
THIS IS WHY WE CAN’T HAVE 
NICE INFRASTRUCTURE

WATCH VIDEO ONLINE

[VIDEO TRANSCRIPT]

America: We’re a land of constant progress. With each passing 
generation, we get wealthier, more creative, and more dynamic.

Sometimes it seems like there’s nothing we can’t accomplish.

That’s what we told ourselves anyway...

And then a freaking bridge in Massachusetts had to ruin the whole 
thing.

This is the Anderson Memorial Bridge. It connects Cambridge, 
Massachusetts with Boston. It probably doesn’t seem important to 
you unless you’re trying to get to Harvard—in which case you’ve got 
bigger problems than can be solved by this video. But this bridge 
actually explains the answer to a question you hear a lot these 
days: Why can’t America seem to build anything anymore?

How exactly does it explain it? Well, let’s put it this way: When it 
was constructed in 1915, the Anderson Bridge took only 11 months to 
build from scratch.1 In 2012, when all they had to do was renovate 
it, it took about five years.

The Anderson Bridge reveals that not all delays owe to federal 
regulations like those found in NEPA. Most of the holdup owed to 
state and local restrictions, which were so granular that they 
even specified what kinds of bricks could be used in construction. 

ANDERSON

BRIDGE

https://www.kiteandkeymedia.com/videos/why-the-united-states-can-no-longer-build-infrastructure-efficiently-and-cheaply-nepa/
http://larrysummers.com/2016/05/31/a-lesson-on-infrastructure-from-the-anderson-bridge-fiasco/
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What happened? How is it that despite 100 years of engineering 
advances the same project now took five times as long? Did we just 
forget how to build things in the interim?

Sometimes it feels that way. In the 1930s, the Golden Gate Bridge 
was constructed in less than 4.5 years.2 The Empire State Building 
was built in one year and 45 days.3 

 
 
More recently? Boston’s overhaul of its highway system, nicknamed 
“The Big Dig,” took 15 years and cost more than five times as much 
as projected. 

In 2008, California 
approved plans for 
a high-speed rail 
system that was 
supposed to travel 
the nearly 400 miles 
between Los Angeles 
and San Francisco by 
2020. Instead, it got 
119 miles of track 
nowhere near either 
city—that might be 
usable by 2027.4 

 
Now, it’s not as if they did everything right in the old days. 
Eleven people died building the Golden Gate Bridge. And, given the 
rule of thumb at the time—one death for every million dollars spent 
on construction—that was actually considered a success.5

But better safety isn’t the reason America is falling behind. After 
all, countries like Germany and Canada build new infrastructure 
much faster and cheaper than we do—and they do it without a body 
count.6 

Other examples of speedy construction: At the beginning of the 20th 
century, the entire New York City subway system was made operational in 
less than five years. In 1942, the 1,700-mile Alaska Highway was built in 234 
days. The following year, the Pentagon—the world’s largest office building—

was completed after just 16 months of construction. 

LITERALLY, MORE PEOPLE

HAVE RIDDEN THIS TRAIN

https://patrickcollison.com/fast
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China is often cited as another example of a country that 
can build infrastructure quickly, but...there’s a body count.
Construction is considered China’s most dangerous industry.  
A government report in 2018 disclosed 1,732 construction 
accidents and 1,752 deaths—in only the first half of the year.

A big part of the story here in the U.S. is a law called the National 
Environmental Policy Act. Most people refer to it as NEPA, despite 
the fact that that makes it sound like an off-brand Pokémon.

NEPA was well-intentioned. Its goal was to make sure that new 
construction factored in environmental concerns. 

When it first took effect in the 1970s, the analysis it required 
from builders before a project could begin would often run less 
than 10 pages.7 Today, the average is more than 600 pages. 

And the average time it takes? More than 4.5 years...to get the 
paperwork approved!8

Now maybe it’s all worth it to protect the planet, right? But here’s 
the craziest part: Nothing about NEPA actually requires that. All 
you have to do is identify environmental issues. There’s nothing 
that forces you to actually do anything about them.9 

In fact, in some cases, these regulations actually make us less 
green. 

Plans for the country’s first offshore wind farm, near Martha’s 
Vineyard, were stuck in the paperwork phase for over three years.10 

One counterintuitive example of this trend: Deep-red Texas actually 
has more than double the amount of wind power of true-blue 
California. Why? The disparity owes at least in part to a much  

more stringent approval process in the Golden State.

1970s

TODAY

10 pages

OVER 600 pages

https://clb.org.hk/content/china%E2%80%99s-most-dangerous-industry-getting-more-dangerous#:~:text=There%20were%201%2C732%20accidents%20and,(MEM)%20announced%20in%20July.
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5db4d0eacb29b173254203d2/t/5fd39d3ac4a2b267e284960c/1607703867904/2YearsNot10Years.pdf
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A desalination plant in San Diego took 12 years, while Californians 
kept drawing down scarce groundwater.11 

In Montana, the US Forest Service had to wait over two years for 
approval to thin a forest to protect locals from wildfires. While 
they were waiting...nearly half the land burned in a wildfire.12

Not only are these delays dangerous and inefficient, but they also 
defeat the whole point of big infrastructure proposals. Because it 
really doesn’t matter how much money we throw at these projects. 
Under this system, none of them will get built anytime soon anyway.

And by the way, while we’re on the 
topic of throwing money at these 
projects...bit of an issue there too.

The U.S. pays way, way too much for 
our infrastructure. And hang on, 
Americans, because this involves the 
metric system...

New York City subways cost over $1 billion per kilometer. The median 
cost in the rest of the world? $250 million per kilometer. When we 
had to replace a highway tunnel in Seattle? About $1 billion per 
kilometer. Cost for a comparable project in Paris? $300 million per 
kilometer.13

And research shows this isn’t about differences in economics or 
geography. It’s almost all down to bad management. How bad? In 2017, 
a report in the New York Times revealed that a crew building a new 
train tunnel under Manhattan had 200 employees with no identifiable 
responsibilities—each being paid about $1,000 a day.14 

One person who learned this lesson the hard way: President Barack Obama.  
In 2009, the Obama Administration’s stimulus package allocated over $48 billion 
for infrastructure spending, with the White House claiming that the projects 
were “shovel ready” and construction could begin immediately. In later years, 

Obama would concede that he had learned “there’s no such thing as  
shovel-ready projects.”

NYC SUBWAY TRACKS $1 BILLION/KM

INTERNATIONAL COMPARISON                      $250 MILLION/KM

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2017/02/22/eight-years-later-what-the-recovery-act-taught-us/
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/17/magazine/17obama-t.html?_r=3&ref=magazine&pagewanted=all%22
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What does bad management look like in practice? Transit expert Alon  
Levy identifies five factors: overdesign, poor procurement practices, poor 

staffing, excessive labor costs, and political interference. Levy also identifies 
one other variable outside of management: excessive lawsuits that  

delay projects and increase costs.

It doesn’t have to be this way. Throughout our history, America 
has produced marvels of engineering and architecture. We’ve done 
it quickly and cost-effectively. And there’s no reason we can’t do 
it again. 

But if you think we can do it under our current system of regulations...
we’ve got a bridge to sell you...

...it’ll be ready in 8-10 years.

The phrase “I’ve got a bridge to sell you” has its origins in a different kind 
of infrastructure spending. In the late 19th and early 20th century, a con 
man named George C. Parker repeatedly ‘sold’ the Brooklyn Bridge to gullible 
buyers who believed they’d grow wealthy off of the resulting fees. Parker’s 
hustle also included ‘sales’ of other New York City landmarks like Grant’s 

Tomb, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the Statue of Liberty.

BROOKLYN BRIDGE

[END OF SCRIPT]
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