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 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

AMERICANS AGREE: OUR NATION’S 
INFRASTRUCTURE NEEDS WORK.  

Republicans, Democrats and independents 
alike all support boosting federal invest-
ment in infrastructure.1  A transpartisan 
effort to rebuild the nation’s infrastructure 
can help to bring Americans together at a 
time of increasing polarization and help 
heal the economic wounds caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Throwing money at the problem, however, is 
not the solution. Nor is rebuilding the same 
old infrastructure in the same old ways.

A transformative infrastructure plan for 
the United States must focus on the na-
tion’s key 21st century priorities and use 
taxpayer resources wisely. It should focus 
infrastructure investment in ways that 
will make us healthier and safer, prioritize 
infrastructure repair, avoid investing in 
infrastructure likely to become “stranded 
assets,” and get the most out of every dollar 
invested by using our infrastructure effi-
ciently. 

The following proposals in the areas of 
energy, transportation, water, solid waste 
and natural infrastructure should form 
the basis of an infrastructure plan that will 
make America stronger today and lay the 
foundation for a brighter future. (A full list 
of infrastructure proposals is provided on 
page 4.)

Energy: Renewable energy is on the rise 
across America. But to take full advantage 
of our enormous potential for clean energy, 
the nation should prioritize investments 
and infrastructure including:

•	 Invest in renewable energy infrastruc-
ture by expanding tax credits for wind, 
solar, and energy storage projects, and 
by providing at least $7 billion toward 
Energy Efficiency and Conservation 
Block Grants to help communities re-
duce energy use and deploy clean en-
ergy projects.2

•	 Modernize and strengthen the electric 
grid by funding and incentivizing the de-
ployment of energy storage systems and 
providing federal loan guarantees for 
the construction of high-voltage trans-
mission lines. To ensure a resilient grid 
able to withstand climate change-fueled 
storms, the federal government should 
develop strong grid resilience standards, 
and provide states and communities with 
resources to strengthen physical grid 
infrastructure and deploy technologies to 
respond to grid disruptions.

•	 Promote domestic manufacturing of 
clean energy technologies through tax 
credits for expanding or building man-
ufacturing facilities, as well as for pro-
duction of clean energy products. The 
federal government should also develop 
a national strategy to ensure sufficient 
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and ethical supply of minerals and 
materials necessary for supporting clean 
energy manufacturing.

Transportation: America’s roads, bridges 
and transit systems are in dire need of re-
pair, and the nation’s transportation needs 
were changing, even before the disruption 
caused by COVID-19. Infrastructure proj-
ects to help build a 21st century transporta-
tion system include:

•	 Repair crumbling roads and bridges and 
require states to “fix it first” by reorient-
ing transportation funding away from the 
construction of new and wider highways 
and toward repair of existing roads and 
associated infrastructure. States should 
be required to focus National Highway 
Performance Program funds on repair 
and rehabilitation until existing roads and 
bridges are in a state of good repair.3 

•	 Expand and electrify public trans-
portation beginning with the imme-
diate provision of at least $32 billion 
in emergency operating support for 
transit to maintain service in the wake 
of COVID-related budget shortfalls.4 
Then, Congress should address the $98 
billion backlog in needed transit repairs, 
expand transit by increasing funding for 
Capital Investment Grants, and support 
community deployment of electric buses 
with new funding for the Low or No 
Emissions Vehicle program.5

•	 Build a national network for electric 
vehicle charging by providing funds to 
build out state and regional EV charging 
networks and corridors, including at 
rest stops and park-and-rides. Funding 
should be contingent on stations being 
publicly accessible, using open and 
interoperable charging standards, and 
providing open data so that drivers can 
find available chargers.

Water: Aging water infrastructure threat-
ens public health and the environment and 
wastes valuable drinking water. Infrastruc-
ture projects to protect our water include: 

•	 Invest in sewage treatment and in 
“green infrastructure” that limits the 
flow of polluted runoff into rivers and 
streams. Congress should provide $6 
billion a year in wastewater infrastruc-
ture grants, primarily through the Clean 
Water State Revolving Fund, and should 
allocate 20% of those funds for green 
and natural infrastructure projects the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) Green Project Reserve.6

•	 Replace lead service lines to protect 
Americans, particularly children, from 
the damaging lifelong health impacts 
caused by lead exposure. To do so, Con-
gress should invest $4.5 billion per year 
in drinking water infrastructure grants 
to fund full lead service line replace-
ment, along with $1 billion per year to 
help schools replace lead-bearing water 
fountains and faucets.

•	 Repair and replace leaky pipes to con-
serve water by increasing funding for the 
Drinking Water State Revolving Fund, 
and ensuring that funds go to projects 
that conserve water rather than those that 
increase use by expanding reservoirs or 
building pipelines to untapped sources.

Solid waste: America faces a waste crisis, 
with China and other nations rejecting im-
ports of our garbage, recycling systems on 
the ropes, and plastic pollution piling up in 
our forests, parks, rivers and ocean waters.7 
Federal projects to help communities get on 
top of the crisis include:

•	 Support community efforts to reduce 
waste generation and move toward 
“zero waste” by providing $250 mil-
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lion in funding for composting infra-
structure for food and yard waste, 
programs to reduce waste, and efforts 
to promote recycling.

•	 Help cities and states improve waste 
infrastructure by ensuring full fund-
ing for current programs, such as the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Solid 
Waste Management Grants for rural 
areas and EPA’s Tribal Waste Manage-
ment Program. Congress should also 
create new funding opportunities for 
cities and states to improve their solid 
waste systems.

•	 Encourage the purchase of recycled 
material through incentives and “lead 
by example” measures. The federal 
government, which spends more than 
$500 billion on goods and services each 
year, can strengthen and expand the 
market for recycled material by making 
sustainable purchasing decisions when-
ever possible.8

Natural infrastructure: America’s wetlands, 
forests and rivers – our natural infrastruc-
ture – provide invaluable benefits like flood 
protection and cleaner air and water, and 
are worthy of protection for their own sake. 
Projects to protect and enhance the value of 
our natural land include:

•	 Protect 30% of America’s land area and 
waterways by 2030 by establishing this 
goal in Congress and prioritizing the 
protection of areas with high ecological, 
biodiversity, and carbon sequestration 
value.9 The federal government should 
also build on existing rules, such as the 
Roadless Area Conservation Rule, to 
guard against destructive infrastructure 
on public and undeveloped land.

•	 Increase climate resilience through a 
re-established Civilian Conservation 
Corps, which employed 3 million Amer-
icans in the 1930s doing work such as 
forest management, flood control, and 
planting more than 3 billion trees.10 A 
new Corps should be established with a 
focus on making the nation more resil-
ient in the face of climate change, doing 
work such as reforestation and restoring 
other natural areas, and wildfire preven-
tion and response.

•	 Increase support for watershed and 
coastal restoration and protection with 
full funding for programs including 
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration’s National Estuarine Re-
search Reserve Program, EPA’s National 
Estuary Program, and the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service’s Coastal Program.11 
Congress should also provide additional 
resources for states to manage their 
own watersheds and coastal areas by 
strengthening the National Coastal Zone 
Management Program.12

America can also improve all areas of infra-
structure by ensuring that future funding 
goes to projects that align with public goals, 
and that proposed projects will not hurt 
more than they help. In support of this aim, 
the federal government should restore full 
environmental review under the National 
Environmental Policy Act.

The coming decade presents an opportu-
nity to forge a bold approach that addresses 
the nation’s most important challenges 
while using taxpayer money wisely. Federal 
policymakers should take advantage of this 
opportunity to prioritize projects and ap-
proaches that deliver lasting benefits for the 
American people and future generations.
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Full list of infrastructure proposals

Energy

1.	 Invest in renewable energy infrastructure
2.	 Modernize and strengthen the electric grid
3.	 Promote domestic manufacturing of clean 

energy technologies
4.	 Accelerate the development of offshore wind 

energy
5.	 Retrofit U.S. homes and commercial buildings 

to improve energy efficiency, shift to electric 
heating, and incorporate renewable energy

6.	 Establish a rebate program for electrifying 
industrial technology

7.	 Maximize the use of renewable energy and 
energy efficiency at federal facilities

8.	 Encourage adoption of strong building energy 
codes to promote energy efficiency and clean 
energy

9.	 Establish a grant program for energy efficiency 
and renewable energy projects in public schools

10.	 Plug abandoned oil and gas wells

Transportation

1.	 Repair crumbling roads and bridges and 
require states to “fix it first” 

2.	 Expand and electrify public transportation
3.	 Build a national network for electric vehicle 

charging
4.	 Expand and improve intercity rail 

transportation
5.	 Improve school transportation
6.	 Help communities make their streets safer 

for walking and biking
7.	 Convert unnecessary or damaging transportation 

infrastructure into new community assets
8.	 Allow states to manage traffic congestion on 

interstate highways using modern tools such 
as congestion pricing 

9.	 Transition federal fleets to electric vehicles
10.	 Electrify port infrastructure

Water

1.	 Boost investment in sewage treatment and in 
“green infrastructure” that limits the flow of 
polluted runoff into rivers and streams

2.	 Replace lead service lines
3.	 Repair and replace leaky pipes to conserve 

water
4.	 Protect drinking water sources

 

 Solid waste

1.	 Support community efforts to reduce waste 
generation and move toward zero waste

2.	 Help cities and states improve waste 
infrastructure

3.	 Encourage the purchase of recycled material 
through incentives and “lead by example” 
measures

4.	 Support state and local composting 
programs

5.	 Provide public water refill stations

Natural infrastructure

1.	 Protect 30% of America’s land area and 
waterways by 2030

2.	 Increase climate resilience through a re-
established Civilian Conservation Corps

3.	 Increase support for watershed and coastal 
restoration and protection 

4.	 Incentivize sustainable agriculture
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Introduction

IN 2020, AMERICA SUFFERED THROUGH 
a brutal year of disease, economic disrup-
tion and political division. 

The transition to new leadership in Wash-
ington, D.C., creates the opportunity for the 
nation to turn the page in 2021. Not just to 
heal the wounds of the past year, but also to 
position the nation for a healthy and sus-
tainable future. 

Infrastructure investment is a key tool in 
that process of recovery and renewal. 

The federal government can play a critical 
role in unlocking new investment in infra-
structure – especially at a time when local 
and state governments are in dire financial 
straits. But it’s not enough to launch proj-
ects that are “shovel ready.” The infrastruc-
ture we build must also be “shovel worthy.”

COVID-19 has been a stark reminder that 
our infrastructure choices matter. The 
air pollution that results from our heavy 
reliance on fossil fuels made COVID-19 
outcomes worse.13 Our shortage of park 
facilities and safe places to walk or bike in 
our cities and towns made outdoor recre-

ation challenging at a time when indoor 
gatherings were dangerous. Lack of broad-
band coverage, poor ventilation in schools, 
strained medical facilities – all of them were 
critical infrastructure weaknesses exposed 
by the pandemic.

America’s long-term challenges also 
reveal the failures of our previous infra-
structure policies. The urgent need to 
address climate change demands that we 
prioritize new infrastructure that takes 
advantage of the nation’s incredible po-
tential for clean energy. Yet, we often 
continue to invest in infrastructure that ce-
ments our current dangerous dependence 
on fossil fuels.

America cannot simply build the same 
old infrastructure in the same old ways. 
Instead, we must undertake a bold, mod-
ern infrastructure plan designed to take 
on today’s challenges. The recommen-
dations included in this report consist of 
infrastructure projects that can be taken on 
immediately, and that will not only help the 
country get back on its feet in the wake of a 
challenging year, but also position us for a 
better future. 
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An infrastructure plan for America

THE MOMENT IS RIPE FOR A MAJOR, 
transformative investment in American 
infrastructure. 

Infrastructure investment is broadly sup-
ported by Americans of both parties, is criti-
cally necessary, and can help repair some of 
the economic damage caused by COVID-19. 

To make the biggest impact, any infra-
structure plan must be aimed at address-
ing the nation’s 21st century challenges. 
The following projects can help revitalize 
America’s energy, transportation, water, 
solid waste and natural infrastructure. 

Energy
Over just the last decade, America quadru-
pled its production of clean, renewable en-
ergy from the sun and wind.14 The growth 
of renewable energy is key to solving many 
of our most pressing environmental and 
public health challenges. For the nation to 
meet its biggest environmental challenges, 
the federal government must work to accel-
erate the transition to clean energy. 

The following infrastructure projects can help 
America transition toward a clean, renewable 
energy system.

Invest in renewable energy infrastructure
The nation needs a visionary and well-
funded effort to tap the nation’s abundant 
potential for clean and renewable energy, 
one that can be realized using a variety of 
tools including grants and tax credits. 

Tax incentives have been key drivers in 
developing the United States’ clean energy 
sector. As proposed in the GREEN Act of 

2020, Congress should extend the wind and 
solar investment tax credits and wind pro-
duction tax credit and provide additional 
tax credit support for offshore wind and 
energy storage.15 And, as proposed in the 
Driving America Forward Act in the 116th 
Congress, Congress should raise the cap on 
consumer tax credits for electric vehicles to 
at least 600,000 vehicles sold per manufac-
turer.16 Tax credits for investments in energy 
efficiency, solar, wind, energy storage and 
electric vehicles should be extended for a 
decade to ensure stability and continued 
growth in this industry.

To help communities deploy clean energy 
projects, Congress should allocate at least 
$7 billion toward U.S. Department of En-
ergy (DOE) Energy Efficiency and Con-
servation Block Grants.17 The block grant 
program, which was funded with $2.7 
billion through the 2009 American Recovery 
and Reinvestment Act, helped spur a rapid 
increase in the number of “programs that 
increased renewable energy capacity, tech-
nical knowledge, and deployment of energy 
efficiency projects at the local level,” ac-
cording to DOE, and created a lifetime cost 
savings of more than $5 billion.18 

Congress should also create a program simi-
lar to the U.S. Department of Transportation 
(DOT) Smart Cities Challenge, which funds 
innovative solutions and transportation 
systems in mid-size cities.19 Specifically, the 
government should offer competitive grants 
for states, cities and rural communities to 
implement renewable energy solutions, in-
cluding solar arrays, wind farms, residential 
solar deployment, energy storage systems 
and modernized grid technologies. 
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Modernize and strengthen the electric grid
America’s electricity grid was built to carry 
electricity from large, central power stations 
– most of them burning fossil fuels – to 
customers across a wide area. But a country 
powered by renewable energy will have 
generation distributed across wide areas, 
with a mix of small and large generators 
that produce energy at different times and 
in different ways. The nation will need an 
interconnected, smart grid to manage the 
supply and demand for clean energy. 

The federal government should fund and 
incentivize the deployment of energy stor-
age systems, which will help balance load 
on the grid and help renewable energy 
sources like solar and wind power to serve 
Americans reliably. Congress should in-
crease support for the Energy Storage Tech-
nology Advancement Project, which is a 
cooperative funding and information-shar-
ing program between DOE and interested 
states.20 Congress should also ensure the 
availability of tax credits for energy storage 
projects for another decade.

Federal loan guarantees can aid in the con-
struction of high-voltage transmission lines, 
which will be needed to connect renewable 
energy generation sites to the grid and to 
the places where power is needed. In 2011, 
a $343 million DOE loan guarantee financed 
the One Nevada Transmission Line, which 
today helps transmit wind and solar energy 
from rural to high-load areas.21 Congress 
should expand the availability of loan guar-
antees for such transmission projects, and 
should also increase funding programs that 
invest in grid innovation and improvement 
projects, such as those operated by DOE’s 
Office of Electricity.22

A modern electric grid must also be re-
silient, able to withstand the damage of 
climate change-fueled storms and able 
to provide power even when a section is 
damaged. Investments in grid resilience 
can  provide this reliability, while also 
helping to create a more modern grid able 
to quickly integrate energy from renew-
able sources.

To begin with, Congress should direct 
DOE and the Federal Energy Regulatory 
Commission (FERC), in conjunction with 
the North American Electric Reliability 
Corporation, to develop grid resilience 
standards.23 These standards should in-
corporate threats to the grid from climate 
change and climate change-related disas-
ters like wildfires, floods and hurricanes, 
and should be updated as DOE identifies 
new threats.24 

Congress should provide grant funding 
to states and communities to strengthen 
physical grid infrastructure and to de-
ploy grid technology to detect and report 
disruptions in real time.25 Grid resilience 
improvement could be funded by grants 
through DOE’s Grid Modernization Ini-
tiative, such as the Resilient Electricity 
Delivery Infrastructure Initiative, which 
helps fund the deployment of advanced 
technologies that protect the grid from 
climate change-related threats.26 As pro-
posed by the House Select Committee on 
the Climate Crisis, Congress also should 
direct DOE to establish a demonstration 
program to develop microgrids, which 
can utilize distributed and local energy 
generation to power critical or remote 
infrastructure even when there is a power 
outage on the centralized grid.27
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Promote domestic manufacturing of 
clean energy technologies
Incentivizing domestic manufacturing of 
clean energy technologies can help ensure 
that America can sustain access to the wind 
turbines, solar panels, and other technolo-
gies necessary for a rapid transition to 100% 
clean energy. 

The federal government should introduce 
a tax credit for retrofitting, expanding or 
creating facilities that manufacture such 
products. Congress should establish a tax 
credit for the production of clean energy 
and energy efficiency technologies.28 Con-
gress also should expand DOE grant and 
loan programs to help American electric ve-
hicle manufacturers start, retrofit or expand 
production facilities. 

The federal government should also de-
velop a national strategy to ensure suffi-
cient and ethical supply of minerals and 
materials necessary for supporting clean 
energy manufacturing. 

Finally, federal support for manufactur-
ing innovation, including in existing DOE 
programs, should be increased and directed 
toward the production of truly clean energy 
and other sustainable technologies.

Accelerate the development of offshore 
wind energy
According to DOE, the U.S. has the techni-
cal capacity to provide almost double the 
current U.S. energy demand with current 
offshore wind technology.29  While many 
projects are currently in development, as of 
late 2020 there was only one currently oper-
ational offshore wind farm in the country.30

To help grow the industry, Congress should 
extend and increase the production and 
investment tax credits for wind. These 
credits help make offshore wind production 
more cost competitive and lower the bar-

riers to development.31 Additionally, siting 
and leasing procedures with the Bureau of 
Ocean Energy Management (BOEM) should 
be streamlined and coordinated to support 
offshore wind development and accelerate 
the pace of construction and implementa-
tion. The federal government also should 
allow continued development of offshore 
wind in the Southeast and Gulf regions of 
the U.S.32

Retrofit U.S. homes and commercial 
buildings to improve energy efficiency, 
shift to electric heating, and incorporate 
renewable energy
The nation’s 128.5 million households and 
5.6 million commercial buildings account 
for nearly 40 percent of all energy con-
sumption.33 Making buildings more energy 
efficient can significantly reduce national 
energy use while also saving many con-
sumers money. At the same time, electrify-
ing buildings – switching to electricity for 
applications like heating and cooking – can 
help put the nation on a path to eliminating 
our dependence on polluting fossil fuels.

Congress should invest in federal programs 
to fund city and state efforts to undertake 
energy efficiency retrofits and electrifica-
tion of public and private buildings. For 
example, the Weatherization Assistance 
Program used $5 billion received in the 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 
in 2009 to weatherize one million homes in 
just a three-year period.34 Congress should 
increase funding for this program, and also 
for the State Energy Program to fund state 
and local initiatives for electrification and 
energy efficiency improvements.35  

To encourage individual homeowners and 
businesses to take action, Congress should 
extend and increase the value of the Sec-
tion 25C tax credit and the Section 179D 
tax deduction for investments in energy 
efficiency.36
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Establish a rebate program for 
electrifying industrial technology
In 2018, direct emissions from the industrial 
sector - from fuel burned on-site, chemical 
processes, and leaks - accounted for 22% of 
total U.S. greenhouse gas emissions.37 Elec-
trifying industrial processes would reduce 
direct emissions significantly and allow 
industrial processes to have fewer indirect 
emissions over time as electricity produc-
tion transitions to cleaner technologies.

As proposed by the Moving Forward Act in 
the 116th Congress, Congress should es-
tablish a rebate program, administered by 
the Secretary of Energy, to help businesses 
cover the cost of switching from fuel-burn-
ing machinery and equipment to electric 
substitutes, and fund the program with at 
least $100 million per year for at least four 
years.38 This rebate program would have 
immediate and prolonged emissions reduc-
tion benefits.

Maximize the use of renewable energy 
and energy efficiency at federal facilities
The federal government, with more than 
350,000 buildings and 600,000 vehicles, is an 
enormous energy consumer.39 In 2019, fed-
eral government buildings used 353 trillion 
Btu of energy – almost 2% of the total en-
ergy used in buildings in the U.S.40 Upgrad-
ing federal facilities by improving energy 
efficiency, installing on-site clean energy 
systems, and electrifying oil- and gas-pow-
ered appliances and systems, can reduce the 
use of fossil fuels, reduce pollution, support 
the growth of clean energy, and save taxpay-
ers money over the long run. 

The process of greening federal facilities 
can begin by setting a national goal of 
retrofitting all federally owned and con-
trolled buildings to use electric heating, hot 
water systems and appliances by 2030 and 
reducing energy consumption of federal 
facilities by 50%. As proposed by the House 

Committee on the Climate Crisis, Congress 
should ensure that by 2030 any new, leased 
or heavily renovated buildings achieve net-
zero emissions.41 Much of this work can be 
done at no cost to taxpayers, as agencies can 
enter contracts that pay for upgrades using 
future energy cost savings created by the 
project.42 Additionally, starting immediately, 
new federal government buildings should 
be constructed as zero net energy buildings, 
a requirement which could come through 
the Federal Energy Management Program.43 

The federal government should also move 
to ensure that federal facilities are powered 
by 100% clean energy by 2040. This can be 
achieved both through renewable gener-
ation on site or on federal land – such as 
solar panels, wind turbines, or geothermal 
systems – or through renewable energy 
power purchase agreements or renewable 
energy credits.

Encourage adoption of strong building 
energy codes to promote energy 
efficiency and clean energy
Building energy codes have long been an 
effective tool to drive energy efficiency 
improvements in new building. The federal 
government can use its power to incen-
tivize the adoption of strong building en-
ergy codes by local and state governments, 
including codes to ensure that all newly 
constructed buildings are  zero net energy, 
and are ready for installation of solar panels 
and electric vehicle chargers. 

According to a U.S. Department of Energy 
analysis, adoption of energy codes with 
even modest updates could, from 2010 to 
2040, reduce carbon dioxide pollution by 
841 million metric tons, an amount the Nat-
ural Resources Defense Council calculated 
as “equivalent to the greenhouse gases emit-
ted by 177 million passenger vehicles driven 
for one year or the carbon dioxide emissions 
from 245 coal power plants for one year.”44  
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As recommended by the House Select Com-
mittee on the Climate Crisis in its Climate 
Crisis Action Plan, Congress should pro-
vide incentives through the Department 
of Energy’s State Energy Program for state 
and city governments to update building 
codes to ensure that new buildings are 
highly efficient or net zero energy, and are 
built ready to support on-site clean energy 
and electric vehicle charging whenever fea-
sible.45 Congress should also establish tax 
incentives for the construction of zero net 
energy buildings, with the goal of making 
all new residential and commercial build-
ings zero net energy by 2030. 

Establish a grant program for energy 
efficiency and renewable energy projects 
in public schools
School buildings are often large and energy 
intensive, and helping schools to reduce 
their power consumption and install on-site 
renewable energy generation capacity would 
lower their environmental impact while pro-
viding the opportunity to educate students 
about science and environmental leadership.

Congress should fund a grant program 
administered by the Secretary of Energy 
to help schools complete energy efficiency 
renovations or install renewable energy 
generation.46 An EPA report found that 
such projects could cut energy use signifi-
cantly, save school districts money, improve 
student performance, improve air quality, 
increase safety and security, provide edu-
cational opportunities, and inspire similar 
changes in the local community.47

Plug abandoned oil and gas wells
There are millions of abandoned oil and gas 
wells across the country, posing continued 
threats to public health and the environ-
ment.48 Abandoned wells can contaminate 
groundwater threatening public health, and 
also leak significant quantities of methane, 
a potent global warming pollutant. 

For abandoned wells where drilling compa-
nies cannot be held responsible for cleanup 
costs, Congress should create a fund for 
well plugging and site remediation, with 
funds available both for states and federal 
land management agencies.

Provision of funding for states should be 
contingent on states meeting minimum 
standards for financial assurance require-
ments for drilling operations, to ensure 
that future well plugging and remediation 
is paid for by the private companies that 
operate the sites, not taxpayers. Similarly, 
for drilling on federal lands, the federal 
government should require private com-
panies to pay for cleanup costs and post 
adequate financial assurance for well 
plugging and remediation before drilling 
starts. Federal officials should also end 
the practice of “blanket bonding” that 
provides an unjustified bulk discount on 
financial assurance. 

Transportation
America’s transportation infrastructure is 
in rough shape: Our roads and bridges are 
in poor repair, and most Americans have 
no options to get around beyond driv-
ing, resulting in pollution, costly crashes, 
and endless traffic. These problems are in 
large part due to decades of prioritizing 
building new roads and other car-centric 
infrastructure, while failing to properly 
invest in maintenance and other travel 
options. Since 1956, nearly nine of every 
10 capital dollars spent on transportation 
has gone toward highways or aviation, 
leaving low-carbon transportation options 
such as public transit, walking and biking 
underfunded.49 

The following transportation infrastructure 
projects can give Americans safer, healthier ways 
to get around, while creating a transportation 
future that leaves fewer people stuck in traffic.
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Repair crumbling roads and bridges and 
require states to “fix it first” 
As many of the roads and bridges built in 
the mid-20th century near the end of their 
useful lives, local and state governments are 
struggling to meet day-to-day infrastructure 
maintenance needs and often defer neces-
sary repairs, even as they continue to build 
newer and wider roads. This has led to a 
roughly half trillion-dollar backlog of high-
way and bridge repair and rehabilitation.50 

Congress should incentivize policymakers 
at all levels of government to adopt “fix-it-
first” policies that reorient transportation 
funding away from the construction of new 
and wider highways and toward repair of 
existing roads and associated infrastructure. 
Specifically, states should be required to 
focus their National Highway Performance 
Program funds on repair and rehabilitation 
until existing roads and bridges are in a 
state of good repair.51 States also should be 
required to set a performance target man-
dating maintaining or improving the condi-
tion of existing assets.

Expand and electrify public 
transportation
Ensuring that public transit is a viable al-
ternative to automobile travel is one of the 
most effective ways of reducing air pollu-
tion and greenhouse gas emissions. This 
means enabling cities and transit agencies 
to add transit routes, build better platforms 
and stations, dedicate lanes to buses, reduce 
the cost of riding, and improve the fre-
quency, safety and reliability of transit.52 

COVID-19 has put transit agencies that 
serve essential workers in dire financial 
peril.53 The first step in any infrastructure 
plan for transit must be to ensure that tran-
sit agencies remain solvent and able to use 
their existing infrastructure to carry passen-
gers. As recommended by Transportation 
for America, Congress should provide at 

least $32 billion in immediate emergency 
operating support for transit.54 Agencies 
also should permanently retain the abil-
ity, granted under the CARES Act, to use 
federal assistance for transit operations as 
well as capital improvements, encouraging 
transit agencies to increase service on the 
bus and rail lines that already exist.

Improving public transit should begin with 
ensuring maintenance of existing systems. 
Congress should increase funding to the FTA’s 
“State of Good Repair” program to address 
the $98 billion backlog in needed transit 
repairs.55 To expand transit systems, Congress 
should increase funding for grant and loan 
assistance programs, including Capital Invest-
ment Grants and Better Utilizing Investments 
to Leverage Development (BUILD) grants. 

Congress also should expedite the allo-
cation of federal grant money for transit 
projects by easing federal red tape for 
small-scale transit projects with clear en-
vironmental benefits. Funding programs 
should include requirements that hold state 
departments of transportation accountable 
for setting and meeting goals that reduce 
per capita miles driven. The allocation of 
federal funding should favor direct finan-
cial support to local governments pursuing 
innovative land-use and demand manage-
ment transportation programs.

Expansion of American transit should coin-
cide with the replacement of diesel-powered 
transit and school buses with electric ones, 
to ensure that public transit contributes to a 
healthy, zero-emissions transportation sys-
tem. Electrifying the nation’s bus fleet and 
powering those buses with clean, renewable 
energy would improve air quality and pub-
lic health, eliminating harmful street-level 
emissions from diesel combustion in buses 
as well as the approximately 17 million met-
ric tons of greenhouse gas emissions that 
transit and school buses emit each year.56
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To electrify transit vehicles, Congress 
should invest $400 million in municipal 
buses by funding the Federal Transit Ad-
ministration’s Low or No Emission Vehi-
cle Program, which helps transit agencies 
looking to adopt electric buses and install 
infrastructure. The federal government also 
should explore opportunities to encourage 
the electrification of commuter and intercity 
rail lines where feasible.

Build a national network for electric 
vehicle charging
To meet its climate goals and shift to a 
renewable energy future, the U.S. must 
end the use of fossil fuel-powered vehi-
cles and shift to electric vehicles (EVs). 
Because they can be powered by clean 
energy, produce no exhaust and are effi-
cient, adoption of EVs can reduce energy 
use, greenhouse gas emissions, and emis-
sions of many of the toxic pollutants that 
fossil-fuel-powered vehicles release into 
the atmosphere. 57

Widespread EV adoption will be far 
slower and more difficult without ade-
quate charging infrastructure. Congress 
should invest in 21st-century transporta-
tion solutions by funding the expansion 
of EV charging infrastructure. Just as gas 
stations were ubiquitous in the 20th cen-
tury, EV charging infrastructure should 
be now. 

Congress should dedicate funding to build-
ing out state and regional EV charging 
networks and corridors, including at rest 
stops and park-and-rides. Funding should 
incentivize charging stations to include 
on-site renewable energy and energy stor-
age, and should be contingent on stations 
being publicly accessible, using open and 
interoperable charging standards, and pro-
viding open data so that drivers can find 
available chargers.

Expand and improve intercity rail 
transportation
America deserves a high-quality intercity 
rail system. Not only is rail travel conve-
nient and comfortable, but passenger rail 
is also three times more energy efficient 
than a car on a passenger-mile basis and 
uses approximately a third of the energy of 
air travel.58 Passenger rail also promotes 
walkable, transit-oriented development 
near rail stations.59 

Congress should act to improve intercity 
rail passenger transportation. Specifically, 
Congress should allocate at least $19 billion 
toward a federal grant program for rail im-
provement and expansion projects, including 
high-speed rail.60 Among other things, these 
funds should be used for planning, construc-
tion, procurement and technological im-
provements, in particular for electric trains, 
which emit up to 35% less carbon than their 
diesel counterparts, and can provide carbon-
free transit when powered by renewable 
energy.61 Federal officials should help Amtrak 
to surmount the budgetary challenges posed 
by COVID-19 without cutting service.

Improve school transportation
Every child should be able to get to school 
safely and be free from the physical dan-
ger and air pollution of heavy traffic near 
schools.

Congress should provide funding for local 
investments in programs to improve trans-
portation to and around schools, including 
Safe Routes to School programs that en-
courage students to walk or bike to school 
by improving infrastructure, traffic en-
forcement and education, and by providing 
incentives. 

Ensuring healthy school transportation 
requires transitioning away from school 
buses powered by polluting diesel. As pro-
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posed in the Clean School Bus Act of 2019, 
Congress should allocate $1 billion over five 
years for a new Clean School Bus Program, 
which would provide funding for replacing 
diesel school buses with electric ones, in-
stalling school bus charging infrastructure, 
and workforce training for maintenance 
and operation of electric buses.62 

Help communities make their streets 
safer for walking and biking
Walking and biking are healthy and emis-
sion-free ways to get around. Yet in far too 
many places, these travel modes can be 
difficult, dangerous or simply impossible. 
In 2018, nearly 6,300 pedestrians and more 
than 800 cyclists were killed in traffic-related 
accidents, and these numbers have been on 
an upward trajectory over the last decade.63

To make walking and biking easier and 
safer, Congress should establish a $4.5 
billion fund for investing in sidewalks, 
bike lanes and other features of “complete 
streets,” as recommended by Smart Growth 
America.64 Congress also should initiate a 
federal challenge grant program, like the 
federal Smart City  Challenge, for innova-
tive local or state programs to encourage 
carpooling, transit use, biking and policy 
strategies to reduce travel demand. 

The federal government should pursue 
lifting limitations and hurdles to the conver-
sion of street space to transit or bike lanes, 
and should require the adoption of com-
plete street policies as a condition for receiv-
ing federal transportation funding. In addi-
tion, highway projects should be required 
to include improvements to pedestrian and 
cyclist infrastructure and expand access to 
transit connections. New federally funded 
road projects should be required to include 
sidewalk improvements and protected bike 
lanes where applicable, and transit facilities 
should be pedestrian- and cyclist-accessible.

Convert unnecessary or damaging 
transportation infrastructure into new 
community assets
The highway-building boom of the mid-
20th century included the construction of 
freeways directly through the middle of 
American cities that uprooted communi-
ties, divided neighborhoods, and smoth-
ered cities in air pollution. With many of 
those highways now reaching the end of 
their useful lives or no longer justified by 
demand, Americans could be put to work 
removing those highways and reconnect-
ing communities with parks, “complete 
streets,” and new housing and public 
amenities. Cities such as Akron, Ohio; 
Rochester, New York; Milwaukee and San 
Francisco have all retired former urban 
freeways in an effort to revitalize urban 
neighborhoods.

Congress should provide funding to 
enable cities and municipalities to con-
vert such highways into connected streets 
that create space for public transit, walk-
ing and cycling, as well as other public 
amenities. As proposed by the Center 
for American Progress, Congress should 
establish a highways-to-boulevards pilot 
program with $300 million annually to 
fund the identification and removal of 
outmoded highways including funding 
for planning grants, a technical assis-
tance program, and capital construction 
grants.65 Municipalities, metropolitan 
planning organizations and local commu-
nity non-profits should be eligible to ap-
ply for this funding, and grants should be 
conditioned on being able to demonstrate 
that the streets that replace a highway are 
capable of supporting transit-oriented, 
pedestrian-scaled mixed-use development 
and multimodal connectivity.
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Allow states to manage traffic congestion 
on Interstate highways using modern 
tools such as congestion pricing 
State and local governments often propose 
highway widening projects to address traf-
fic congestion – even as other, better solu-
tions exist. Congestion pricing – in which 
tolls are assessed on highways during 
periods of heavy traffic – is one such tool to 
clear congestion and encourage more sus-
tainable modes of travel. 

The federal government should lift the ban 
on tolling of Interstate highways and instead 
encourage and support states and localities in 
adopting decongestion fees, such as cordon 
pricing, zone-based pricing and similar pol-
icies. Congress should remove jurisdictional 
hurdles for cities attempting to institute local 
congestion pricing programs in instances 
where state and federal highways intersect 
with local transportation grids. In addition, 
Congress should incentivize congestion pric-
ing by allocating funds to match local reve-
nues raised through such programs.66 

To further reduce rush hour traffic, the fed-
eral government should encourage or require 
employers to reduce employee commute 
trips in single-occupancy vehicles. Congress 
should repeal the commuter tax benefit that 
encourages employees to drive to work, a 
source of revenue that could alleviate some 
of the costs of infrastructure expansion.

Transition federal fleets to electric vehicles
The federal government operates more 
than 600,000 vehicles, which consumed 
more than 370 million gallons of gasoline 
and diesel in 2019.67 By greening federal 
fleets and installing EV charging, the fed-
eral government can both reduce emissions 
and drive large-scale adoption of clean 
vehicle technology.

The law currently requires that 75% of all 
new light-duty vehicles purchased by the 

federal government be “alternative fuel” 
vehicles.68 This includes hybrid electric ve-
hicles, fuel cell vehicles and others. Plug-in 
electric vehicles, however – the cleanest of 
all alternative fuel technologies – currently 
make up less than 1% of the total federal 
fleet, and in FY2018 accounted for a tiny 
fraction of new vehicle acquisitions.69

The federal government should require 
that by 2025 all new purchases of federal 
vehicles be plug-in electric vehicles (with 
exceptions where necessary for military 
or emergency vehicles). Congress should 
provide funding for the federal government 
to ensure the availability of EV charging 
infrastructure at or near all federal facilities 
for both federal employees and the public.

Electrify port infrastructure
The nation’s commercial ports are a major 
source of greenhouse gas emissions and 
other air pollutants, including fine particu-
late matter, nitrogen oxides and other toxic 
emissions that endanger the millions of 
Americans living or working near these fa-
cilities. Significant reductions in emissions 
can be made if ports replace their older, die-
sel-powered equipment and infrastructure, 
such as drayage trucks, rail infrastructure, 
cargo handling equipment and harbor craft, 
with electric alternatives.70 

Congress should take steps to advance port 
electrification, providing direct funding and 
incentives through the Departments of En-
ergy and Transportation to cut emissions of 
greenhouse gases and other pollutants from 
ports and their associated infrastructure. 
Congress should increase federal funding 
for existing sources of assistance such as 
the EPA’s Diesel Emissions Reduction Act 
(DERA) grant program, DOT’s BUILD 
Transportation Discretionary Grant pro-
gram and Congestion Mitigation and Air 
Quality Improvement (CMAQ) program, 
and DOE’s Clean Cities program.
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Water
America badly needs to invest in water 
infrastructure. The drinking water of mil-
lions of Americans is threatened by water 
pipes made from lead. Sewage overflows 
and runoff pollution from sprawling devel-
opment harm our waterways and public 
health. Leaking pipes waste a significant 
amount of clean, treated drinking water, 
straining precious resources and wasting 
money. Water is a critical resource, but too 
often the nation’s aging water infrastruc-
ture system wastes it, pollutes it, or fails to 
deliver it safely to our homes, schools and 
businesses.

The following infrastructure projects can help 
ensure that water is safely and efficiently deliv-
ered to our homes, and that our sewage systems 
perform as they should.

Boost investment in sewage treatment and 
in “green infrastructure” that limits the flow 
of polluted runoff into rivers and streams
Nearly 860 municipalities in the U.S. con-
tinue to use combined sewage systems that 
are designed to overflow during heavy 
precipitation, and the EPA estimates that 
as many as 75,000 sanitary sewer systems 
overflow each year.71 According to the 
EPA, these overflows contribute to “beach 
closures, contamination of drinking water 
supplies, and other environmental and pub-
lic health concerns.”72

Congress can dramatically improve Amer-
ica’s aging sewage infrastructure by in-
vesting $6 billion a year in wastewater 
infrastructure grants, primarily through 
the Clean Water State Revolving Fund.73 
This fund can provide assistance to states 
to fund their highest priority water quality 
needs, including wastewater infrastruc-
ture.74 As much as possible, Congress 
should designate this funding as grants 
rather than loans to ensure that our nation’s 
most urgent pollution problems are ad-

dressed, regardless of the state of municipal 
finances. In addition, at least 20% of those 
funds should be prioritized for green and 
natural infrastructure projects through the 
EPA’s Green Project Reserve.75 Green infra-
structure projects like tree plantings or rain 
gardens, and natural infrastructure projects 
like wetland restoration, not only help stop 
sewage overflows but also prevent runoff 
pollution from flowing directly into local 
rivers and streams.76

Replace lead service lines
Many water lines across the U.S. are nearly 
100 years old and still contain lead, and 
there are approximately 9.3 million lead ser-
vice lines (pipes that connect buildings to a 
main water line) still in use in the U.S.77 Ex-
posure to even low levels of lead has nega-
tive impacts on human health – especially 
the health of children – including slowed 
growth, learning disabilities, problems 
with hearing, lower IQ, and seizures.78 In 
addition, most public schools have at least 
some lead in their pipes, plumbing, or other 
fixtures.79 While federal regulations only 
require remediation when testing confirms 
lead concentrations above 15 parts per bil-
lion, no level of lead is safe for children.80 

Congress should invest $4.5 billion per year 
in drinking water infrastructure grants to 
fund full lead service line replacement. The 
grants should also be used to provide point-
of-use filters in all homes and childcare cen-
ters that have lead service lines. This can be 
done through the Drinking Water State Re-
volving Fund or a separate grant program. 
Since children are particularly vulnerable to 
lead poisoning, Congress also should invest 
$1 billion over five years to help schools 
replace lead-bearing water fountains and 
faucets with water hydration stations with 
certified filters. In addition, grants should 
be used to conduct mandatory lead test-
ing and to address any lead contamination 
problems that are identified.81



PAGE 16

Repair and replace leaky pipes to 
conserve water
Underinvestment in the maintenance of 
water pipes results in leaks that lose 6 
billion gallons of treated drinking water 
every day.82 When coupled with the amount 
of water lost from the estimated 240,000 
water main breaks that occur annually, the 
amount of treated drinking water wasted 
by under-maintained water pipes every day 
could serve 15 million households.83 Ac-
cording to the EPA, the nation’s water pipes 
need $312.6 billion in investment over the 
next 20 years to replace or refurbish aging 
and leaking infrastructure.84

To provide communities with the resources 
to undertake crucial drinking water infra-
structure projects, Congress should increase 
funding for the Drinking Water State Re-
volving Fund, which aids with projects 
including the replacement of old pipes. 
Funding must be provided only to the right 
projects. For example, projects seeking 
funding to bring more water into a drinking 
water system by expanding reservoirs or 
building pipelines to deliver water from a 
river should instead be diverted towards 
increasing efficiency of existing water infra-
structure by repairing leaking pipes.

Congress also should support and ex-
pand alternative financing methods, such 
as the Water Infrastructure Finance and 
Innovation Act (WIFIA), which allows 
for communities to package up loans for 
larger water projects.85 Establishing other 
funding sources, such as a clean water 
trust fund to provide a permanent funding 
source, can help ensure continued progress 
in providing safe, clean drinking water for 
all Americans while minimizing waste. In 
addition, the federal government should 

support other means of reducing water 
waste, such as improved irrigation and 
transitioning to wind and solar energy for 
electricity generation.

Protect drinking water sources
Many rivers, lakes and streams that help 
provide drinking water are at risk from fa-
cilities such as toxic chemical storage loca-
tions, factory farm manure lagoons, pipe-
lines and coal ash ponds. Protecting our 
drinking water sources from risky facilities 
and operations not only safeguards against 
leaks and catastrophic spills, but also helps 
keep water clean and reduces the cost and 
complexity of water treatment.86

To protect drinking water sources, the 
federal government should enhance safe-
guards to protect all bodies of water located 
in source water protection areas. Congress 
should increase funding for water utilities 
to acquire land or establish conservation 
easements near drinking water sources, 
including through the Drinking Water State 
Revolving Fund.87 The federal government 
also should use its existing powers under 
the Safe Drinking Water Act, anti-degrada-
tion provisions of the Clean Water Act, and 
other laws to prevent the location of dan-
gerous facilities and operations near drink-
ing water sources. The EPA should require 
water utilities to implement robust source 
water protection plans with such policies. 

Other critical safeguards for water sources 
include requiring industry to use safer 
alternatives to toxic chemicals, placing a 
moratorium on large-scale livestock op-
erations, especially those with manure 
lagoons, and prohibiting open waste pits 
and other oil and gas operations that put 
water at risk. 
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Solid waste
The United States accounts for 12% of the 
world’s trash, despite having only 4% of the 
world’s population.88 And in 2018, Americans 
produced 292 million tons of waste, only a 
third of which was recycled or composted.89 

America’s waste problem results both 
from a shortage of modern recycling and 
composting facilities, as well as continued 
policies that make it difficult to reduce the 
amount of waste created in the first place. 
Many Americans lack access to recycling 
programs, and many recycling facilities 
are out of date and unable to process com-
mon materials such as glass, cardboard 
and e-waste. Few Americans have access to 
composting programs, leading to the dis-
posal of organic material in landfills where 
decomposition of the material can contrib-
ute to climate change. 

Moving toward a zero-waste society would 
reduce the demand for virgin materials – re-
ducing pressure to log forests or drill for oil 
– while also curbing litter and pollution.

The following solid waste infrastructure projects 
can help build a future in which less waste is 
created, and more waste is handled sustainably:

Support community efforts to reduce waste 
generation and move toward zero waste
To address our growing waste crisis, the 
U.S. must look not only to improve the 
handling of waste, but also to decrease 
the amount of waste generated in the first 
place.  Doing so can help the nation get on 
a path to a circular, zero-waste economy in 
which less is consumed, all products are 
built to last and are easy to reuse and repair, 
and all materials are reused, recycled and 
composted in a continuous cycle.

Congress can dramatically improve U.S. 
waste reduction capability by providing 

$250 million in funding to help commu-
nities get on the path to zero waste, as 
proposed in the Zero Waste Act of 2019.90 
Competitive grants would fund compost-
ing infrastructure and programs to reduce 
waste and promote recycling through better 
access, sorting, and end market develop-
ment for proven recycled materials like 
metals, glass, and paper. Grants should 
exclude incineration and waste-to-fuel or 
feedstock technologies, often known as 
“chemical recycling,” activities that create 
pollution and maintain incentives for creat-
ing waste. Funding could be administered 
through the EPA, which is well-suited to 
solicit bids and provide program oversight.  

Help cities and states improve waste 
infrastructure
As the coronavirus pandemic has reduced 
local government revenue, recycling and 
waste pickup programs have been cut, 
even as people are creating more household 
waste than ever before.91 

To ensure that communities around the 
country can effectively deal with waste, 
Congress should ensure full funding for 
current programs, such as USDA’s Solid 
Waste Management Grants for rural areas 
and EPA’s Tribal Waste Management Pro-
gram. Congress also should create new 
funding opportunities for cities and states 
to improve their solid waste systems. These 
programs should be fully funded and 
expanded until all communities have easy 
and sanitary ways to sustainably dispose of 
household waste. 

In addition, the federal government should 
set ambitious national recycling rate targets 
and dedicate funds to cities and states to im-
prove their educational outreach. Funding 
should also be made available to recycling 
companies looking to expand their opera-
tions and upgrade to modern technology. 
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Encourage the purchase of recycled 
material through incentives and “lead by 
example” measures
A strong market for recycled materials 
provides a natural incentive for recyclers 
to expand and reduces the environmental 
impact of a wide range of products. 

The federal government, which spends 
more than $500 billion on goods and ser-
vices each year, can strengthen and expand 
the market for recycled material by leading 
by example and making sustainable pur-
chasing decisions whenever possible.92 For 
example, the federal government should 
strengthen its existing “buy recycled” poli-
cies, which require federal agencies to pur-
chase recycled materials whenever possible. 
Federal officials also should implement 
minimum recycled content standards for 
government procurement of items that can 
be made of certified recycled material and 
include recycled content in procurement 
bid specifications. 

Beyond procurement, the federal gov-
ernment also should designate minimum 
recycled content standards to encourage 
companies to purchase recycled materials. 
As proposed in the Break Free from Plastic 
Pollution Act of 2020, Congress should re-
quire a certain percentage of recycled con-
tent, increasing over time, to be used in the 
manufacturing of new PET plastic bottles 
and containers. 

Congress also should create tax credits for 
the purchase of certified recycled materials, 
especially where standards may not yet 
apply. For example, the state of Montana 
allows an income tax deduction for recycled 
materials purchased as a business ex-
pense.93 By expanding the market for certi-
fied recycled materials, a similar federal tax 
credit would give recyclers and re-manu-
facturers the stability to invest in advanced 
technologies and materials.

Support state and local composting 
programs
Compost can replenish and stabilize 
soil, helping to boost and sustain food 
production in the future while reducing 
dependence on chemical fertilizers. Com-
posting reduces the landfilling of organic 
waste and can help pull carbon out of 
the atmosphere, helping to tackle global 
warming.94 By diverting material away 
from the waste stream, composting also 
reduces the burden on trash collectors, 
haulers and landfills.95 And the infra-
structure investments to get composting 
programs started are often far cheaper 
and simpler than those needed to create 
recycling programs.96 Currently, however, 
only a third of total compostable waste 
each year is composted, and only 6% of 
food waste is composted.97 

To give more Americans access to local 
composting, Congress should increase 
federal funding for state and local com-
posting programs and necessary infra-
structure, including for existing USDA 
programs that help develop and test 
municipal composting. Municipal com-
posting programs have been successful 
— San Francisco mandated composting 
in 2009 and now composts more material 
than it recycles.98 

The USDA and leading cities should collab-
orate and develop best practices for curb-
side composting, including for educational 
messaging and collection logistics. These 
resources can help cities implement curb-
side composting programs efficiently and 
successfully as funding and grants become 
available. 

Congress should strengthen and increase 
support for food waste reduction programs, 
such as the U.S. Food Loss and Waste 2030 
Champions program, a joint effort of the 
USDA and EPA.99
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Provide public water refill stations
Every day, Americans drink 70 million 
disposable plastic bottles of water, which 
wind up as litter or in a landfill.100 The U.S. 
spends billions of dollars cleaning our tap 
water to high standards, and reusable water 
bottles are increasingly popular and com-
monplace. But many public locations lack 
water fountains that make it easy to refill 
water bottles.

The federal government should commit to 
expanding the number of public water refill 
stations in national parks, on public lands 
and in federal buildings. Congress should 
offer grants to local governments and 
school districts to build more public water 
refill stations. These efforts will reduce plas-
tic pollution and encourage more sustain-
able consumer habits.

Natural infrastructure
The term “infrastructure” may conjure 
images of concrete and steel, but America’s 
open, wild and green spaces are a form of 
infrastructure, too. America’s natural places 
provide incredible benefits. Forests improve 
air quality and serve as valuable carbon 
sinks, mitigating over 11% of the U.S.’s total 
carbon emissions in 2017.101 Wetlands can 
help prevent flooding and remove excessive 
nutrients from water before it ever enters 
a treatment plant. In one example, the EPA 
found that a single wetland in South Car-
olina removed the same amount of pollut-
ants from the watershed naturally as would 
a $5 million treatment plant.102 

Yet America’s natural areas are at risk. From 
2001 to 2016, the lower 48 states lost more 
than 11,000 square miles of undeveloped 
land, more than the area of Massachu-
setts.103 Coastal zones have lost thousands 
of acres of critical natural areas, including 
640,000 acres of wetland between 1996 and 
2016.104 Our public lands are increasingly 
threatened by resource extraction activi-

ties. For example, over the last decade, oil 
production on publicly owned lands has 
increased by 60%.105 Recent federal actions 
have eroded protections for natural lands 
and ocean waters, with the Trump admin-
istration having moved to open up pre-
viously protected ocean areas to offshore 
drilling and commercial fishing.106

The following projects and policies can help 
protect and restore America’s natural infra-
structure.

Protect 30% of America’s land area and 
waterways by 2030
To protect and restore America’s land and 
water, Congress should establish a goal 
of protecting 30% of the nation’s land and 
ocean areas by 2030, prioritizing areas with 
high ecological, biodiversity, and carbon 
sequestration value.107 This aligns with the 
goal of an international effort to protect 30% 
of the planet by 2030.108

The federal government should also pro-
tect and build on existing rules to guard 
against destructive infrastructure, such as 
the Roadless Area Conservation rule and the 
Clean Water Act. New protections should be 
adopted to prohibit harmful infrastructure 
on public lands, such as banning the auction 
of vulnerable public lands for oil and gas 
exploration by the Department of Interior. 

Increase climate resilience through a re-
established Civilian Conservation Corps
The Civilian Conservation Corps, estab-
lished in 1933, employed 3 million Amer-
icans doing work such as forest manage-
ment, flood control, and planting more than 
3 billion trees.109 Now in 2020, a similar 
effort can help restore America’s natural 
infrastructure with a focus on responding to 
the threat of climate change.110 

Congress should re-establish the Civilian 
Conservation Corps with a focus on making 
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the nation more resilient in the face of cli-
mate change, doing work such as resource 
restoration, reforestation, and wildfire pre-
vention and response. A similar effort could 
also be established through the Corporation 
for National and Community Service. As 
described by the House Select Committee 
on the Climate Crisis, a new AmeriCorps 
program called the Climate Resilience 
Service Corps could “harness the power of 
students and volunteers” to carry out ser-
vice projects focused on climate resilience 
as well as climate impacts education.111 

Increase support for watershed and 
coastal restoration and protection 
Watersheds and wetlands provide wildlife 
habitats, mitigate flooding, and protect 
drinking water by filtering water pollut-
ants.112 Ocean and coastal ecosystems, for 
example, protect shorelines from flooding 
during storms and act as carbon sinks, help-
ing slow the process of climate change.113 

To restore and protect watersheds, wetlands, 
and ocean and coastal areas, Congress should 
fully fund programs including NOAA’s 
National Estuarine Research Reserve Pro-
gram, EPA’s National Estuary Program, and 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Coastal 

Program.114 Congress also should provide ad-
ditional resources for states to manage their 
own watersheds and coastal areas, including 
by strengthening the National Coastal Zone 
Management Program.115  

Incentivize sustainable agriculture
American agricultural practices threaten pub-
lic health and the environment in a variety of 
ways, from aquifer and topsoil depletion, to 
pollution of rivers and streams, to the mis-
use of antibiotics. While the current farm bill 
includes funding for farmers to adopt more 
sustainable agricultural practices, the cur-
rent system of direct payments has not been 
enough to drive significant improvements.116 

To create a more sustainable agricultural 
system, Congress should increase funding 
to USDA conservation programs that send 
funds directly to farmers and boost a range 
of on-farm conservation programs, placing 
a priority on payment rates for resource-
conserving crop rotations and cover crops. 
Congress also should expand the Conserva-
tion Reserve Program, which incentivizes 
farmers to preserve environmentally sensi-
tive areas. And Congress should incentivize 
the incorporation of energy efficiency and 
renewable energy on farms. 
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Making smart infrastructure choices: 
Four principles for future investment

AN IMMEDIATE PROGRAM OF 
infrastructure investment – such as the 
one proposed in this paper – could play 
an important role in bringing the nation 
together across partisan divides, help the 
nation emerge stronger from the COVID-19 
pandemic, and make a down payment on 
the critical investments needed to build a 
healthy, sustainable future in the 21st century.

But improving America’s infrastructure is a 
long-term task. To ensure that all infrastruc-
ture spending – whether it comes in the 
form of COVID recovery spending or per-
manent changes to infrastructure policies 
– serves the public interest, public officials 
should adhere to four key principles: 

Principle 1: Only build infrastructure that 
accomplishes the goal of creating safer, 
healthier and more sustainable communities. 
Infrastructure projects can be used to accom-
plish a number of outcomes. Often, discussions 
of why we should build infrastructure hinge on 
temporary job creation, the potential to attract 
investment, or spurring economic growth.

Infrastructure investments, however, last 
20, 50, even 100 years. Responsible infra-
structure serves long-term purposes, and 
solves our most pressing problems so as to 
make future generations better off.

America has neither the money nor the time 
to waste on infrastructure investments that 
do not advance public interest goals, or 
worse, run counter to them. The obligation 
to protect public health, enhance safety and 
ensure sustainability is a commitment not 
only to today’s communities, but also to the 
future wellbeing of the nation as a whole.

Principle 2: Fix it first.
America has spent trillions of dollars build-
ing infrastructure that we have allowed to 
fall into disrepair. 

Government investment has long favored 
new construction over maintenance proj-
ects. For example, between 2009 and 2017, 
the nation’s public road network grew 
by nearly 225,000 lane-miles, even as the 
percentage of the nation’s roads in poor 
condition grew from 14% to 20%.117 These 
decisions not only put the safety of the citi-
zens who use this infrastructure at risk, but 
also waste taxpayer dollars. A recent study 
found that when it comes to the nation’s 
roads, preventive maintenance – that is, in-
vesting in maintenance when a road’s con-
dition drops from “satisfactory” to “fair” – 

RESTORE FULL ENVIRONMENTAL 
REVIEWS UNDER THE NATIONAL 
ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY ACT

One important way to ensure infrastructure 
spending follows the principle of creat-
ing safer, healthier and more sustainable 
communities is to require adequate review 
of infrastructure projects. In support of this 
aim, Congress should reverse the recent 
rule change to the National Environmental 
Policy Act, or NEPA, which eliminated the 
requirement to assess climate impacts of 
federal projects and narrowed the range of 
projects that required review. Only with de-
tailed reviews and extensive publicly avail-
able information on project impacts can the 
public be sure that proposed infrastructure 
spending will serve the public interest.
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can save money down the line. For every $1 
spent on preventative road maintenance, as 
much as $10 is saved on rehabilitation once 
the road’s condition becomes serious.118

Deferred maintenance has resulted in sig-
nificant waste of resources and maintenance 
backlogs across all categories of infrastruc-
ture. Repairing existing, useful infrastruc-
ture should be the first step in addressing 
the nation’s infrastructure needs. Decision-
makers should prioritize repair, rehabilita-
tion and maintenance of current infrastruc-
ture. This policy is referred to as “fix-it-first.” 

Adopting a “fix-it-first” policy not only 
helps to ensure the safety of the citizens 
that utilize the infrastructure that’s already 
present in their communities, but also 
ensures that we get the most value out of 
what we have already built. 

Principle 3: Avoid building infrastructure 
that will need to be abandoned before the 
end of its useful life.
The United States is undergoing rapid change 
– in technology, public opinion and even 
the climate itself. While some changes are 
unpredictable, others can be easily foreseen. 

Failing to foresee upcoming changes leads 
to the creation of stranded assets – those 
that become worthless or counterproduc-
tive before the end of their useful lives. 
Policymakers should identify classes of 
assets that are likely to become stranded 
and minimize investment in those areas. 

The most pressing change shaping how 
government needs to shift its infrastructure 
investments is the threat of global warming. 
Stranding already existing assets such as 
coal and gas-fired power plants, fracking 
wells, and oil and gas pipelines over time 
is a responsible and necessary decision, one 
that requires policy attention. Continuing to 
invest in maintenance and upgrades to these 

facilities could divert resources from needed 
investments in clean, renewable energy. 

Investing in new fossil fuel infrastructure 
that will soon be made irrelevant by the ur-
gent need to respond to the threat of global 
warming is also unjustifiable. 

While some important changes cannot be 
anticipated, decision-makers must do what 
they can to ensure that all infrastructure 
investments will be as useful as possible for 
as long as possible.

Principle 4: Get the most out of our 
existing infrastructure.
New infrastructure investment is often 
exciting. From sweeping promises of job 
creation and economic revitalization to 
ribbon-cutting ceremonies, building some-
thing new is often attractive for politicians 
and compelling to the public. However, new 
construction is not always the best, most 
efficient answer to solving critical problems.   

For example, too often our approach to 
highway construction has been to widen, 
expand and build new in order to lessen 
congestion for the few hours of rush hour 
traffic a day, leaving the road to sit near 
empty all other hours. We’ve built sprawl-
ing developments, constructed miles of 
highways, water pipes and power lines to 
service the suburbs while we fail to reinvest 
in our existing cities and towns. 

Building the biggest, most expensive in-
frastructure is rarely the most deliberate 
approach available to meeting a commu-
nity’s needs. Using our existing infrastruc-
ture more efficiently can often reduce the 
amount we need to spend to build more 
with the same results.

Since the early 1990s, New York City has 
invested $1.7 billion in preserving the 
“natural infrastructure” of forested land 



PAGE 23

in the Catskill Mountains. The lakes and 
reservoirs provide 90 percent of drinking 
water to the nation’s largest city, almost 
entirely unfiltered, saving the city over $10 
billion on the construction of a water filtra-
tion plant, and additional maintenance and 
operational costs each year.119

Policies that alter the public’s use of infra-
structure can also help avoid unnecessary 
construction. Highway widening has long 
been known to be an ineffective solution to 
congestion, as the additional lanes simply 

draw new cars to the road that cause traf-
fic to reemerge.120 Pricing of travel on busy 
highways, on the other hand (see page 14), 
can address congestion by encouraging 
people to share rides or to shift travel to less 
congested periods of the day when conges-
tion fees are lower.

It is time for a new approach to federal 
investment in infrastructure – one that 
doesn’t build more than we have to and 
that actively seeks ways to get the most out 
every dollar spent.
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