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D
uring his successful  cam-
p ai g n , Pres ident  Tr u mp
announced that his admin-
istration would launch a $1
tri l l ion infrastructure-led

s t imu lu s  p ackage  to  b e  implemente d
over the course of  10 years. The idea cen-
ters around public–private partnerships,
with the plan embodying $137 billion in
tax credits to attract private capital; in
theor y, the associated economic impacts
would cover any lost public tax revenue.

Hy pothetical ly, the idea makes sense.
The U.S. private sector represents a store-
house of  substantial  investment capital
searching for y ield. Among the enter-
prises seeking to deploy capital are pen-
sion funds, mult inational corporations,
univers it y  endow ments, pr ivate  equi-
ties, and hedge funds. The public sector,
by contrast, general ly has precious l it-
tle available capital. What capital  exists
mainly flows to non-infrastructure pri-
orit ies, whether it  be entit lements, edu-
cat ion, or other public ser v ices.

Trump’s plan has gained some intel-
lectual  suppor t — Bob Poole, a  l iber-
t a r i a n  e c o n o m i s t  fo r  t h e  Re a s o n
Fou n d at i o n , h a s  s a i d  t h at  Pre s i d e nt

Trump’s plan w il l  treat infrastructure as
a public utility. Specifically, he has stated
that, “People get their highway bill  ever y
month l ike  they get  their  elect r ic  bi l l
and water bi l l . They’re pay ing for what
they use and only what they use. They’re
not subsidizing a whole bunch of  other
projects that they never see.” 1

The practical consideration is whether
these public–private partnerships could
generate enough of  a return in the pri-
vate sector to attract sufficient levels of
pr ivate  capita l . Whi le  tax credits  w i l l
help, in cer tain instances, public–pri-
vate partnerships may not emerge due to
a lack of  sufficient return. Moreover, to
generate  retur ns  adequate  for  pr ivate
investors, there may be large increases
i n  to l l s , a i r p or t  fe e s , a n d  o t h e r  u s e r
charges that may not be acceptable to
public policy makers.

Another considerat ion is  that while
private interest may benefit  cer tain cat-
egories (e.g., power grids and toll roads),
there may be a lack of  sufficient inter-
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e s t  i n  ot h e r  c ate gor i e s , w h i ch  wou l d
result  in an unbalanced investment in
the nat ion’s  inf rast r uc ture, w ith less-
favored segments cont inuing to suffer
from underinvestment.

The new president’s  polit ical  oppo-
nents have suggested a different plan but
have  not  re jec ted the  not ion that  the
nation needs to invest more aggressively
in its infrastructure. An alternative plan
released in late Januar y offers to spend
the same amount of  money ($1 tr i l l ion)
over the same t ime period (10 years).
The plan would embrace a more tradi-
t ional approach by increasing spending
in areas perceived as requir ing the most
funding, with $220 billion set to go toward
repair ing bridges and roads, $180 bil-
lion dedicated to upgrading mass trans-
p o r t at i o n  s y s t e m s , a n d  $ 1 1 0  b i l l i o n
targeted toward modernizing the nation’s
electr ical grid. Proponents of  this alter-
nat ive plan say it  w il l  generate 15 mil-
lion new jobs. 2

Obstacles
Despite the bipar t isan agreement that
the nat ion’s infrastructure is  in desper-
ate shape, it remains conceivable that no
large-scale stimulus package will emerge.
After al l , the nat ion is now associated
w ith a  $20 tr i l l ion nat ional  debt. The
new president has also indicated some
emerg ing  pr ior i t ies , including  m ani -
fest ing a desire to spend significantly
more on defense and homeland securit y
and less on domestic priorit ies.

Eve n  s ome  wou ld - b e  a l l ie s  h ave
expressed skepticism. In December 2016,
Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell
(R-KY) expressed some doubt regarding
the then president-elect’s infrastructure
plan, stating that, “I hope we avoid a tril-
lion-dollar stimulus.”3 At the time, he was
concerned about adequately funding the
plan. Since Trump’s inauguration, how-
ever, he has rejected a Democratic plan
put for th by Chuck Schumer (D-NY),
compar ing it  to  the  s t imulus  package
introduced by President Obama during
his first few weeks in office.

Not  su r pr is i ng ly, ot her  D emo c r at s
have  voiced skept ic ism regarding the
president’s plan. House Minority Leader

Nancy Pelosi recently told Meet the Press
host Chuck Todd that she’s more focused
on job  creat ion t han a  “t ax  brea k  for
[Trump’s]  r ich f r iends.” 4 Shor tly  af ter
Trump’s victor y, Senator Bernie Sanders
called Trump’s plan a “scam,” say ing it
was “corporate welfare coming and going.”5

More recently, the progressive polit ician
from Vermont has said that he is willing
to work with the president. Democratic
Representative Ruben Gallego from Ari-
zona’s 7th Congressional District has called
t he  pre s ide nt’s  p l a n  a  “pr iv at i z at ion
scheme, rife with graft and corruption.”6

Polit icians are hardly the only cr it ics
of  the president’s plan. Har vard profes-
s o r  a n d  fo r m e r  Tre a s u r y  S e c re t a r y
Lawrence Summers criticized the plan in
a key note speech at an event hosted by
the  Bro ok ings  Inst i tut ion, w hich is  a
think tank based in Washington, D.C.
Although Summers is in favor of  increas-
ing infrastructure spending in general,
he cal led Trump’s plan a “Potemkin v i l-
lage of  nothing.”7 In an article published
by Business Insider, it was reported that Sum-
mers would prefer a plan that utilized user
fees, such as highway tol ls  and conges-
t ion charges, as a more reliable mecha-
nism by which to finance large projects.8

There are other considerat ions sug-
gesting that those desirous of  an infra-
structure-led stimulus package will need
to wait, at least for a few months. House
Transportation Committee Chairman Bill
Shuster has said that he doesn’t expect any
big changes until the spring of 2017. Shus-
ter envisions something emerging during
the president’s second 100 days in office.9

That may or may not occur. The new
president has also pointed out the com-
plexit y of  health care. The administra-
tion is simultaneously wrestling with tax
reform (e.g., corporate tax rate reduc-
tions and border adjustment taxes), fed-
er a l  agenc y  rest r uc tur ing , a  Supreme
Cour t  nominee, shif t ing immig rat ion
and trade policies, in-house leaks, and
possibly an invest igat ion into interac-
t ions w ith Russian off icia ls . In shor t ,
there is  much that can tr ip up an infra-
structure package, imply ing that stake-
holders may have to wait  wel l  beyond
the president’s fourth, fifth, sixth, and sev-
enth months in office.
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At the same time, there remain certain
points of  intense agreement. As an exam-
ple, both President Trump and Senator
Schumer agree that  there is  a  need to
renovate and expand Amtrak’s Nor th-
east Corridor, also know n as the Gate-
way Program. 10 If  compromises such as
these remain the center point of  nego-
t iat ions, it  is  more likely the nat ion w il l
see an infrastructure plan that benefits
ever yone. n
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