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7. How did you achieve a balance between staying
true to your Egyptian-Arab identity and fully integrating
into and succeeding in American society?

I love America it is truly home. Throughout my journey,
I’ve found that the average American is kind, welcoming,
and open to learning about other cultures. That made it
much easier for me to integrate while still staying true to
my Egyptian-Arab identity.

Living in diverse regions like Los Angeles and the San
Francisco Bay Area exposed me to a beautiful blend of cul-
tures from all over the world. That environment allowed
me to share my heritage with others while also learning
from theirs. I never felt like I had to choose between being
Egyptian-Arab and being American I've always seen it as a
powerful combination.

What helped me find balance was embracing both identi-
ties fully. I carried my cultural values family, hospitality,
resilience, and respect into every space I entered, wheth-
er personal or professional. At the same time, I embraced
the opportunities, freedom, and diversity that define the
American experience. It’s that dual identity that has shaped
me into who I am today, and I’'m incredibly grateful for it.

8. How did you feel upon learning of your ap-
pointment as the first woman of Egyptian-Arab descent to
lead Caltrans in California’s history?

I was deeply humbled and honored to be appointed as the
first woman of Egyptian-Arab descent to lead Caltrans. It’s
a moment of personal pride, of course, but more impor-
tantly, it’s a profound responsibility not just to the depart-
ment but to all Californians.

I feel a strong duty to ensure that every community’s voice is
heard and that our transportation systems serve everyone
equitably. I'm especially mindful of the needs of minorities
and people of color, immigrants, and other communities
that have historically been underrepresented or margin-
alized in transportation planning and decision-making.
Being in this role means more than just managing infra-
structure. It’s also about lifting up voices, breaking down
barriers, and creating a system that reflects the diversity
and values of our state.

This appointment is not just a milestone for me personal-
ly. It’s a reminder of how far we’ve come, and how much
more we can achieve when leadership reflects the people
it serves.

9. Can you describe your emotions during the offi-
cial swearing-in ceremony on July 1, 2025?

The swearing-in ceremony on July 1, 2025, was truly over-
whelming and humbling. Standing there, taking the oath,
I was filled with a deep sense of gratitude and responsibili-
ty. But the moment that touched me most was seeing tears
in my parents’ eyes it brought everything full circle. Their
sacrifices, our journey as immigrants, and the long road
that led to that day suddenly felt very real and incredibly
emotional.

What also moved me was the outpouring of support. My
inbox and both of my phones were flooded with thousands
of messages from friends, colleagues, and even complete
strangers. I received messages from people across the
country and even overseas, many expressing how proud
they were to see someone who looked like them, or shared
their background, leading a major state agency. It was a
powerful reminder that representation matters, and that
this moment was bigger than just me.

10. What are your strategic priorities for leading
Caltrans in the coming years?

My strategic priority as Caltrans director is to accelerate the
department’s work across all programs to deliver efficient,
effective, and forward-thinking transportation solutions
that improve California’s infrastructure and quality of life.
Key areas of focus include:

» Promoting multimodal, sustainable, and reliable trans-
portation that reduces environmental impact, expands
choices for travelers, and supports climate goals.

» Improving safety across the entire transportation net-
work for all users whether they drive, walk, bike, or take
transit.

o Strengthening partnerships at the local, regional, and
federal levels to foster collaboration, innovation, and
shared outcomes.

« Striving to ensuring that our transportation system serves
all Californians across all ages, races, abilities, and income
levels with fairness and dignity.

At the heart of it all is a commitment to deliver with urgen-
cy, transparency, and integrity, ensuring our system meets
today’s needs while preparing for tomorrow’s challenges.

11. How do you plan to effectively manage a nearly $20-bil-
lion budget and a workforce of more than 22,000 employ-
ees?

Effectively managing a nearly $20-billion budget and a
workforce of more than 22,000 employees starts with a
clear strategic vision that ensures every dollar spent and
every employee effort directly supports Caltrans’ mission,
vision, and goals delivering measurable value to the public.
My approach is rooted in a strategic, data-driven frame-
work that aligns financial resources and human capital
with our core priorities. This includes:

» Rigorous fiscal oversight and performance-based budget-
ing to maximize the impact of every investment.

» Leveraging technology to enhance transparency, stream-
line processes, and improve safety and operational efficien-
cy.

o Fostering a culture of accountability, innovation, and
continuous improvement throughout the organization.

» Empowering leadership at all levels to make informed de-
cisions and drive progress.

« Investing in employee development to cultivate skills, en-

gagement, and high performance.

Equally important is maintaining open communication
and strong stakeholder engagement to build trust and en-
sure that we are responsive to the needs of Californians.
Through this holistic approach, I am confident we can
manage resources effectively while advancing Caltrans’
mission and delivering exceptional results.

12. Having lived and worked across different re-
gions of California for over three decades, which particu-
lar experience most prepared you to take on this major re-
sponsibility?

Living and working across different regions of California
over the past three decades has given me a firsthand under-
standing of the diverse needs and priorities of our state’s
many communities. California is vast and varied from
dense urban centers to remote rural areas and there is no
one-size-fits-all approach to transportation.

This experience taught me the importance of balancing
consistency in policies and standards with the flexibility to
adapt solutions that best serve each community’s unique
circumstances. Different regions have different priori-
ties, challenges, and perspectives, and effective leadership
means listening carefully to those voices and responding
thoughtfully.

By appreciating these differences and fostering collabora-
tion among stakeholders statewide, I have been well pre-
pared to lead Caltrans with a nuanced approach that re-
spects local needs while advancing the broader State goals
of safety, sustainability, and equity for all Californians.

13. What major projects are at the top of your
agenda to advance sustainable and multimodal transpor-
tation across the state?

In July, Caltrans launched its first-ever Transit Priority Pol-
icy, which marks a significant step toward advancing sus-
tainable and multimodal transportation across the state.
The goal of this policy is to prioritize transit investments
that improve service reliability, accessibility, and efficiency,
making public transportation a more attractive option for
all Californians.

In addition to transit, we are focusing on Complete Streets
initiatives that ensure our roadways safely and comforta-
bly serve pedestrians, bicyclists, transit riders, and drivers
alike. This means designing streets that accommodate all
users, regardless of age or ability, and promote healthier,
more active lifestyles.

We are also investing heavily in improving access and safety
for pedestrians and bicyclists by enhancing infrastructure
such as sidewalks, bike lanes, and crosswalks especially in
underserved communities where these improvements can
have a transformative impact.

Together, these efforts reflect our commitment to creat-
ing a transportation system that is sustainable, equitable,
and responsive to the evolving needs of California’s diverse
population.

14. How do you envision improving the state’s
highway and bridge infrastructure that millions of Califor-
nians rely on daily?

Caltrans is committed to maintaining and improving all
critical transportation assets, including pavements, bridg-
es, culverts, and Transportation Management System ele-
ments that millions of Californians rely on daily.

Our focus is on keeping these assets in fair to good condi-
tion with safety as the top priority. We strive to ensure that
our highways and bridges are well-maintained and also
efficiently operated to minimize disruptions and enhance
mobility.

Importantly, we optimize our infrastructure to support
all travel modes from cars and trucks to transit, bicycles,
and pedestrians. By investing strategically in preservation,
modernization, and innovation, we aim to build a resilient
and reliable transportation network that meets California’s
present and future needs.

15. What does it mean to you personally to be
considered a role model and a source of inspiration for the
Egyptian and Arab community in California?

Being considered a role model and source of inspiration for
the Egyptian and Arab community in California is deeply
flattering, and I am both honored and humbled by it. I rec-
ognize the tremendous responsibility that comes with this
recognition, and I do not take it lightly.

My hope is that my journey encourages others in the com-
munity to strive for excellence in everything they do and
to believe that they too can reach the highest levels in their
respective fields. If my experience can inspire even one per-
son to pursue their dreams with confidence and determi-
nation, then I feel I have made a meaningful impact.

16. You were recently honored in a ceremony at-
tended by Egypt’s Consul General, community leaders,
and American officials. How did it feel to witness such
strong recognition and support from both the Egyptian
and American communities?

It was incredibly encouraging to witness such strong recog-
nition and support from both the Egyptian and American
communities. Being honored in a celebration attended by
Egypt’s Consul General, community leaders, and Ameri-
can officials was a deeply meaningful moment for me.

It filled me with immense pride to represent my Egyptian
heritage while also being embraced by the broader Ameri-
can community. This kind of support reinforces the impor-
tance of building bridges between cultures and highlights
the strength that comes from embracing our diverse iden-
tities and perspectives.

I am truly grateful and motivated to continue serving as a
positive example and advocate for both communities.

17. In your view, how can the Egyptian and Arab
diaspora play a stronger role in supporting talent and
helping community members reach leadership and deci-
sion-making positions in the U.S.?

The Egyptian and Arab diaspora can play a stronger role in
supporting talent and helping community members reach
leadership and decision-making positions by uniting as a
community and clearly communicating our priorities and
values to elected officials. Collective advocacy is very pow-
erful when we come together and make our voices heard,
we can influence policies and create opportunities that
benefit our communities.

Equally important is setting a strong example as active,
engaged members of American society. This means par-
ticipating in politics, running for office, volunteering, and
staying involved in local and national issues. By being visi-
ble, vocal, and involved, we demonstrate our commitment
to the broader community and ensure our perspectives are
included in decision-making.

In short, success comes from both unity and active civic
engagement. Together, we can open doors for the next gen-
eration of leaders.

18. What message would you like to share with the
new generation of Arab engineers in America, particularly
young women?

To the new generation of Arab engineers in America, es-
pecially young women, I want to say: Be proud of who you
are and where you come from. Your heritage is a source of
strength, resilience, and rich culture carry it with confi-
dence.

Accept challenges boldly and don’t shy away from respon-
sibilities. Step into leadership roles, take risks, and be pro-
active in shaping your future. Remember, your unique
perspective and talents are invaluable assets to any team
or organization.

Believe in yourself, stay curious, and keep pushing bound-
aries. You have everything it takes to succeed and inspire
others along the way.

19. How do you see the future of Arab women in leader-
ship, engineering, and infrastructure development?

Arab women are already making significant strides as
leaders across many fields from education and academia to
engineering, infrastructure, technology, and even politics.
Their contributions are powerful and undeniable.
Looking ahead, I see a future where Arab women continue
to be assertive, confident, and influential voices in their re-
spective fields. It’s essential that we keep breaking barriers,
challenging stereotypes, and contributing meaningfully
to the advancement of our communities and societies at
large.

The momentum is strong, and with continued dedication
and support, Arab women will shape the future of leader-
ship, engineering, and infrastructure development in re-
markable ways.

20. What advice would you give to young Egyptians and
Arabs in the diaspora who aspire to hold leadership posi-
tions in the U.S.?

My advice to young Egyptians and Arabs in the diaspora
who aspire to leadership positions in the U.S. is to always
stay true to your values and be authentic. Leadership starts
with being yourself and leading with integrity.

Put people first understand that leadership is about service
and uplifting others. Don’t be afraid to take risks and step
outside your comfort zone; growth and opportunity often
lie just beyond it.

Strive to be the best in everything you do, and constant-
ly work to become the very best version of yourself. And
importantly, never forget your community stay connect-
ed, give back, and help pave the way for others to succeed
alongside you.

21. How do you evaluate the role of the Egyptian
and Arab community in supporting its members to access
positions of influence in the United States?

The Egyptian and Arab community has made important
strides in supporting its members to access positions
of influence in the United States, but we still need to do
more. One of the most effective ways to advance this goal is
through strong, active professional organizations that pro-
vide networking, mentorship, and advocacy opportunities.
That’s why I joined the initiative to launch the Arab Amer-
ican Association of Engineers and Architects in California.
The idea is to create a supportive platform where profes-
sionals can connect, share knowledge, and collaborate to
open doors for one another. By fostering a sense of com-
munity and collective action, we can better prepare and
empower our members to reach leadership roles across
industries.

22. Finally, as someone deeply engaged with the commu-
nity, what is your opinion of Charisma Newspaper and
Website as a free bilingual platform serving Egyptians and
Arabs in America? Do you believe it plays a valuable role
for the community?

Having a free newspaper and media platform like Charis-
ma of such high caliber is truly invaluable for the Egyptian
and Arab communities in America. Charisma uplifts our
voices, addresses both our country and community’s cur-
rent affairs, shares our concerns, highlights our successes,
and provides an important forum for dialogue on all com-
munity matters.

I sincerely thank Charisma for this noble service, and I
wish you and our community continued growth and suc-
cess. Platforms like yours play a vital role in keeping us
connected, informed, and empowered.
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Exclusive Interview/ for, Charisma
Engineer/Dina| EI-Tawansy: The First\Womanof | Egyptian-Arab)Descent to) Lead | California’s -Transportation/Authority,

From Egyptian Roots to Leading One of
America’s Largest Transportation Agencies

« A three-decade journey inside Caltrans
to the top

o Arab identity between the challenges
of diaspora and the triumphs of leadership

« $20 billion budget and 22,000 employees
under her command

o Official and community recognition
reflecting the pride of Egyptian and Arab
expatriates

o Messages of inspiration for Arab and
Egyptian youth abroad

Engineer Dina El-Tawansy has made history as the first
woman of Egyptian-Arab descent to be appointed Di-
rector of the California Department of Transportation
(Caltrans). Governor Gavin Newsom announced her
appointment as the 35th director in the agency’s histo-
ry, with El-Tawansy officially sworn in on July 1, 2025.

She now oversees an annual budget of nearly $20 bil-
lion and leads a workforce of more than 22,000 employ-
ees responsible for managing over 50,000 miles of
highways, maintaining nearly 20,000 bridges, regulat-
ing more than 400 public airports, funding three of the
busiest intercity Amtrak rail corridors, and supporting
public transit services for more than 200 local and
regional agencies.

El-Tawansy’s mission focuses on advancing Caltrans’ vi-
sion and goals, fostering partnerships, and driving mul-
timodal, sustainable, safe, and reliable transportation
solutions that equitably serve all Californians.

Before her appointment, she served as District Director
of the Bay Area (District 4), becoming the first woman
to hold the role. There, she managed a $2 billion budget
and a team of roughly 3,400 employees, overseeing
highways, suspension bridges, and tunnels across nine
major counties including San Francisco, San Mateo,
Santa Clara, Alameda, Contra Costa, Marin, Napa,
Sonoma, and Solano. She previously served as Deputy
District Director for the same region.

Throughout her three-decade career with Caltrans,
El-Tawansy worked across multiple regions, including
Los Angeles, Sacramento headquarters as Acting Assis-
tant Division Chief for Project and Program Manage-
ment, and Orange County as Deputy District Director
of Operations and Maintenance.

She holds a Bachelor’s degree in Civil Engineering from
Cal Poly Pomona, a Master’s degree in Construction
Management from California State University, Long
Beach, is a licensed professional engineer in California,
and is also a certified Project Management Professional
(PMP).

Charisma is honored to present this exclusive interview
with Engineer Dina El-Tawansy.

1. Could you share with us your childhood
story growing up in an Egyptian-Arab family, how
many siblings you had, the age at which you arrived in
the United States, and the core values instilled by your
parents that shaped the woman you are today?

I am the eldest of three siblings I have a younger sister
and a brother. I was born and raised in Cairo, Egypt, in
a middle-class Egyptian-Arab family. My father was a
software engineer, and my mother also worked outside
the home, so I grew up in a household where both par-
ents valued education, responsibility, and hard work.

When I was 15 years old, our family was granted an im-
migration visa to the United States a process my father
had initiated nearly eight years earlier. At the time, my
father was close to 50 and well-established in his career,
yet he chose to leave everything behind in pursuit of
better opportunities for our family. It was a bold and
selfless decision that came with great uncertainty, but it
also became one of the first major life lessons I inter-
nalized: the importance of taking calculated risks and
stepping out of your comfort zone for the greater good.
That experience watching my parents rebuild their lives
from scratch in a new country deeply shaped the woman
I am today. They instilled in me the values of persever-

ance, adaptability, and sacrifice. Their courage taught
me that success is not just about achievement, but about
resilience, family, and the willingness to start over when
necessary.

2. How did your Egyptian and Arab roots
contribute to building a strong, ambitious personality
capable of thriving and competing in the American
environment?

Our Egyptian and Arab roots played a significant role
in shaping my personality and drive. As a people, we are
incredibly resilient and capable I truly believe it’s in our
DNA! Justlook at the rich history of our region from
ancient civilizations to groundbreaking contributions
in science, mathematics, and astronomy. Education and
knowledge have always been deeply valued in our cul-
ture and that foundation gave me a sense of pride and
purpose.

Arabs are also known for their strong work ethic and
determination. When given the opportunity, we don’t
just survive we thrive. That mindset was central to my
upbringing and especially important during our early
years in the United States.

One of the first major decisions my parents made af-
ter we immigrated was choosing where to settle. We
had family connections in both California and anoth-
er state. But they chose California knowing it would
be a more challenging place to start over. My parents
believed that if we could make it in California, with its
high cost of living and competitive environment, then
we could succeed anywhere in the world. That kind of
forward-thinking and determination had a lasting im-
pact on me.

We arrived in the middle of the 1990 recession, and
finding work was incredibly difficult for my parents,
especially with limited English skills. Just two months
after welanded in LAX, I turned 16 the legal age to work
and took my first job while still attending high school.
That experience was transformative. It helped me inte-
grate more quickly into American society and taught
me early on the value of independence, hard work, and
earning my own money.

Those early challenges didn’t hold us back they made
us stronger. They fueled my ambition and gave me the
confidence to compete and thrive in any environment.

3. What are the most important traditions or
lessons you inherited from your Egyptian family that
continue to influence both your professional path and
personal life?

One of the most important lessons my father taught me
and something deeply rooted in our Egyptian upbring-
ing is to respect all people, regardless of culture, reli-
gion, race, or background. I was raised to treat others
based on their character and actions, not external labels.
That foundation of tolerance, empathy, and open-mind-
edness has stayed with me throughout my life.

My parents emphasized kindness, authenticity, and
integrity in everything we do. They taught us that suc-
cess means nothing without compassion, and that real
strength comes from being both principled and em-
pathetic. These values continue to guide my decisions,
whether I'm leading a team, mentoring others, or en-
gaging with people from different walks of life.
Another core principle I carry with me is the impor-
tance of hard work and taking thoughtful, calculated
risks. Watching my parents rebuild their lives from the
ground up after immigrating to the U.S. showed me
firsthand what resilience looks like. It taught me to nev-
er shy away from a challenge and to believe in my ability
to grow, adapt, and push forward no matter the circum-
stances.

Most importantly, I was taught to be true to myself to
stay grounded in who I am while always striving to be
better. That sense of authenticity has been a powerful
compass in both my professional path and personal life.

4. During your academic and professional journey
in the U.S., how did you manage to preserve your
Egyptian-Arab identity?

Preserving my Egyptian-Arab identity during my ac-
ademic and professional journey in the U.S. was never
difficult for me I had a strong foundation for who I was
from the very beginning. I’'ve always been deeply proud
of my Egyptian heritage, and I find the Arabic language
to be one of the most beautiful and expressive in the

world. Our culture is rich, our history speaks volumes,
and our contributions to global civilization are undeni-
able. We have so much to be proud of.

But pride in one’s heritage isn’t just about honoring the
past it’s also about building on it. I've always felt a re-
sponsibility to represent my background with integrity
and excellence, especially knowing that I might be the
first or only Egyptian or Arab some of my colleagues
ever meet. That thought has often pushed me to be the
best ambassador I can be for my culture and commu-
nity.

I’ve also made it a point to stay connected with the
Egyptian and Arab community here in the U.S., wheth-
er through cultural events, language, friendships, or
mentorship. Staying rooted in my identity has never
held me back in fact, it has given me a sense of direction,
purpose, and belonging wherever I go.

5. Although you were not born in the United
States, you rose to the highest leadership role in
transportation in one of its largest states. What
challenges did you face as both a woman and an
immigrant? Did your heritage ever feel like an obstacle,
or did it motivate you to prove yourself even more?

Being a woman in a male-dominated field like transpor-
tation especially working in construction and on-site
was one of the earliest challenges I faced in my career.
There were definitely moments when I sensed dismiss-
ive or condescending behavior from some of my male
counterparts. I had to constantly prove that I not only
belonged in the room, but that I brought value, knowl-
edge, and leadership.

On top of that, being an immigrant with English as my
second language and speaking with an accent presented
its own set of challenges. There were times when I felt
underestimated or had to work twice as hard to be heard
and taken seriously.

After 9/11, a deep wave of fear and suspicion swept
across the country, especially targeting Arab and Mus-
lim communities. It was a very difficult time. But rath-
er than retreat, I made a conscious decision to lean in.
That year, I participated for the first time in our Depart-
ment’s Diversity Day. With the help of a few like-mind-
ed colleagues, we organized and led the Arab American
booth. It was an incredibly empowering experience, as
we used that opportunity to educate others, showcase
our rich culture, and share our personal stories.

I can’t say that my heritage itself was an obstacle in many
ways, it was a source of strength. But I will say that I of-
ten felt I had to work much harder than others to prove
myself and to be seen as equally deserving of growth
and leadership opportunities. That drive to represent
my community well and to open doors for those who
come after me became one of my biggest motivators. My
heritage didn’t hold me back; it fueled my determina-
tion to succeed and lead with purpose.

6. What were the pivotal decisions or turning
points that helped you break barriers and ultimately
reach the position of Caltrans Director?

My journey to becoming Caltrans Director was shaped
by a few unique and admittedly hard to explain personal
drivers. First, I've always had a deep passion for pub-
lic service. I truly believe in the mission of government
to serve people and improve lives. Second, I get bored
easily which, in an odd way, kept pushing me forward. I
never wanted to become stagnant, and I always had this
quiet fear that if I didn’t go after the next opportunity,
I might end up working for someone I didn’t align with
or respect. That thought alone was often enough moti-
vation to take the leap.

I’m also a naturally curious person. I love to explore
new ideas, places, and challenges. That curiosity led me
to pursue a wide range of roles across different regions
of California and within many different divisions and
specialties at Caltrans. I’ve worked in Planning, Design,
Construction, Operations and Maintenance. each expe-
rience adding a new layer to my understanding of the
system and broadening my perspective.

Looking back, those choices moving geographical-
ly, stepping into unfamiliar roles, and saying “yes”
to challenges were all pivotal. They helped me build a
well-rounded skill set and a deep network. More impor-
tantly, they kept me engaged, growing, and ready when
the opportunity for leadership came. There’s truly so
much to do and explore in public service and I never lost
that excitement along the way.






