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Abstract 

Recent scholarship has suggested that infrastructure development is fragmenting local 

urban politics, but I argue that it has had the opposite impact at the multi-city regional scale. 

New multi-city growth coalitions are currently emerging across the United States, united by a 

shared interest in supply-chain expansion—the extension of effective supply chains and the 

intensification of circulatory possibilities within regional transportation networks. In this paper I 

develop a theoretical account of these novel “infrastructure alliances”, and explore empirical 

examples across the domains of 1) logistics and trade and 2) manufacturing and resource 

extraction supply chains. I conclude by considering possible future trajectories for infrastructure 

alliances and entrepreneurial urban governance. 

Introduction 

Several years ago, during a routine lobbying meeting in Washington, something strange 

happened. The story was recounted by a senior staffer at the Great Lakes Metro Chambers 

Coalition, a sprawling partnership of nearly forty local and metropolitan chambers of commerce 

across twelve states in the Great Lakes region of the United States. As he described it: 

When Congress was asking for chambers to list significant projects that could get funded and implemented 
if there was a better approach to surface transportation funding at the federal level, chambers declared their 
big regional projects. And on Cleveland’s list was the CREATE system in Chicago, which is the work to 
update and modernize the road and rail crossings and try to unsnarl a lot of the rail traffic in Chicago. And 
that was on Cleveland’s list as one of their three key projects. Because of the supply chain, and the fact that 
those trains rumble east and west to and from Cleveland. 

 Students of entrepreneurial urban governance might find this a puzzling story. Cleveland and 

Chicago are more than 500 kilometres distant. Zero-sum interurban competition, as a coercive 

force in urban governance (Harvey 1989; Brenner and Wachsmuth 2012), should have had the 
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two city-region’s chambers fighting for congressional funding, not supporting each other’s 

priorities. 

How to make sense of this story? This paper argues that infrastructure development 

makes strange bedfellows in urban and regional governance, by facilitating ground-up growth 

coalition formation on an unprecedented scale in the contemporary United States. Across the US, 

transportation infrastructure development is creating new opportunities for place-bound elites to 

coordinate local economic development policy—not at the local or city-regional scale, but across 

multi-city regions spanning hundreds of kilometres—and is creating new political and economic 

contradictions. While there is mounting evidence that infrastructure development is fragmenting 

local urban areas and local urban politics (Graham and Marvin 2001; Kirkpatrick and Smith 

2011), I argue that it has had the opposite impact at the multi-city regional scale, where it has 

been driving new growth coalition formation—albeit in uneven and unstable institutional 

configurations. 

The plan is as follows. I begin by discussing the relationship between the development of 

the built environment and the local growth coalitions widely understood to be central to 

contemporary entrepreneurial urban governance. On the basis of that discussion, I argue that 

supply-chain expansion—the extension of effective supply chains and the intensification of 

circulatory possibilities within a regional transportation network—offers a structuring principle 

for new, emerging multi-city growth coalitions analogous to the role of land-use intensification 

underlying traditional local growth machines (Logan and Moloch 2007). I investigate empirical 

examples of the “infrastructure alliances” in the United States that result from this structuring 

principle, across the domains of 1) logistics and trade and 2) manufacturing and resource 
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extraction. I conclude by considering possible future trajectories for infrastructure alliances and 

entrepreneurial urban governance. 

Urban infrastructure development and growth coalitions 

This paper offers an urban-theoretical approach to an economic geography topic: the 

spatiality of regional political economies. Scholars have explored this topic extensively through a 

wide variety of economic-geographic lenses, among them clustering (Storper 1997; Porter 1998; 

Martin and Sunley 2003), regional innovation systems (Cooke 1992), and value chains (Sturgeon 

2001; Coe et al. 2004). By contrast, I approach it via urban governance, and in particular the 

literature on the new urban politics and growth coalition theory. 

Scholarship on what has been termed the “new urban politics” (Cox 1993; MacLeod and 

Jones 2011) has successfully analyzed North Atlantic urban governance in the post-1970s era by 

stressing two relatively novel features of that era: the supremacy of economic growth and urban 

development in the urban policy agenda, and the dominating role of place-bound elites in setting 

and steering that agenda. Logan and Molotch (2007), in their highly influential elaboration of the 

city as a growth machine, term this latter group the “growth coalition”—the set of actors whose 

economic or political interests are highly place-dependent and relatively immovable, and who 

thus share a common interest in driving growth within a given locality. The real estate and 

construction industries are the paradigmatic anchors of the growth coalition, but other important 

actors identified by Logan and Moloch and subsequently verified by a range of scholarship 

include municipal governments, local media, and utility companies. 
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The common interest of the growth machine is land-use intensification, which we can 

describe as the structuring principle of local growth machines, because it simultaneously 

establishes the likely hegemonic objective of urban politics in a given locality and the likely 

participants in that locality’s urban politics. “Land-use intensification” is a vague phrase 

inasmuch as it fails to specify to what ends such intensification is put, but this is precisely Logan 

and Molotch’s (2007) insight: rentier-dominated local growth coalitions are agnostic with respect 

to precise sectoral strategies or growth pathways. If land values and land use increase, the growth 

machine is satisfied. 

While growth coalition theory draws its explanatory power from a narrow focus on the 

role of local elites in driving urban development, these elites do not operate in a vacuum. As 

Brenner (2009: 126) explains in a critique of methodological localism in urban politics: “The 

‘localness’ of coalition formation and growth politics in US cities, as elsewhere, is not a pre-

given empirical attribute of the coalitions in question, but a mediated result of national 

institutional structures and political geographies that, quite literally, create a space in which local 

growth coalitions may be established.” To “national institutional structures and political 

geographies” we should add political, economic and infrastructural geographies at the regional 

scale. Growth coalition theory identifies a powerful set of incentives to collective action at the 

local scale (i.e. shared interests in land-use intensification), but the extent to which those 

incentives actually produce collective action depends on a spatially and analytically broader set 

of enabling structures. 

The enabling structure I focus on here is infrastructure. Urban growth depends quite 

literally on the expansion and intensification of infrastructure networks (Kirkpatrick and Smith 
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2011). But this necessity is rendered problematic by the fact that the infrastructure necessary for 

growth changes in response to shifting economic conditions, technological progress, and social 

struggles around both capital accumulation and social reproduction. The result is that growth 

coalitions always stand in historically and geographically specific relationships to their 

infrastructure networks—their “technological mixes” (Harvey 1989)—and it is only through 

continual investments in the built environment that growth coalitions can ensure growth. 

But there are at least two reasons why contemporary city-bound growth coalitions, 

despite their shared interests in promoting infrastructural development, may be splintered rather 

than united by the built environment. First, as Kirkpatrick and Smith (2011) have recently 

argued, under neoliberal conditions of urban fiscal constraint, the capacity of local growth 

coalitions in the US to direct infrastructure investment in accordance with land-use 

intensification has diminished, even as the necessity for these coalitions to do so has increased 

thanks to decreasing infrastructure investment leadership from senior levels of government. 

Second, the decline in infrastructure provision as a universal service, and the concomitant rise of 

infrastructure unbundling and premium infrastructural networks (Graham and Marvin 2001), 

open up new possibilities for secessionist development schemes. If infrastructure provisioning 

can be precisely targeted to strategic locations, local growth-oriented elites can sidestep the usual 

need to assemble a broad range of territorial interests around a land-use intensification agenda. 

The result is a contradiction: powerful shared interests in land-use intensification drive 

local growth coalitions to attempt to direct infrastructure development consistent with those 

interests, but the contemporary politics of infrastructure development tend to splinter and 

fragment coordinated growth coalition action at the local scale. This state of affairs does not 
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prevent local growth machines from forming. But it does make the growth machine’s perch at the 

top of the urban governance tree somewhat shakier, and it opens up new branches of possibility 

for development strategies—and for geographical analysis. As MacLeod (2011: 2631) argues, 

“The cumulative effect of such metropolitan splintering may well be overextending our 

established interpretations of urban landscapes and city politics including the new urban 

politics.” As a contribution to growing efforts at interpreting this state of affairs, in this paper I 

investigate the extent to which changing opportunities for investing in and regulating the built 

environment are driving novel patterns and scales of growth coalition formation in the United 

States. 

Supply-chain expansion as a structuring principle of multi-city growth coalitions 

My contention is that infrastructure development in the domain of trade and logistics 

provides a structuring principle for growth coalition action analogous to land-use intensification, 

but at a larger scale. This structuring principle is supply-chain expansion. While infrastructure 

development may be “splintering” (Graham and Marvin 2001) growth coalitions at the local or 

metropolitan scales as Kirkpatrick and Smith (2011) suggest, my research finds it has had the 

opposite impact at a larger, multi-city regional scale. In the last 20 years, multi-city growth 

coalitions—ground-up elite partnership coordinating economic development action across 

multiple cities and metropolitan regions—have proliferated across the United States, although 

their emergence has so far gone largely unnoticed in the scholarly literature. In the mid-1970s 

there were just a handful of formally institutionalized multi-city economic development 

partnerships, but as of the end of 2013 there were 171 (Wachsmuth forthcoming).  
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I call this phenomenon “competitive multi-city regionalism” (CMCR) in order to situate 

it theoretically alongside the already well-established economic geography concepts of new 

regionalism (Storper 1997; Cooke and Morgan 1998; Lovering 1999) and city-regionalism (Scott 

2001; Ward and Jonas 2004). The new regionalism is a loosely related set of theoretical and 

policy discourses which emerged in the 1990s around the proposition that the region had become 

the decisive post-Fordist scale at which innovation could be germinated and propagated, and thus 

economic development achieved. Its paradigmatic—although inconsistent (Harrison 2008b)—

notion of the region was of a decentralized industrial district, characterized by flexible 

production systems, and its proponents argued that territorial governance coordination 

mechanisms should be developed at this scale to promote economic development success. 

After a brief period of ascendancy, the new regionalism came in for sustained critique 

from economic geographers (e.g. Lovering 1999; MacLeod 2001; Harrison 2006), at the same 

that Ward and Jonas (2004) noted that the territorial form of the city had begun to make a 

resurgence in the local development policy circles that were promoting regionalism. The result, 

continuing up to the present, has been dubbed city-regionalism. This “new orthodoxy” (Harrison 

2007) in economic geography mobilizes new-regionalist discourses about competitiveness and 

innovation, but with less emphasis on politico-territorial regions and more on networked urban 

systems, within which city-suburb metropolitan regions with strong agglomeration economies 

serve as the nodes. 

Competitive multi-city regionalism is in important respects an extension of city-

regionalism that incorporates still-active strands of the new regionalism. The large-scale 

territorial politics of the latter joins the nodal city-centrism of the former. And CMCR continues 
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the orientation to interurban competitiveness and the end-of-the-nation-state triumphalism of 

both its predecessors. The term itself builds self-consciously off of what Ward and Jonas (2004) 

describe as “competitive city-regionalism”—their synthesis of the new regionalism and city-

regionalism meant to foreground the importance of political alliance formation and struggles 

over social reproduction in neoliberal urban development processes. Like competitive city-

regionalism, CMCR is decisively a phenomenon of urban neoliberalism. But, unlike its smaller-

scaled cousin, CMCR is as much a product of suburbanization as it is of neoliberalism. The 

imbrication of spaces of social reproduction, spaces of production, and spaces of circulation in a 

densely settled and densely institutionalized urban fabric creates new political possibilities for 

locally-situated economic actors to expand their political spaces of engagement (Cox 1998)—not 

simply through “vertical” politics by engaging with senior levels of government, but through 

“horizontal” coalitional politics aimed at transforming opportunities for capital accumulation and 

circulation on a supralocal scale.  1

Table 1 summarizes some important similarities and differences between the new 

regionalism, city-regionalism, and competitive multi-city regionalism. The key point is that the 

latter is not simply “city-regionalism but bigger”. It is host to and generative of distinctive spatial 

politics because of its distinctive spatio-institutional form. I have explored the emergence of 

CMCR in the US in greater depth elsewhere (Wachsmuth forthcoming); my task in this paper is 

 CMCR is in some regards a political counterpart to the recent academic and policy discourse about “megaregions” 1

in the US (e.g. Ross 2009; see Harrison and Hoyler 2014 for a more critical take), although only a very small 
number of CMCR partnerships have anything like the expansive geographies contemplated most prominently by the 
Regional Plan Association (2008). The relationship between the two concepts is beyond the scope of this article, but 
I have argued elsewhere (Wachsmuth 2015) that US megaregions are best understood not as emerging competitive 
urban governance actors, as much of the literature assumes, but as strategic terrains facilitating a variety of 
differently scaled competitiveness strategies—only some of which have the territorial reach of CMCR, let alone 
“megaregionalism” proper.
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instead to use the case of CMCR to provide analytical traction onto the changing relationship 

between infrastructure development, economic geography, and urban growth politics. 

Table 1: Varieties of regionalism in economic geography (source: author) 

In this regard, Jonas and colleagues (e.g. Cox and Jonas 1993; Ward and Jonas 2004; 

Jonas 2013; Hall and Jonas 2014; Jonas et al. 2014) have demonstrated that infrastructure 

development can be a force for political integration at the metropolitan or city-regional scale (the 

scale of labor and property markets which usually comprises a central city and its suburbs). As 

Jonas (2013: 294) argues, 

Economic development considerations alone are not sufficient to crystallise and sustain city-regional 
political alliances and governance processes. What really sustains such processes is the need to conjoin 
inward investment decisions with a range of other activities such as infrastructure, transportation, housing, 
land-use planning, environmental management and other social forms of collective provision. 

The lines of causality are not entirely unidirectional, but it is true that in the United States the 

emergence since the 1990s of metropolitan-scaled economic development institutions (Olberding 

2002) has occurred alongside an increasing prevalence of metropolitan-scaled infrastructure 

governance institutions, and often these institutions are one and the same. 

New regionalism City-regionalism Competitive multi-city 
regionalism

Spatial form Territorial Nodal Nodal and territorial

Economic scale Single or multiple labor 
markets Single labor markets Multiple (interconnected) 

labor markets

Paradigmatic policy focus Industrial innovation Economic competitiveness Infrastructure development
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What is important about this finding is that it pertains to infrastructure for collective 

consumption—transit, water, sewage and the like. Forty years ago, Castells (1977) argued 

precisely that it was these functions of labor force reproduction that gave the urban its (scalar) 

specificity, and would become political flash points for urban elites and social movements alike. 

But, alongside infrastructure supporting collective consumption is infrastructure for production 

and for capital circulation. In some cases (e.g. highway systems) these may be the same networks 

as those which serve collective consumption, but in other cases (e.g. freight rail lines) they are 

physically distinct. And, in either case, the political and economic geographies of infrastructure 

development may assume widely divergent forms if that development is being driven by, say, a 

regional production agenda as opposed to a metropolitan collective-consumption agenda. 

My argument is that, even if multi-city infrastructure growth politics in the US takes a 

wide range of concrete forms, there is a relatively consistent structuring principle underlying 

them, analogous to the role of land-use intensification in uniting local growth coalitions around a 

common developmental agenda. This principle is supply-chain expansion, or, more specifically, 

political-economic strategies aimed at 1) the extension of effective regional supply chains and 

transportation networks, and 2) the intensification of circulatory possibilities within a regional 

transportation network. The phrase “supply-chain expansion” is deliberately open-ended; as with 

the “land-use intensification” of the growth machine, it has many possible concrete referents, 

corresponding to different regional economic geographies and state structures. But it suggests 

that place-specific opportunities for expanding and intensifying capital circulation can unite 

otherwise disparate economic actors behind a common growth strategy on the multi-city scale. 
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The logic is straightforward. The insufficiency of business attraction efforts for 

motivating governance collaboration at the metropolitan scale which Jonas (2013) has noted is 

even more apparent at the multi-city scale, where zero-sum competition for mobile capital 

investment cannot be easily overcome. When added to the coordination problems any attempts at 

large-scale ground-up governance would face, zero-sum competition makes a traditional growth 

machine agenda exceedingly unlikely to emerge at the multi-city scale. Because metropolitan 

labor markets are relatively discrete, one city-region’s win might really be another’s loss. But 

investment in transportation infrastructure which connects multiple city-regions can become an 

appealing target for regional growth politics because it can potentially: 1) enhance 

complementarities within an existing regional division of labor; 2) improve the competitive 

position of an entire multi-city region within larger-scale divisions of labor; or 3) introduce new 

economic development pathways by connecting a region into new divisions of labor. This range 

of economic development possibilities, which I concretize in the second half of this paper 

through a series of case studies, offers a rationale for governance collaboration for place-based 

elites across multi-city regions, even when those regions are otherwise characterized by zero-

sum competition for inward investment. Put differently, the rationale for multi-city regionalism 

exists independently of the rationale for city-regionalism per se, and exists even in cases where 

competition makes city-regionalism unlikely to emerge. 

Moreover, the policy levers for infrastructure investment generally lie with senior levels 

of government. So local elites attempting to influence these investment decisions face strong 

incentives to cooperate with neighbours on lobbying efforts to increase their mutual chances of 

success—again, even when their economic development relations with those neighbours largely 
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remain competitive ones. Here a comparison with the growth machine is clarifying. The policy 

levers for land-use planning lie mostly at the local and metropolitan scales, so place-bound elites 

with interests in land-use intensification have a strong scalar bias toward collective action at 

those same scales, regardless of the particularly policy objective being pursued, and regardless 

of intrasectoral or intraterritorial competition. Real estate developers in a given city-region can 

compete with each other even as they mutually support municipal and metropolitan governance 

regimes encouraging land-use intensification. This is to say that land-use intensification produces 

a spatial selectivity (Brenner 2004; Jessop 1990) for local and metropolitan collective action. 

Likewise, supply-chain expansion produces a spatial selectivity for multi-city regional collective 

action. Not all multi-city growth politics will centre on infrastructure development, just as not all 

local growth politics centres on land-use intensification, but in both cases the structuring 

principle supplies a powerful uniting logic among place-bound elites. 

Infrastructure alliances 

The result of the concept of supply-chain expansion as a structuring principle of CMCR 

growth politics is a theoretical prediction of “infrastructure alliances” operating to strengthen 

functional connections within the polycentric urban fabric and to expand the extent of these 

connections. The anchor of the infrastructure alliance, analogous to the role of real estate 

developers in the growth machine, is the transportation and logistics sector. Rail companies, 

shippers, importers and exporters, third party logistics operations: these are the firms with the 

clearest direct economic interest in supply-chain expansion, as a means of opening up new 

markets or increasing the profitability of their operations in existing markets. Extending regional 
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supply chains and transportation networks allows them to extend their own scope of operations, 

and intensifying circulatory possibilities within regional transportation networks increases the 

density of their economic activities and reduces the turnover time of capital. Moreover, even as 

the logistics industry has acted as a carrier wave for economic globalization it has undergone its 

own globalization-induced restructuring in recent decades (Hesse and Rodrigue 2004), which 

means that regionally based firms are increasingly joined by transnational firms with broader 

spatial reach. In both cases they will tend to support multi-city, infrastructure-focused economic 

development initiatives in their areas of operation. 

The major partners of logistics firms within infrastructure alliances are metropolitan 

chambers of commerce. Sub-state chambers generally have, at largest, a metropolitan area of 

operation—a central city plus its suburbs—but they nevertheless have concrete interests in 

economic development governance at the larger multi-city scale. CMCR initiatives to restructure 

the supply chains within which any given metropolitan chamber is located are an important 

venue for local business communities to exert policy agency over the regional economic context 

that structures local growth possibilities. 

Alongside these two major players in the infrastructure alliance are a range of supporting 

characters, starting with infrastructure management and construction firms. Businesses in the 

infrastructure sector make money whenever there is infrastructure to be constructed, upgraded, or 

retrofitted, and they will thus be stalwart members of infrastructure alliances. The most important 

of these firms are large international conglomerates which furthermore provide government 

consulting services, and thus are in a position not only to benefit from state-led infrastructure 

development efforts, but to encourage governments to pursue such efforts in the first place. 
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Firms in manufacturing and natural resource extraction also have direct interests in 

supply-chain expansion. Manufacturing firms rely for their individual competitiveness on a 

robust regional milieu: a network of upstream suppliers and downstream consumers, a abundant 

skilled workforce, and an efficient transportation network to receive supplies and to ship output. 

All of these factors mean that manufacturers will tend to support policies which increase the 

strength and extent of the regional market, even when competitors’ interests will also be served. 

Much like manufacturing firms, natural resource firms rely on complex regional divisions of 

labor, and thus have a direct interest in strengthening the vitality of that ecosystem. They also 

rely on robust transportation networks to transport resources from extraction points to processing 

points, and onward to final consumers, and thus are reliable supporters of infrastructure 

investment schemes. 

The analysis here points to the possibility of “business regionalism” on a multi-city scale. 

At the same time, there are a variety of possible business regionalisms; just because business 

takes a “regional perspective”, this does not mean that the outcome of that regional perspective 

will be regional collective action. Firms seeking to encourage incentive bidding wars between 

neighbouring jurisdictions within a regional supply chain are “acting regionally”, but doing so in 

a way that reduces the prospects for collaborative economic regionalism. Similarly, there are 

firms with an interest in supply-chain expansion at the multi-city scale who nevertheless have 

equally strong interests in not entering into any collaborations at that scale: below I briefly 

discuss the example of large multinational oil and gas firms. The conclusion is that supply-chain 

expansion offers an incentive for CMCR governance collaboration among a set of private- and 
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third-sector actors, but that incentive must be mediated through place-specific institutional 

contexts to find concrete expression. 

The institutional context of infrastructure alliances 

Growth machines draw their potency from the shared elite interest in land use 

intensification and property value increase, but also from the fact that those growth pathways 

have relatively straightforward institutional arenas via municipal governments and local and 

metropolitan chambers of commerce. By contrast, the institutional context of competitive multi-

city regionalism is substantially more fraught (Wachsmuth forthcoming). These alliances, even 

when they are able to form and to acquire some institutional purchase, do not have an 

unproblematic political pathway ahead of them. Indeed, as scholars have explored (e.g. Graham 

and Marvin 2001; Cowen 2010; Mitchell 2011; De Lara 2013), infrastructure can be a political 

flashpoint; its fixity creates for capital not just opportunity, but vulnerability—vulnerability to 

devaluation, and to class struggle and radical opposition. Similarly, even as the modern field of 

logistics has vastly expanded the geographical reach of supply chains, it has created new 

political-economic pressure points (Cowen 2014). The globally distributed nature of 

contemporary production networks means that reliability and timeliness have become the leading 

concern component in many value chains, and so capital’s efforts to simultaneously ensure 

friction-free transportation and to strictly control the costs of that transportation can come into 

tension. The strength of organized labor in seaside ports driving logistics operations inland (De 

Lara 2013), the increasingly common indigenous resistance tactic of rail blockades (Mitchell 

2011), and local right-wing opposition to regional governance (Frick 2013) all represent 

!15



vulnerabilities to capital whose resolutions will depend on complex balances of political and 

economic forces. 

Still, there are two categories of state agencies that will generally participate in 

infrastructure alliances: metropolitan planning agencies (MPOs) and local governments. MPOs 

are the federally designated bodies responsible for coordinating transportation planning at the 

metropolitan scale in the US. Sometimes they are special-purpose agencies, but often they are 

existing county governments or regional planning councils. Much the same as with metropolitan 

chambers, MPOs frequently view CMCR initiatives as a way of exerting influence over 

transportation development schemes which extend outside their jurisdictional boundaries. 

Likewise, local governments have a straightforward interest in supply-chain expansion, 

since any new investments in expanding or intensifying regional markets that touch on local 

governments generally imply an infusion of new economic activity—in the form first of capital 

investment and later of expanded local economic opportunities. This interest might not be 

sufficient to outweigh local anti-development pressures, or it might result in a form of 

NIMBYism which welcomes supply-chain expansion in the region but resists letting the trucks 

onto local roads (Cidell 2013). But, generally speaking, local governments can play an important 

mediating role in 1) lobbying senior levels of government for proposed infrastructure 

investments to be funded, and 2) addressing and diffusing resident concerns over the impact of 

infrastructure projects on local property. Where the former role is not undertaken successfully, 

the infrastructure alliance cannot leave the starting blocks. Where the latter role is not undertaken 

successfully, the alliance cannot reach the finish line. 
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Unlike local governments, state governments in the US have an ambivalent relationship 

to supply-chain-focused multi-city economic development strategies. On the one hand, they have 

a direct interest in driving in-state economic growth (Eisinger 1988) and play a leading role in 

directing the necessary infrastructure investment. On the other, state governments often have 

economic regionalism priorities which differ from those of locally-based CMCR growth 

coalitions (Wachsmuth forthcoming). Particularly where supply chains and CMCR partnership 

cross state boundaries, the politics of collaboration can be difficult to achieve. One striking 

example is that of the Charlotte Regional Partnership, a CMCR chamber of commerce 

representing twelve counties in North Carolina and four in South Carolina. In July 2013, the 

North Carolina state government defunded the group because it didn’t want state economic 

development resources spent potentially attracting investment to another state. The state 

subsequently set up a new regional entity serving only the North Carolina portion of the region. 

The question of whether state governments will be a reliable partner in infrastructure alliances 

thus depends heavily on local political-economic geographies. 

The combined interests among these private- and public-sector actors in supply-chain 

expansion provides a material basis for understanding the emergence of multi-city infrastructure 

alliances at an abstract level. (Table 2 summarizes the argument, and contrasts infrastructure 

alliances with growth machines.) 
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Table 2: Growth machines and infrastructure alliances compared (source: author) 

Infrastructure alliances in action 

I now proceed to discuss the empirical parameters of infrastructure alliances in the 

contemporary United States. The analysis presented in this section is based on a large-scale 

comparative study of CMCR in the post-1980s US. The research combines a document- and 

GIS-based analysis of the 171 multi-city economic development partnerships operating in the US 

as of the end of 2013 with a narrower interview- and document-based investigation of five 

leading CMCR initiatives, shown in Figure 1 and Table 3. 

Growth machines Infrastructure alliances

Structuring 
principle

Land-use intensification: Increasing 
economic activity in a locality through 

property development

Supply-chain expansion: Extending 
and intensifying regional transportation 

networks

Leading 
actors

Real estate and development 
industries

Transportation and logistics 
industries

Supporting 
actors

Local government; local media; utilities; 
arts and entertainment; universities; 

retail; organized labor

Manufacturing and resource industries; 
metropolitan chambers; MPOs; 

state and local governments

Institutional 
configuration

Informal alliance, often led by a strongly 
institutionalized metropolitan chamber 

of commerce

Informal alliance, often led by a weakly 
institutionalized “regional partnership” 

or other ad-hoc institution

Scale of 
operation

Local or metropolitan, corresponding to 
local labor and property markets, and to 

local control of land-use planning

Multi-city, corresponding to the extent of 
regional supply chains and transportation 

networks

Common 
roadblocks

Local austerity; suburbanization and 
attenuation of metropolitan regions; lack of 
local control over infrastructure for growth

Business encouraging zero-sum inter-urban 
competition; state governments pushing 

alternative regionalisms
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Figure 1: Locations of case-study multi-city economic development partnerships (source: author) 

Table 3: Selected details of case-study multi-city economic development partnerships (source: author) 

Partnership Year founded Major cities Pop. (2010) # of counties Coalition leaders

Arizona Sun 
Corridor Partnership 2009 Phoenix, Tuscon 5,503,322 5 Chambers of 

commerce

Bluegrass Economic 
Advancement 

Movement
2011 Louisville, 

Lexington 1,993,409 22 Mayors’ offices

Florida’s Super 
Region 2009 Tampa, Orlando 8,445,529 23 Chambers of 

commerce

Southeast Super 
Region Committee 2009 New Orleans, 

Baton Rouge 2,446,864 23 CEOs

Team NEO 2004
Cleveland, 

Akron, Canton, 
Youngstown

4,335,920 18
Chambers of 
commerce; 

philanthropy
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In each of these cases I consulted a range of documentary sources, including policy 

reports, internal strategy documents, local media, and legislation. Between May and December 

2013 I also conducted 41 interviews with governance actors across the case-study regions, a 

majority of which were with officials at chambers of commerce, economic development 

corporations, and public-private regional partnerships. In the following two subsections, I draw 

selectively on this research to present paradigmatic cases of infrastructure alliances in action, in 

the realms of 1) trade and logistics, and 2) manufacturing and resource extraction supply chains. 

Logistics regionalism in Arizona and Central Florida 

In Arizona and Central Florida, the last several years have seen the emergence of a cluster 

of initiatives related to transportation and logistics which have remapped local growth politics 

onto the multi-city scale. In both these places, as with other areas where logistics-related 

economic development opportunities have encouraged the emergence of new regional 

governance geographies, there have been three key drivers. First, large-scale transportation 

infrastructure requires large-scale coordination. Second, the economic reach of new logistics 

infrastructure can be substantial, reconfiguring local economies and growth pathways over large 

territories and hence creating large potential alliances, while the costs associated with this 

infrastructure are equally substantial, frequently requiring large and complex partnerships to 

shepherd the necessary investments. And finally, the rise of third-party logistics has dispersed a 

range of productive and distributive activities while simultaneously relaxing spatial constraints 

on their location, allowing for horse-trading over project particulars within the context of an 
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overall positive-sum regional economic restructuring. These drivers do not interact with inherited 

institutional landscapes in a deterministic fashion, however. 

In Arizona, the most significant new infrastructure governance initiative has been a 

corridor-wide freight planning effort initiated by the Joint Planning Advisory Council (JPAC)—a 

partnership of the four MPOs in the corridor. One participant laid out the rationale for the project 

by appealing to the border-transcending nature of economic flows: 

You sit there and you look at freight. Freight doesn’t care about borders. It doesn’t care about even state 
boundaries or county boundaries. And so we said, hey listen, where’s the population located? It’s in the Sun 
Corridor. So let’s extend that with our partners here for the JPAC, propose this idea and work together on it. 

The initial working goal of the freight study was to define the parameters for an “inland port” to 

attract shipments from the major west coast ports in Los Angeles and Long Beach, Mexican 

maquiladoras south of Arizona, and potentially also Gulf of Mexico sea ports. JPAC’s inland port 

plan wasn’t the only one on the table in Arizona at the time; one report described a “scramble” of 

different groups of cities in the state all commissioning freight and trade studies to try to grab a 

piece of the action (O’Dowd 2012). The two things that distinguished JPAC’s effort were the 

greater resources attached to it when compared to many of the other contenders, and the fact that 

the JPAC study was explicitly meant to be a corridor-scale plan. The motivating logic in the 

JPAC case was twofold. First was the relative proximity, in networked terms, of the Sun Corridor 

to key global transport hubs in California and Latin America. And second was the fact that 

organized labor is nearly non-existent in Arizona, implying substantially reduced labor costs for 

transportation and logistics firms who relocate their activities and hence their wage bills inland 

from the union-dominated Los Angeles or Long Beach ports (De Lara 2012). 
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The idea of an inland port initially offered an attractive target for a JPAC-led megaproject 

development scheme. But, upon closer inspection, the global connectivity of the “Sun Corridor” 

was not so easily integrated into a single facility, since the major rail lines and interstates do not 

actually intersect or even pass that closely to each other, and since the premise of broadly-

dispersed economic benefits throughout the corridor was difficult to reconcile with one main 

location for the facility. So, within relatively short order, the freight study evolved into an 

opportunity for JPAC to demonstrate the viability and potential upside of coordinating economic 

development activities across the entire Sun Corridor. The group, working with closely with a 

transnational project management firm specializing in infrastructure projects, ended up 

developing proposals for a series of logistics-related infrastructure investments, meant to add up 

to the “inland port” but in a more geographically dispersed fashion. Figure 2 is taken from one of 

the informational brochures JPAC assembled to attract support for the recommendations of the 

freight study, and was meant to emphasize the spatial scope of the proposed investments. The 

group produced an overview of the recommendations for the entire Sun Corridor (from which 

this page is taken), along with more targeted fact sheets aimed at business and government in 

specific sub-locations within the corridor. 
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Figure 2: Making the case for an infrastructure alliance in the Sun Corridor (source: Joint Planning Advisory 

Council 2013: 8) 

The political calculus was relatively straightforward: the freight study proposed an 

infrastructure-led economic development agenda with significant investments in Maricopa, Pinal 

and Pima counties—the three initial participant councils of government in JPAC. It was also an 

agenda that incorporated local economic priorities in a more straightforward way, as a means to 

entice existing economic development interests into supporting the plan. So Tucson, which 
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already receives a significant amount of freight through an existing inland port (the “Port of 

Tucson”) was earmarked for an import distribution facility with a focus on Texan and Mexican 

markets. The Phoenix area was earmarked for a forward distribution centre to send exports from 

the region’s significant manufacturing base to the west coast, and for a build up of manufacturing 

and local distribution capacity around Phoenix-Mesa Gateway airport. And Pinal County, the 

exurbanizing area between Phoenix and Tucson, was earmarked for a freight mixing centre in the 

area where the I-10 and I-8 interstates and the Union Pacific rail line all converge. This latter 

project aptly demonstrates the coalitional potential of infrastructure alliances, since it has been a 

major priority for both the Union Pacific railroad company and political leadership in Pinal 

County since it was first proposed in 2006, but they have struggled to gain state government 

support for the project, which is necessary at a minimum for land acquisition, given the current 

public ownership of the target site. And a representative of Pinal County was quite frank with me 

about what he saw as his county’s privileged position in Sun Corridor infrastructure planning, 

given its otherwise small population and thin institutional capacity: 

If we were off to the side of one of these major counties, like Yuvapai County is, [we wouldn’t have the 
influence that we do]…. Pinal County is right in the middle. We’re the cream filling in the Oreo cookie. 
They have to go through us—they don’t have to go through [Yuvapai]. So that puts us in the catbird seat 
because we’ve got the interstates and the rail, and a third interstate. So they're going to have to at least put 
up with us for the next few years.  

The JPAC freight initiative thus demonstrates logistics-related infrastructural 

development driving large-scale growth coalition formation by virtue of the necessity for 

infrastructure to be fixed across a wide range of territories, including those outside of major 

urban agglomerations. Which isn’t to say that the politics have been entirely smooth. I was told 

by various JPAC participants that, while representatives from Tucson and Pinal County were 

largely on board with the initiative, some representatives from Phoenix’s suburbs were still 
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skeptical, preferring a Phoenix-centric metropolitan economic development model in which they 

expect to be more influential. 

In Central Florida, logistics and trade have similarly been driving new multi-city growth 

coalition formation, but the institutional structure around those goals has been more diffuse than 

in Arizona, with a combination of state and local government agencies, public-private 

partnerships, and corporations all actively pursuing multi-city regionalist growth strategies. As a 

state economic development consultant explains: 

Particularly global trade and logistics have been a huge driver of economic development, of regions coming 
together in the last few years. It’s created a lot of new partnerships.… The big seaports, the airports are all 
regional in nature. Supply chains are regional. I mean it’s something that’s hard to argue. The businesses 
that are getting involved and really helping drive that discussion really are thinking regionally, and 
encouraging that dialogue…. The big shippers and motor carriers, the railroads: they’re looking at things 
like, CSX is building a significant new intermodal logistics centre in Winter Haven, which is about halfway 
between Tampa and Orlando, but it’s really going to have impacts along that whole corridor, and so it’s 
bringing together a lot of thoughts about, how do we work together on it. 

The new logistics facility he is referring to, the Winter Haven Intermodal Logistics Center, began 

operations in April 2014, and is expected to process 300,000 shipping containers a year, drawing 

on a number of Florida’s ports. It is indeed 75 km from Orlando and 80 km from Tampa, and one 

Orlando-based economic development director I spoke with speculated that it could catalyze a 

process of clustering along the I-4 corridor that would open up new economic development 

possibilities on a regional scale. Whether this prediction is correct is largely beside the point 

from the perspective of analyzing growth coalition formation: the fact that the possibility is in 

circulation is already driving new strategies around trade and logistics. 

The situation is complicated by the specific industrial geography of shipping in Florida. 

The state sees one of the highest volumes of both exports and imports pass through its ports, but 

unlike almost all the other top shipping states it has no primate port. Florida has thirteen ports, 
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and its leader (Tampa) only accounts for a quarter of the state’s total shipments by tonnage, 

compared to 99 per cent for Virginia’s top port (Hampton Roads) and 90 per cent for Georgia’s 

(Savannah)—the two states sandwiching Florida in the national rankings.  Within the Tampa-2

Orlando corridor alone, there are four ports and four intermodal freight terminals, including the 

new one at Winter Haven. 

The result is that the relationship between ports, urbanization patterns, and urban politics 

in Florida looks little like more typical monocentric port regions (Vormann 2015). For instance, 

whereas Hall and Clark (2010) found that contestation over infrastructure spending in relation to 

the port of Vancouver has created a complex politics of scale focused on the Vancouver city-

region, in Florida the politics of logistics investment are both multi-scalar and polycentric. In this 

institutional landscape, even the basic spatial form of regionalism is contested, with different 

agents attempting to enact a variety of metropolitan, regional and megaregional (Wachsmuth 

2015) strategies for logistics and trade development. 

The politics around passenger rail have been similarly vexed in Central Florida, 

particularly with regard to a high-profile Tampa-Orlando high-speed commuter rail project, 

which ended in a multi-scalar governance fiasco. The route was proposed as part of a larger 2009 

Obama administration nation-wide high-speed rail funding plan, which itself was a component of 

the administration’s post-crisis stimulus spending. The federal government allocated over $2 

billion to the project and construction was slated to begin in 2011, but at the eleventh hour the 

incoming Republican governor rejected the federal funds and cancelled the project—a decision 

 My thanks to an anonymous reviewer for noting that tonnage does not tell the complete story of shipping 2

concentration, since the state of Washington has comparably dispersed tonnage figures to Florida, but in fact features 
specialized ports which monopolize specific goods. In Florida, though, tonnage tells the correct story: shipping is 
dispersed within individual sectors as well.
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universally understood to be political posturing in preparation for a potential 2012 White House 

run. Before the rail project ultimately ended in failure, though, it was a proximate cause for the 

formation of the Florida’s Super Region multi-city economic development partnership between 

Tampa and Orlando’s local growth coalitions. The project was a major desideratum for 

businesses and for local governments in the corridor, and they organized extensively to build in-

state support for the train, despite its ultimate failure to materialize. 

Supply-chain regionalism in the Great Lakes and the Gulf of Mexico 

The preceding cases of infrastructure alliances in the domain of logistics and trade 

concern situations where infrastructure development is not simply the structuring principle of a 

multi-city growth coalition but its major policy focus as well. This isn’t a necessary relationship, 

though. The domain of manufacturing and resource extraction offers a case where infrastructure 

development is not the exclusive or overwhelming policy focus of entrepreneurial urban policy, 

but where it nevertheless supplies a structuring principle for new growth coalitions via shared 

interests in the expansion or intensification of regional supply chains. The existence of durable 

infrastructure to facilitate specific supply chains offers a powerful inducement for local 

businesses and economic development actors to coordinate to strengthen these supply chains and 

thus strengthen existing regional complementarities. To establish the analytical contours of this 

dynamic, I briefly explore a manufacturing-focused infrastructure alliance in the Great Lakes, 

and a resource-extraction-focused alliance in the Gulf of Mexico. 

The Great Lakes Metro Chambers Coalition (GLMCC) is the largest and most expansive 

CMCR partnership in the country. It is an alliance of nearly forty chambers of commerce across 
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twelve states in the Great Lakes region, focused on collective policy development and federal 

lobbying. It has a counterpart with direct membership from manufacturing organizations called 

the Great Lakes Manufacturing Council, which focuses on sharing information and “best 

practices” among its members. Both groups were founded in the mid 2000s. 

The “Great Lakes” as a US political region is usually defined as the eight states bordering 

on the lakes—Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Minnesota, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and 

Wisconsin. The governors of these eight states, for instance, comprise the Council of Great 

Lakes Governors along with their Canadian counterparts from Ontario and Quebec. But the 

GLMCC draws its membership from chambers across these eight states plus Iowa, Kentucky, 

Missouri, and West Virginia—states hundreds of kilometres away from the lakes. Why would 

chambers of commerce in these far flung locations be interested in participating in a Great 

Lakes-centred partnership? The answer is the Midwest manufacturing supply chain. The 

GLMCC is effectively an alliance of manufacturing-dominated local growth coalitions across the 

Midwest, who understand their interests to be tied up with each other’s thanks to the linkages 

between firms in their respective areas. 

The result has been policy coordination between local growth coalitions on an 

unprecedented geographical scale. A member of the group’s leadership described the kind of 

coordinated lobbying its members undertake: 

When the Metro Chambers go to Washington, it’s common that you’ll have maybe three or four chambers 
calling on a congressman. And they’ll walk into an office and say, “You know, we think as part of your 
surface transportation reauthorization [bill] we really need to include better language on using the assets 
that are already sitting there in the Harbor Maintenance Trust Fund to keep these harbours dredged”. And 
so a legislator hosting a meeting in that legislative office will say, “You four chambers from Ohio, 
Wisconsin, Michigan and Pennsylvania agree on that?” Ok, that becomes really important to them to see 
that there’s a common regional point of view. 
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Now, it’s relatively easy to picture chambers agreeing on that kind of general funding priority. 

But the example of Cleveland making a Chicago infrastructure project a lobbying priority, 

discussed above in the paper’s introduction, demonstrates that the GLMCC has also been the 

venue for a kind of positive-sum economic development politics which is rare in the context of 

US interlocality competition. 

It is significant that a major focus of the group has been transportation and logistics 

policy. The GLMCC is an instance of a relatively diffuse infrastructure alliance, coordinating 

disparate locally-oriented growth coalitions to a common program of economic intensification in 

the Great Lakes megaregion, concentrating the maximum amount of manufacturing activity 

within the “eight hours’ drive time of truck fleets” that my informant described as the working 

extent of the supply chain. 

Much the same as in the Great Lakes, supply-chain logic has driven multi-city growth 

coalition formation in the Gulf of Mexico. One of the leaders of the Southeast Super Region 

Committee (SESRC) in Louisiana described the expansions of the initiative from the New 

Orleans-Baton Rouge corridor to the Houma-Thibodaux bayou country as an “easy sell” to the 

business communities in both New Orleans and Baton Rouge thanks to the oil and gas supply 

chain: 

[There’s a] natural complement of what goes on in New Orleans and Baton Rouge, with the petrochemical 
refining up and down the river, and then what goes on in Houma-Thibodaux with the manufacturing end of 
both oil field platforms and boats that happen in that region. A lot of boat companies—they tend to be oil 
field service companies, and boat-oriented…. So there’s a commonality in heavy construction that exists in 
Baton Rouge, exists in New Orleans, and exists in Houma and Thibodaux areas. And there’s a complement 
of oil and gas exploration offices tend to be headquartered in New Orleans, and then the operational end 
tends to be in Houma. 

It is interesting to note that the original concept of the SESRC was to coordinate 

economic development and business class lobbying between the two major urban centres in 
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Louisiana. The regional crisis brought on by Hurricane Katrina in 2005 was the major proximate 

impetus for the partnership, and according to that impetus there would have been no obvious 

reason to involve the more sparsely populated bayou region. But as the partnership has deepened, 

the supply chain logic has become harder to ignore. Moreover, the supply chain logic has 

dovetailed with a focus on transportation development, and the SESRC has taken on the 

characteristics of an infrastructure alliance. The first thing one of my informants said when I 

asked him about the SESRC expansion to Houma-Thibodaux was: “We then can bring the power 

to bear of our three regions to try to get I-49 completed.” He is referring to a planned interstate 

extension that will, connect the west side of the state and Arkansas to New Orleans, via Houma 

and Thibodaux. The project has been in the works for a number of years and has been a major 

priority for local officials along its route, but hadn’t yet received a funding commitment from the 

state government by mid-2013, when this interview was conducted. 

Conspicuous in their absence from the SERSC partnership have been the large oil and gas 

companies. In this regard the SERSC mirrors an now-defunct multi-city economic partnership in 

the region, the Gulf of Mexico States Partnership. The latter was a business alliance which 

operated across the entire Gulf region in the early and mid 2000s. A former president of this 

group remarked that, while shipping and port companies were heavily involved, the large oil and 

gas companies refused to participate. He said: 

The oil companies—you can only imagine why the oil companies would stay away <laughter>. They really 
didn’t want anybody looking over their shoulder in any way, shape or form. 

The reference is to the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf, but the point has broader 

relevance for the present analysis of supply-chain growth politics. Logistics and infrastructure 

firms of all shapes and sizes will generally be willing participants in infrastructure alliances, 
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since they are the ones who will get the construction contracts when there is new state 

investment in the built environment. But, with respect to manufacturing and natural resource 

firms who I have suggested also have an interest in supply-chain expansion, the firms most likely 

to participate in these initiatives are those who most benefit from a robust and expansive regional 

supply chain. Those are not necessarily the major multinational firms with extensive vertically 

integrated operations, but rather the ecosystem of smaller, more place-dependent firms which 

rely directly on access to forward and backward linkages. 

Both the Great Lakes and Gulf of Mexico cases describe situations where infrastructure is 

not the dominant policy focus of CMCR growth coalitions, but is nevertheless an important 

economic development priority for regional growth politics and helps drive growth coalition 

formation, thanks to the centripetal political economy of regional supply chains. In the New 

Orleans-Baton Rouge corridor of Louisiana, new infrastructure development possibilities around 

the oil and gas supply chain and highway and rail ground transportation have provided an 

important institutional glue to the region’s rapidly formalizing CMCR efforts. And in the much 

more diffuse space of the Great Lakes, supply-chain considerations have led local manufacturing 

groups and chambers of commerce to coordinate on policy development at an incredibly large 

scale. These instances of supply-chain regionalism demonstrate the importance of supply-chain 

expansion as a structuring principle of multi-city growth coalitions even in the absence of strong 

infrastructure-led development strategies. 
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Discussion: Regularities and divergences within infrastructure alliances 

The purpose of this essay has been to introduce the concept of supply-chain expansion as 

a structuring principle for emerging multi-city growth coalitions, and the “infrastructure alliance” 

as the corresponding coalitional form. As the preceding empirical analysis of multi-city growth 

politics in the US has demonstrated, however, these two concepts cover a range of governance 

phenomena. Like the growth machine and other conceptual tools of the new urban politics, 

supply-chain expansion and infrastructure alliances are abstractions which only find concrete 

expression mediated through various historically and geographically specific institutional and 

political-economic contexts. I therefore want to step back from the case studies to highlight 

several systematic regularities and divergences across the conceptual terrain of infrastructure 

alliances. 

A key conclusion across the diversity of case studies presented here is a developmental 

meta-strategy I can describe as “territory to achieve network”. The CMCR growth coalitions I 

have examined have pursued strongly networked economic development goals, and relied on 

strongly territorialized political strategies to achieve those goals. These strategies were generally 

oriented towards extending and intensifying networks of economic flows—through new logistics 

facilities, trade routes, and the like—and used the large spatial reach of the necessary 

infrastructure development to assemble large territorial alliances to drive that development. 

In this regard, my findings cast doubt on too neat a separation between territorial and 

networked modes of urban political economy (Jones and MacLeod 2004; Harrison 2013), and 

thus echo Harrison’s (2010: 17; emphasis in original) argument that city-regionalism is “the 

mediated outcome of trans-regional economic flows and political claims to territory”. But, more 
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specifically, the cases presented here suggest that multi-city regionalist political claims to 

territory (which in the US inherently fly in the face of inherited jurisdictional geographies) are 

not simply in tension with trans-regional economic flows; they are specifically mobilized to 

shape and direct such flows. We can thus read the emergence of infrastructure alliances as a 

further permutation of the tension between fixity and motion in the capitalist production of space 

(Harvey 2006). The need to fix some capital in the ground as infrastructure in order to let other 

capital circulate more smoothly does not just generate economic contradictions within existing 

sociospatial landscapes, as Harvey discusses, but actively generates new multi-city regional 

political geographies attempting to grapple with those contradictions. 

Alongside this rather abstract regularity underlying infrastructure alliances is a large 

concrete variation in the extent to which CMCR growth coalitions have institutionalized. In 

Arizona and Louisiana, the informal infrastructure alliances I have discussed in this paper have 

spawned a set of increasingly formal governance institutions targeting the same territory. In the 

former case, there are now economic development, freight planning, water conservation, 

university consortium, renewable energy, and electric vehicle initiatives all working with a 

roughly similar idea of the “Sun Corridor”. In the latter case, business attraction efforts have 

been joined by a corridor-wide passenger rail scheme. In Florida and the Great Lakes, however, 

the infrastructure alliances have not meaningfully institutionalized. Exploring this variation in 

institutionalization is beyond the scope of this paper, but will be an important theme for future 

research. The posture of state governments towards the ground-up regionalisms in their 

jurisdictions—and the presence of competing state-led regionalism efforts—is a promising 

starting point (Wachsmuth forthcoming), calling to mind Harrison’s (2008a) distinction between 

!33



“centrally orchestrated regionalism” and “regionally orchestrated centralism”. The question of 

state structure also suggests a trans-Atlantic comparison of large-scale growth coalitions, since 

growth politics occurs in an far more decentralized fashion in the US than in Western Europe 

(Cox 2009), and largely without the dense multi-scalar frameworks of spatial planning which 

characterize the latter.  

Conclusion: Future trajectories for infrastructure alliances 

In this paper I have argued that supply-chain expansion—the extension of effective 

supply chains and the intensification of circulatory possibilities within a supply chain—offers a 

structuring principle for new, emerging multi-city growth coalitions analogous to the role of land 

use intensification underlying traditional local growth machines. I call these growth coalitions 

“infrastructure alliances”, and I have investigated case studies across the domains of 1) logistics 

and trade and 2) manufacturing and resource extraction, in order to establish the key dynamics at 

work. 

To conclude, I now want to briefly consider the possible future trajectories of 

infrastructure alliances in the US, and here the 2008 financial crisis is key. This is because of 

what Bain Capital (2012) described as “a world awash in money”—conditions of structurally 

excess liquidity, which imply an overabundance of restless capital in search of profitable 

investment opportunity. In theory, the conditions are ripe for capital to switch into the “secondary 

circuit” of the built environment (Harvey 1989; Lefebvre 2003; Christophers 2011). And yet, in 

combination with this excess liquidity we find a massive turn to urban austerity (Peck 2012), 

which has led infrastructure investment to lag behind its needs. These two trends are in tension, 
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and together they imply substantial future unpredictability about the form and orientation of 

urban infrastructure investment in the US, and hence about the parameters of the infrastructure 

alliances which mobilize to secure and direct that investment. Three distinct trajectories all seem 

possible. 

First, it may be, as Weber (2010) suggests, that urban politics will continue to be 

financialized, with global capital coming to play an ever more central role in local governance 

through its control of investment. In this scenario, multi-city infrastructure alliances would be 

expected to strengthen and proliferate, since the multi-city scale is a vital one for the 

development of the large infrastructure projects through which global capital would exercise its 

control over urban governance. Second, it may be that local growth coalitions will further 

weaken in the face of their inability to direct infrastructure investments in a manner functional to 

local accumulation needs, as Kirkpatrick and Smith (2011) suggest, and that CMCR will prove 

unable to redress this regulatory failure. In this scenario, multi-city infrastructure alliances would 

be expected to be toothless and ephemeral, as local developmental elites attempt to coordinate 

action on the multi-city scale but are ultimately unable to do so effectively. Finally, the state may 

take advantage of excess liquidity to return to its traditional role of “the management of space 

‘on a grand scale’” (Lefebvre 2009: 238), but under new conditions of market rule. In this 

scenario, multi-city infrastructure alliances “from below” would be oriented toward securing 

state involvement in local developmental priorities, or would be constituted “from above” as 

public-private partnerships to advance state priorities. 
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Any of these possible governance trajectories would imply a further intensification of the 

trend to institutional instability in urban governance, along with a further retreat from vestigial 

Keynesianism, but with distinct economic geographies and socio-political consequences. 
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