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Long known as a land of sprawl and dis-
connected communities, Los Angeles has 
emerged as a leader in transit investments, 

providing forward-thinking leadership for how 
infrastructure finance can and should continue, 
even in difficult financial times. 

The vision laid out by Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa  
and other civic leaders includes light rail linked 
to an expansive bus network connecting the 
cultural homes of the African-American, Latino, 
and Asian-American communities; a “subway to 
the sea” that runs through a heavily congested 
but jobs rich corridor, and a beautiful intermodal 
transit hub in a reinvigorated downtown. When 
Mayor Villaraigosa asked the federal government 
to loan the region money to accelerate this vi-
sion—making it happen in ten years instead of 
thirty—it captured the imagination of national 
policymakers and community stakeholders alike 
and began a conversation about how the federal 
government can support local innovation and 
help accelerate private and public investment in 
infrastructure without breaking the bank. This 
story began with a simple local tax measure.

In 2008, Los Angeles County voters approved 
Measure R, a half-cent sales tax, and did so with 
a two-thirds majority. The measure pays for 30 
years of transportation improvements connect-
ing people to each other and to economic op-
portunity throughout the county. Knowing that 
the county would generate these resources 
over time, but antsy to accelerate the pace of 
investment so that community benefits could 
be achieved sooner, the mayor has advocated 
for the federal government to provide a series 
of loans to be paid back using those sales tax 
receipts.  As a result, what would have taken 30 
years to complete, could potentially only take 10 
years. The idea has gained national currency as 
a mechanism through which the federal govern-
ment can work in partnership with local govern-

ments and the private sector to improve regional 
mobility, get people back to work, and build 
healthier and more equitable communities. This 
vision has been coined “America Fast Forward”. 

This proposal has generated a tremendous 
amount of excitement among a diversity of 
stakeholders in Los Angeles County, including 
business, community based groups, housing and 
commercial developers, labor unions, philanthro-
py, and environmental stewards, among others. 
People from all walks of life recognize that this 
accelerated transit investment will have a huge 
impact on the communities along existing and 
new transit corridors. In particular, many folks 
want to take proactive measures to ensure that 
the low-income and moderate income people 
currently living along these transit corridors will 
stand to benefit from this investment, and not 
get displaced because the communities they 
have lived in for years and years have suddenly 
become more desirable and better connected to 
the regional economy.

This latter challenge begs the question: With 
transit construction on an accelerated path, how 

can “America Fast Forward” also fosters the ac-
celeration of community benefits—such as af-
fordable housing development and preservation, 
provision of childcare centers, grocery, finance, 
and health services, and other community ame-
nities near transit– so that all people are on the 
proverbial train, and not left in its tracks? Af-
ter all, as data shows year to year, it is low and 
moderate-income people who use public transit 
the most. Having access to quality public transit 
offers people the ability to save money on trans-
portation and spend it on other things. 

Some structural challenges make aligning the 
pace of transit investment with the pace of com-
munity development a complicated but not im-
possible endeavor. These include:

 � Transit investments are made at the regional 
scale, often across jurisdictions, while most 
housing and community development 
investments are made at the project 
or neighborhood scale making it more 
challenging to align planning processes.

 � Because transit agencies and city and county 

planning, housing and economic development 
staffs report to different agencies and are 
focused on meeting different performance 
expectations, there is not a lot of incentive 
for transit agencies and city and county 
departments to work together on community 
development activities around transit nodes. 

 � There is no dedicated source of station area 
planning dollars in the region, state, or at the 
federal scale. Moreover, such planning is a low 
priority with transit agencies who perceive 
that such planning efforts will slow down their 
timeline and potentially increase their costs. 

 � It is difficult to generate the resources to get 
out ahead of transit planning and construction 
to set aside land for the purposes of affordable 
housing or other amenities that will ensure 
needed transit ridership down the line. 
Not doing these things now could result in 
prohibitively high land costs in the future.

While it most often falls on local jurisdictions to 
take on station area planning and land acquisi-
tion, this can be a deep burden for cities strug-
gling to cover their basic daily public safety 
costs. Moreover, with a growing number of re-
gions passing similar sales taxes and anticipat-
ing that the federal government will accelerate 
transit expansion, it makes more sense to set 
national standards for how regions will make the 
most of these critical investments and provide 
the incentives for them to do so.  Some of this 
can happen through enhancements to existing 
federal loan programs such as the Transporta-
tion Infrastructure Finance and Innovation Act 
(TIFIA), and by getting federal agencies on the 
same page in terms of defining the kinds of com-
munity outcomes expected from federal invest-
ments.  But ultimately, this needs to occur at the 
local level through better coordination of transit 
agencies with city and county departments, in-
cluding streets, planning, housing and economic 
development and with the individuals and fami-
lies who are ultimately the most impacted by the 
outcomes of these investments.

LA Vision; US Promise

Photo by Francis Reilly / Creative Commons 

Implications
of the America
Fast Forward

Proposal


	_GoBack

