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Meeting Summary
Convening Guest
Bruce J. Katz is a vice president at the Brookings Institution and founding director of the Brookings Metropolitan Policy
Program. He is also co-author of The Metropolitan Revolution (Brookings Press, 2013), a distillation of his work on the
emerging metropolitan-led "next economy" and its practitioners around the country working to produce more and better
jobs driven by innovation, exports and sustainability. Bruce regularly advises federal, state, regional and municipal leaders
on policy reforms that advance the competitiveness of metropolitan areas. After the 2008 presidential election, he co-led
the housing and urban issues transition team for the Obama administration and served as a senior advisor to new Secretary of Housing and Urban Development Shaun Donovan for the first 100 days of the administration.
@bruce_katz

Summary of Discussion
Bruce Katz began the TechTable with an interactive presentation about his book, The Metropolitan Revolution. Katz
looked at cities and metros like Portland and New York which are rapidly trying to rebrand and expand. In Portland, for
example, the city is a haven for exports and green technology, both of which are being emphasized as they try to
increase private sector interest. In New York, the city has been focusing on expanding its influence beyond finance and
expanding to STEM, specifically biotechnology. Metros need to set out a vision that differentiates them from other cities.
Bruce believes that while the Federal Government has issues it can address better than states or metros, such as
providing a social safety net, it needs to shrink in size. Instead, metros, like the Bay Area, need to collaborate with
individual city governments and the private sector to revolutionize the US. Katz expressed an action-oriented optimism
in what he believes cities expert betting predictions free and metros are capable of accomplishing; throughout the
discussion, he repeated the phrase, “we just need to do it!”

The Bay Area vs. Washington, DC
• SPUR seeks to bring people together to address urban policy problems, which range from sea level rise to sustainable
growth. The TechTable specifically engaged on issues related to the Bay Area. In the Bay Area, there is a general
disconnect with Washington, DC and the federal government in general, which made Katz’s message resonate.
However, it is still difficult to know how the Bay Area can truly free itself from current restraints, such as immigration
reform. While it is easy to point a finger, the problem is not just in Washington; SF can also be its own worst enemy,
the price of living has skyrocketed and the taxation methods are not likely to change.
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• Regarding transportation funding, San Francisco is used to looking to DC, but the answer is to self-fund for things like
high-speed rail and BART extensions. Currently there is not a way to pay for high speed rail without approving taxing,
which, given the price of living, is currently is out of the question.

The role of the federal government
• Bruce acknowledged that many of us think government is a pyramid with federal government at the top dictating
down the different branches and states. However, Bruce believes we should shrink the federal government to address
only a few things that they are good at. The federal government needs to “do less, better,” and recognize it doesn’t run
the world. It should serve its citizens in the ways it can, such as providing a social safety net. Washington also should
set the rules for issues like immigration reform, so that the US can continue to be a magnet for talent, and manage
trade, so we are globally engaged. The federal government also needs to invest in research and development; we
currently cannot depend on states and cities for this as that would create distortion.
• Cities run the world, the U.S. is a representative democracy and the Federal Government works for the people.
Washington needs to change how they think of the federal role in the country.

Private citizen engagement
• With the drastic shift and increase of people living at or near the poverty level (currently 107 million), there is a great
responsibility that comes and it is not necessarily business interest. In San Francisco, we are fortunate to have groups
like SPUR, Code.org, etc. addressing issues for the common good, but you cannot always count on private citizens
taking the initiative to step up.
• For example, in addressing the cost of housing, it is important to be tangible and concrete. Housing has become a
central issue locally, the good news is using the tech sector and innovation to try to tackle it. The federal government
has not been deciding San Francisco’s growth plan, but we as citizens cannot leave this to the real estate industry or
to bureaucrats. From an outsider’s perspective, the economy in the Bay Area seems to be shaping up well, but there is
a lack of broad growth.
• It is important to shift our thinking and realize it is within our power to change. To do so, we need a broader and
different kind of coalition to break through the current situation and care. We need to present this issue to new people
who see housing costs as a threat to inclusive growth. That is the kind of problem solving we can do when we think
outside the box. For example, no one focuses on the Port of Oakland as an asset to our metro, we need to value the
Port because if we are not careful, it could be taken away and we could lose those jobs.

Governance problems vs. economic problems
• In the Bay Area, there are 100 cities making different decisions. The question becomes, how can we approach
restructuring governance of regions? The economy depends on private sector involvement, but with so many
municipalities, it can be difficult to coordinate an entire region, especially from the top down. The fact remains it is
difficult to take control away from people that have it. A good local example is with the Bay Area regional plan, cities
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aligned until it got down to their level – then they wanted to maintain control and didn’t want outsiders dictating their
land use.
• Its important to start small and grow around a few issues. If you can begin to build a coalition around a few counties
then you are off to a good start. Denver is a great example of a metro where the city officials used to be at odds with
the suburbs. But eventually the local mayors began to privately sit down with each other and bury the hatchet. They
took action on big issues like transit and airport issues, with the hope of making policies to better the region. And what
Denver has achieved is remarkable!
• It is hard to keep collaboration going but Denver has really advanced, especially given that there is no huge research
institution. Denver area mayors have willed themselves to be a hub of business and innovation. In the Bay Area we
need to change housing models and could use tech to do that. We must put aside previous solutions and look at the
new options.

Working across the aisle
• To break down partisanship, Bruce believes it is important to concentrate on elected officials’ families and
recommends bringing individual conversations to that level. When working to get buy-in from a certain official, it is
important to speak to investing in the future and leaving a legacy, which is why people serve in public life. An elected
official could simply fulfill their term and leave, or leave a legacy and do something bigger for future generations.
• This approach has worked especially well in the Midwest, where kids often graduate from school and then flee to
metros because there is not enough opportunity. For regional survival, elected officials have had the realization that
they need to appeal to future generations to keep kids there.
• In the 1920s, cities were built up by residents and not by the federal government. We need to connect the dots and
see something exciting happening in one area and bring it elsewhere.

Job skills
• When we look at our local students, they are not learning computer science and engineering in school. Instead, others
are learning it abroad and coming here. With H-1B visa issues, it is viewed in DC is as a “Silicon Valley issue.” But DC
should understand this issue affects the whole country. The best way to change a person’s perspective is by showing
them how an issue effects their district and state.
• There are multiple jobs available in computer science, often specifically in vocational training. Currently, there is an
emergence of two societies: one society which attends college and another that is disconnected from the economy. In
the Bay Area, we need to be cognizant of training students to become part of a skilled workforce, in order to bridge
the gap between these two societies. The whole economy is built off a small base of high skilled workers; we need to
nurture that base and cultivate it.
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• There is also an assumption that computer jobs are part of STEM but that is actually not the case. Sixty percent of
“STEM” jobs are computer science jobs and are actually not included STEM education. STEM economy is technically
separate from the computer economy. Many STEM sector jobs are shrinking, but computer science is growing.

Education reform
• California is adopting the Common Core but what if Common Core is wrong? Currently, there is nothing in Common
Core about computer science. States need to figure out their issue and determine in what areas they can radically
make a difference.
• We need to find folks who are “off the grid,” who are trying to advance particular schools and we must appeal
politically for people to be the first mover on issue. There is a lot of attraction to education reform and it doesn’t really
matter which party they align with for these issues. To address education reform, we need to be rebels and then
replicate.

Problem solving
• When addressing issues, it is crucial to understand if the problems can’t be solved because we simply don’t have the
right tools or ascertain if we have larger failures in the system itself.
• When thinking about problem solving, Bruce cited the movie Apollo 13. The takeaway: we need to solve problems
using the tools we have, as demonstrated by the astronauts in Apollo 13. This effort cannot just involve the educators
rearranging a toolbox, we need a broader coalition. Like the astronauts in Apollo 13, many students don’t currently
have oxygen – it is necessary to rearrange the tools. It is time to rewrite the curriculum in a few schools, find success
and expand from there.

Closing Remarks and Challenges to the Board
• From the perspective of the private sector, Bruce thinks that in order to make real change, we should start small. When
you have been at the ground level and actually solved problems, there is more legitimacy and validity to your work.
Once you have proven a model works, it is easier to expand it.
• Regarding San Francisco in general, he believes the two issues we need to solve include affordable housing and job
skills/computer science.
• The TechTable ended with a tangible example of how to make an impact: Imagine if all of the tech companies
committed to providing optional computer science education in SF Public Schools. Could start small, by simply
offering access to computer science education, which is not many students, and from there success could be
replicated.
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