect its provision to keep pace with the 

county’s rapid growth.  Even though roads, bridges and power lines are used every day, most 

citizens pay little attention to them unless they break down. 

 

Infrastructure is defined as the physical part of civilization, but the word itself is relatively new.1 

The old term, public works, fell out of favor because of its association with pork-barrel spending 

(projects earmarked for particular Congressional districts or states) as well as logrolling and vote-

trading by members of Congress.  After Vice President Spiro Agnew was forced to resign for 

accepting bribes in exchange for road contracts in his home state of Maryland, the term “public 

works” became downright pejorative.  It was in this political climate that “infrastructure,” which 

sounds a bit like a euphemism, gained currency.  Indeed, the term still was so exotic in the 1980s 

that it appeared between quotation marks the first time it was used in a news story in the Wall 

Street Journal.  

 

Political leaders have strong incentives to deliver benefits to their constituents in the form of capital 

improvements, and they reap the highest rewards from newly-built infrastructure.  Because it is 

difficult to claim credit for maintaining existing infrastructure, they are more apt to conserve their 

time and political capital for other priorities.  Furthermore, infrastructure is not salient to most 

citizens.  Government may not prioritize the maintenance and repair of existing infrastructure in 

the absence of public pressure, so there is a risk that the older physical structure of Orange County 

will be neglected as the region grows. 
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Orange County’s population is expected to grow by a half-million, from 3.1 million to over 3.6 

million in 2040.  Even though we saw a large outmigration during the later years of the last decade, 

ending in 2010 (the Schwarzenegger years) the population is growing again because of thousands 

of people moving into the county during normal years.  According to the Orange County Business 

Council, a housing shortage with severe economic consequences may ensue unless there is a shift 

toward development of new houses and apartments in higher density.2  

 

Employment in the county is expected to reach 1,884,000 in 2040 compared to 1,403,000 in 2012.  

The half-million wage and salary jobs that will be added to the country’s workforce will be across-

the-board: Construction, manufacturing, transportation, utilities, retail, financial services, 

professional services, information services, health, education, leisure, and government.  In other 

words, every sector of the economy except agriculture is expected to share in this growth. 

 

The county, which already has over one million households, is expected to add between 100,000 

and 200,000 more by 2040.  In that same time, we are adding a half-million vehicles to the county’s 

freeways and streets. Current projections are 3.1 million registered automobiles in 2040, compared 

to 2.5 million in 2012.   

 

The projected steady growth in vehicle traffic is cause for concern not only because of pollution, 

lost productivity quality of life, but also because of the county’s aging roads and bridges.  A report 

by the American Road and Transportation Builders Association warned that five percent of the 

county’s bridges were “structurally deficient,” slightly higher than the national average.3 

Although some regions of the country had a higher proportion of structurally deficient bridges, the 

bridges in Orange County were of particular concern.  These included sections of the 22 and 55 

freeways constructed in the 1960s, with an extremely high volume of vehicle traffic.  
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The possibility of help came from an unlikely source in 2016, when Republican Presidential 

Candidate Donald Trump proposed to spend $1 trillion on infrastructure as a form of economic 

stimulus.  Following the election, excited governors including California’s Edmund G. Brown, Jr. 

praised the idea and submitted their recommendations for “shovel-ready” projects.   

 

The president-elect’s transition team responded with a list of 50 priority projects, which appeared 

to be the first step toward building political support in Congress and the states for the massive 

spending that would be required.4  One project on the priority list the proposed desalinization plant 

in Huntington Beach, which would provide drinking water to the county.  The Trump team also 

identified another water project which would benefit the region, the proposed Water Conservation, 

Recovery and Storage Project in the Cadiz Valley.  

 

Despite the new administration’s initial support for these water projects, there are a few reasons 

for caution.  In the current political climate, Congressional leaders have been reluctant to approve 

new domestic spending.  Stimulus spending can often be a popular remedy when the country is 

facing an economic emergency. However, a consensus for economic stimulus will be elusive, 

considering the strong economy President Trump and the current Congress inherited from the 

previous administration. In an apparent acknowledgement of this reality, Trump scaled back his 

proposal to spend $1 trillion on infrastructure to $550 billion after winning the election.  

 

In another ominous sign, Trump’s entire policy advisory team resigned before the election last 

November because they had not been paid by the campaign.  This raised questions over who in the 

White House, if anyone, would spearhead the infrastructure plan and negotiate with a recalcitrant 

Congress.  After one month in office, the president has thus far shown very little interest in 

following through with his promised infrastructure bill.  He has not talked about it publicly, except 

when he was asked about it by a reporter at a press briefing, and his answer was peculiar.   

 

As we anticipate the consequences of growth in the 2040s, it is worth reexamining another time 

when Californians attempted to project three decades into the future.  In 1971, a group of California 
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business leaders, environmentalists, and elected officials published a pamphlet that served up two 

contrasting visions of California’s future. The pamphlet, entitled “The California Tomorrow Plan,” 

attracted the attention of planners and officials around the state and the nation. The plan identified 

a list of urgent problems facing the state in 1971, a time and place dubbed by the authors as 

“California Zero.” They argued that each of these problems, ranging from preservation of 

agricultural land to civil unrest, was rooted in four dysfunctional public policy arrangements that 

needed to be addressed. The four arrangements included: (1) a lack of individual political strength, 

(2) a lack of individual economic strength, (3) a damaging population distribution, and (4) a 

damaging pattern of resource consumption.5  California’s social and economic viability would be 

determined, according to the report, by the willingness of policymakers to act in these four areas 

over the following three decades. 

 

The plan offered two scenarios projecting what California might be like in the 21st century. 

“California One” was a nightmarish scenario that the authors predicted would emerge after 30 

years of policies that encouraged unrestrained economic growth. In California One, increased 

urbanization led to massive sprawl and environmental destruction. These problems were 

exacerbated by governmental policies that subsidized certain economic enterprises while only 

sporadically enforcing control regulations. In California One, the state budget reflected separate 

programs of several single-purpose agencies. Because the budgeting and accounting process was 

not designed to make full assessments of various policy alternatives, the costs of planning and 

coordination were overstated. Quality of life in California was severely impaired as growth 

continued unabated. Sprawling cities joined with one another, devouring open space in between. 

Air pollution increased, despite tougher air quality standards, as more automobiles appeared on 

the new freeways and roads that connected the proliferating suburbs. Several species, including 

the remaining salmon population, were lost due to habitat destruction. The state’s national parks 

became severely congested. The affluent sought refuge from crime in the security of private, gated 

communities. In other words, California One was the logical consequence of three decades of 

development, while clinging to 1970 methods of solving problems. 
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“California Two” was an alternative scenario of the state at the beginning of the twenty-first 

century, which would be expected if policymakers followed the authors’ proposed path. In contrast 

with California One, quality of life was much higher in this near-utopian vision of the twenty-first 

century.  Coordination replaced governmental fragmentation and the piecemeal policymaking 

practices of the past were overcome through rational planning. In this vision, agricultural and open 

space were preserved, as growth was carefully managed and confined to urban boundaries. Energy-

efficient mass transit systems moved people within and between urban centers, and wilderness 

areas and recreational space remained intact.  

 

What is striking about the vision in the more optimistic scenario is how many of the proposals 

concern infrastructure.  It features illustrations of seaports and public parks, high-speed bullet 

trains and monorails, as well as uncongested freeways connecting urban centers surrounded by 

open space. Aggressively-landscaped city streets and urban parks are places of commerce and 

recreation.  Today, as policymakers and the public try to envision a prosperous and sustainable 

region in 2040, public works invariable occupies a central place in that vision. 

 


