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n order for citizens to make the best possible decisions

about the future of their region, they need a foundation of reliable

information and a clear understanding of the issues.  

Providing that information—through statistical comparisons and in-depth journalistic
reports—is the mission of Pittsburgh Today, one of the nation’s oldest regional indicators
projects, which is part of the University of Pittsburgh’s University Center for Social and

Urban Research.  
       In this special annual report—Pittsburgh Today & Tomorrow—we assess how Pittsburgh is doing
compared with 14 other regions in key economic and quality of life measures. We also examine key
issues affecting Pittsburgh, and we’ve asked a group of leaders to offer an idea they believe will improve
our region.
       To view Pittsburgh Today’s regional indicators and journalistic reports, visit pittsburghtoday.org
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etropolitan pittsburgh is a picture of 
stability entering 2016. Job growth is outpacing the
Pennsylvania state average, and the unemployment
rate for the seven-county region is steady near 5
percent. 2015 brought a resurgence in labor force

growth, providing local employers a wider pool of talent from which
to fill their ever-expanding payroll needs. Pittsburgh will manage
steady gains throughout the coming year thanks to continued con-
sumer spending. Although wage growth stalled over the past year
despite a healthy labor market, low gasoline and energy prices will
support consumer spending in 2016. Employment is under no threat
of decline, which will allow consumer spending trends to continue
under an umbrella of consumer confidence, supporting economic
health and modest expansion overall.

Service industry employers are carrying the load by a wide mar-
gin in terms of supporting hiring across the region. Education &
Healthcare is the largest segment across Pittsburgh’s service sector,
and arguably its most iconic. And job growth here finished 2015 at a
year-over-year pace as strong as any since 2001. This pace is a clear
improvement versus 2013 and 2014 job growth results. Also ending
2015 on a positive hiring note were Professional & Business Services,
and Financial Activities. Both indicate economic sustainability, as
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moderate growth in store
for metro pittsburgh in 2016 

by Stuart Hoffman

they include the intermediate activities that allow companies
to do business. Accounting, legal services, engineering servic-
es, computer systems design, and business financing are just
a subset of the services tallied in this sector. So when these
industries are growing, one can be confident that broader
business expansion is at hand.

A positive follow-on result from broad service sector
expansion is an apparent uptick in consumer confidence.
Pittsburgh’s Leisure & Hospitality employers are hiring at a
pace nearly double the year-over-year national average
(+5.5 percent vs. +3.0 percent), after lagging national and
regional averages over the prior two years. In Pittsburgh,
where tourism dollars contribute to, but are not a heavy
driver of, job creation, Leisure & Hospitality hiring occurs
when local earnings are spent at local businesses. The region’s
hiring push demonstrates that consumer spending habits
will carry plenty of momentum into 2016.

Instilling less optimism regarding Pittsburgh’s economic
potential in 2016 is the state of its heavy industry
sectors. Manufacturing, Transportation & Warehousing, and
Construction sectors all saw flat to lower payrolls than a year
ago. The weakness in these relatively high-paying sectors will
limit income gains, and therefore the potential for consumer
spending to accelerate from its current healthy pace. This
weakness is contrary to national trends, which showed mod-
est growth throughout 2015. Even the Pennsylvania statewide
average for Transportation & Warehousing employment was
up last year, indicating that there are at least some opportuni-
ties for Pittsburgh employers within the industry to push for a
greater share of regional business activity in 2016.
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The next leg of the U.S. economy’s expansion will occur in an
environment of gradually rising interest rates. In December the
Federal Reserve began normalizing interest rates from the near-zero
levels that had been in place throughout the nation’s recovery from
The Great Recession. Rising interest rates—or “tightening” mone-
tary policy—usually portends slower economic activity, as business-
es face higher borrowing costs and consumers face higher interest
payments on existing debt, especially with credit cards. But this
time is different. Even with several more interest rate hikes from the
Federal Reserve per year over the next two years, interest rates will
remain historically low. Borrowing costs will remain attractive for
businesses that have valid expansion opportunities to finance, and
the U.S. consumer has weathered far higher interest rates and con-
tinued to spend in the past. Pittsburgh will be no different in its abil-
ity to continue to grow in this evolving economic environment.
Continued decent national economic activity, largely undeterred as
interest rates rise, will provide support for local firms which rely
upon selling goods and services to customers outside the region,
helping to keep Pittsburgh’s expansion intact.

Pittsburgh’s housing market remains driven by healthy demand
alongside a clear lack of supply impetus. Single-family residential
permit issuance finished 2015 well below year-ago levels, which fol-
lowed modest declines in 2014 as well. A lack of new building is not

worrisome from an overall housing balance perspective, as tame
price growth clearly indicates that enough homes exist to satisfy
Pittsburgh residents’ buying interests. However, a lack of home-
building leaves the region’s construction industry with a lack of
upside potential entering 2016. Regional commercial construction
projects will keep the industry from experiencing any dramatic drop-
off in employment levels, but new growth from the residential side
seems out of reach in the near term.

Pittsburgh’s long-time trend of population declines is in the
early stages of a turnaround. With new industrial development,
housing market stability, and broad urban development ongoing,
Pittsburgh is well positioned to attract and retain young workers for
years to come. Reliable education, healthcare and financial industry
employers are firmly entrenched and will support workforce devel-
opment for the foreseeable future. Pittsburgh is well positioned to
benefit from gas drilling activity in the Marcellus Shale formation
over the longer term, once natural gas prices regain some sem-
blance of normality. But in the near-term, energy employment will
continue to decline in our region and nationwide. Skilled workers
already experienced in this industry will find Pittsburgh’s low living
costs attractive, and migration trends are likely to see a boost over
the coming decade as a result. n

Stuart Hoffman is PNC’s chief economist.

>>

ECONOMY

*PQ_spr16_46-113.qxp_Layout 1  2/16/16  10:05 AM  Page 78



lexandra oliver had been
a writer, editor, researcher, art critic,
lecturer, curator, community organiz-
er and entrepreneur. She earned her
Ph.D. in Pittsburgh. She had a job
offer in Pittsburgh and wanted to stay
in the city where, she said, she
“found a niche.” 

But Oliver is Canadian, and
for international graduates like her, getting legal permission
to live and work in the United States can be a difficult and
uncertain journey.  

For all of her education and experience, it took the
help of immigration experts and attorneys, the will and
resources to survive months without being able to legally
work, persistence and luck to win the prize she sought—
an H1-B visa, the most common work visa for recent
graduates.  

Oliver was granted the three-year visa in October.
She’s one of the fortunate ones.  The U.S. government
allots enough visas to cover fewer than half of the interna-
tional graduates who apply.  

The complex, frustrating and often fruitless
process to be allowed to stay and work in this

country is one of the biggest obstacles to retaining interna-
tional graduates in a region where bolstering the thin for-
eign-born population is a priority for local government,
businesses and economic development groups.

Southwestern Pennsylvania has
struggled to attract immigrants for
decades. Only 3.6 percent of the
region’s population is foreign-born.  

Yet, international students flock
to its universities. The region ranks
15th out of 118 metro areas in the

number of F-1 visa holders, the most common student visa
issued to foreign students in the U.S., according to a 2014
report by the Brookings Institution.  

About 59 percent of international students in
Pittsburgh major in science, technology, engineering and
math disciplines and about three in four come to pursue
graduate studies.

Beyond helping to create a more diverse region and
skilled workforce, there are significant economic benefits to

retaining international students. They contribute
more than $27 billion to the U.S. economy each

Keeping 
international

graduates 
surviving the tangled 
visa process is a challenge

A

TODAY
PITTSBURGH

Wanted: 
A more 
diverse 
region

>>by Julia Fraser
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year and about $1.4 billion in Pennsylvania
alone, according to a 2014 report by the
Institute of International Education.

Current immigra-
tion policies don’t
allow international
graduates to stay in the
U.S. without a job. The
most common path for
international students

to legally work begins by applying for the
Optional Practice Training Program (OPT),
which allows them to work full-time for one
year after graduation, although those with
STEM degrees can apply for an extension for
up to 29 months.  

A common misconception is that employ-
ers have to handle the OPT process, which can
discourage hiring international graduates. In
fact, universities handle the OPT as part of a
student’s F-1 visa.

“A number of employers in Pittsburgh
don’t understand that for OPT they don’t have
to do anything. They don’t have to pay any-
thing. They can just hire you,” says James
Stockstill, a Pittsburgh immigration attorney.
“That’s the No. 1 thing that we need to make
sure employers understand.”

Genevieve Cook, director of the Office of
International Services at the University of
Pittsburgh, said most graduating students
apply for OPT. There is no cap on the number
of students eligible for OPT, but they face many
barriers.

If, for example, they are unemployed for
more than 60 days, they can lose their status
and must return to their home country. “This
limit brings a lot of pressure to find a job right
away, which means they can’t be as selective
about where that job is located,” Cook says. 

They also are limited to jobs in their gener-
al field of study. “You can’t be an English major
and decide to work at Starbucks,” Stockstill
says. 

Pittsburgh does a relatively good job keep-
ing international graduates local one year or so
after graduation. According to the Brookings
study, 44.5 percent of foreign graduates who
found work under OPT stay in the region,
which ranks Pittsburgh 28th out of 118 metro
areas on that retention indicator. 

DIVERS ITY
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Our region faces a challenge that will impact our future for generations.
By 2020, there will be an approximate 140,000-person gap between
Baby Boomers retiring and workers in the pipeline. If employers are to
maintain operations here, much less grow, we must close the gap,
which is especially evident in high-skilled and tech-focused workers.
Raising the caps on visas for skilled workers—one of the most strategi-
cally important issues the Chamber is advocating—will help address
this challenge, allowing more highly talented individuals to live, work
and start businesses here, diversifying our population, and increasing
the pool of future citizens.”

— Matt Smith, President
Greater Pittsburgh Chamber of Commerce 

Improving and emphasizing innovation and entrepreneurship, particu-
larly with our youth and young adults, can be explosive to the economy
in western Pennsylvania. Instilling optimism and a sense of hope in a
person’s formative years can build confidence to see and seize an
opportunity. Innovation and entrepreneurship create wealth and oppor-
tunity, and it has been my privilege to get precious capital to people
who need it and can deploy it extraordinarily well.”

— T. Michael Price, President & CEO
First Commonwealth Bank 

Pittsburgh’s rebirth has been blessed with a wealth of innovative talent.
At CMU, we envision the development of an innovation corridor—a place
where entrepreneurs, researchers, business and government officials col-
laborate on the next generation of great solutions that enhance our glob-
al economy and society. We are fast becoming the leading innovation hub
between Silicon Valley and Boston, attracting both top-rate talent and
serving as an axis for ideas with global resonance. With ground broken for
the David A. Tepper Quadrangle, we are developing the physical infra-
structure to create collaborations that will make Pittsburgh the destina-
tion for entrepreneurs who want to change the world.”

— Subra Suresh, President 
Carnegie Mellon University

“

“

“

“

Many Pittsburgh-area communities are experiencing historic levels of
investment, but many are not. We cannot be satisfied. A taskforce of
business and community leaders, led by the mayor and county execu-
tive, should begin an intense discussion to develop actionable recom-
mendations to build development capacity and identify opportunities
in under-invested communities. We have an opportunity to expand our
tradition of diverse partnerships in a new direction, enabling more
neighborhoods to participate in this latest renaissance.”

— Sy Holzer, President
PNC Bank, Pittsburgh
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AT ISSUE :

But the longer an international graduate remains in the
country, the more complicated and uncertain the legal
process becomes.

When permission to work under
OPT expires, the most common path
is for students to find an employer to
apply for an H1-B visa on their
behalf.  

“No matter how well you did in school, if you don’t get a
visa, that’s kind of like a shut down,” says Floyd Ding, a
Chinese national who is a sophomore computer science stu-
dent at Carnegie Mellon University. “That’s my main con-
cern, and all international students who want to stay here
after graduation—that’s their biggest concern.” 

But the chances of getting one are slim. Last April,
233,000 petitions were filed nationwide for 65,000 available
H1-B visas and for the additional 20,000 that are allotted
exclusively for people with advanced degrees. The application
period closed in a record five days, and the visas were award-
ed by a lottery.

Most employers have to compete to get a prospective
employee one of the limited number of H1-B visas. But the

cap doesn’t apply to some other employers, such as universi-
ties, nonprofits and government research organizations, giv-
ing them and those they want to hire greater access to the
precious visas.   

In Pittsburgh this year, the highest number of H1-B
requests were filed by the University of Pittsburgh and
UPMC. 

As Alexandra Oliver discovered,
life as an H1-B applicant is often not
easy, particularly as it relates to work.

The H1-B calls for a “specialty
occupation,” which means that an

applicant’s job must require a bachelor’s degree or higher in
a specific field or a combination of experience and education. 

“If you have a position like a lab tech, which requires a
B.A. in biology with no experience, you’re going to meet that
requirement,” Cook says. “But there are challenges for some-
one applying for a position not directly in their field of study.”

Oliver was one of them. She came from Ottawa expect-
ing to finish her doctorate in art and architecture and then
look for a tenure-track job back in Canada. But Pittsburgh

DIVERS ITY

Many apply, 
few succeed

Restrictions
apply
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grew on her. She got involved in civic
issues, did freelance writing, some
community organizing and crafted a
diverse resume that didn’t neatly fit in
the strict parameters set for H1-B
applicants. 

After graduation, she took advan-
tage of OPT as a visiting lecturer in the
history of art and architecture depart-
ment at Pitt for a year, then lined up a
job as a content producer and editor at
the Energy Innovation Center.  

Because a Ph.D. in art and archi-
tecture wasn’t a natural fit for the posi-
tion, Oliver had to solicit the help of
immigration lawyers, former profes-
sors, the CEO of her company and oth-
ers to make the case she was qualified
for the job.   

But she and her employer mis-
judged how complicated and lengthy
the process is. After her OPT expired,
she had to survive for several months
without legal permission to work while
she waited to hear if she was approved
for an H1-B visa.

“I was invited recently to give a
lecture at Carnegie Mellon and they
were willing to pay me. But I cannot be
seen to be accepting work,” she said in
August while she was waiting. “I can’t
freelance even if I get my H1-B. I still
can’t take a second job. I can be as
enterprising and creative as I want, but
I will never make more than the salary
which is stated on my H1-B.”

The costs
and risks of
the H1-B appli-
cation process
aren’t limited
to the appli-
cant. 

The complex visa process and the
financial costs associated with it can
dissuade companies, particularly small-
er ones, from hiring international
graduates. H1-B application fees vary.
But fees can cost a company several
thousand dollars in addition to having
to pay for the legal work involved. 

>>

Costs and
uncertainty 

for 
employers
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“Employers get turned off most of
the time because of the effort, because of
paying the money, which they wouldn’t do
if they hired a citizen or a permanent resi-
dent or someone who has employment
authorization,” Stockstill says.

Large, global companies are the prin-
cipal recipients of most H1-B visas in the
United States. “With larger companies,
the cost of getting visas is not prohibi-
tive,” says Kevin Monahan, director of
career services at Carnegie Mellon
University. “It’s much more of an invest-
ment for a smaller company and on top
of that you might end up losing. I think
one of the hardest things is that there’s a
lot of uncertainty.”

A chief source of that uncertainty is
the small number of visas that companies
subject to the cap must compete for when
sponsoring someone for an H1-B.
“Perhaps there would be even more
employers on that list if the H-1B cap
wasn’t a challenge,” says Linda Gentile,
director of the Office of International
Education at CMU. 

Ding has set his sights on working
for a large company with ample resources
to help him through the process. “A lot of
other international students feel that way.
Most of the bigger companies don’t have
visa restrictions. And there’s more securi-
ty with getting a visa.” He plans to head
to New York after graduation in search of
such an opportunity.

Not Oliver. Having overcome the
obstacles to getting an H1-B visa, she is
drawing a paycheck from the Energy
Innovation Center. And while she still
can’t accept pay for freelance or other out-
side work, she prefers to stay. “I found a
niche here. Whatever you want to do, you
might as well go ahead and do it because
no one’s done it yet. And there’s going to
be 100 people to support you. Pittsburgh’s
amazing that way.” pq

Julia Fraser is a Pittsburgh Today staff

writer and research specialist.

pittsburghtoday.org
k n o w  y o u r  r e g i o n

The keys going forward are the attraction and retention of human talent.
Personnel at all levels are highly mobile free agents, not only as between enter-
prises but also as between regions or even nations. In the years to come, will
Pittsburgh greet a diverse workforce with a thriving business and cultural envi-
ronment? With the leadership of the Allegheny Conference and our tradition of
enlightened public service, my bet is that it will.”

— Peter Kalis, Chairman & Global Managing Partner
K&L Gates

Preparing today’s students for the future workforce is a task that must be effec-
tively taken on by educators, communities and industries that depend on the sci-
ence, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) workforce to successfully
operate. By working together we can ensure that all students have the opportunity
to see the exciting possibilities of STEM careers and are provided with a solid foun-
dation of skills to explore those careers.” 

— Todd Karran, CEO
NOVA Chemicals

“

“

We celebrate the new companies, new real estate developments and positive
national and international press that are driving younger people to western
Pennsylvania. At the same time, we must do all we can to engage these young peo-
ple in our civic community. The newly arrived young adults today are the leaders of
tomorrow only if they feel invested. They will feel invested if WE invest in them.”

— Jeff Finkelstein, President/CEO
Jewish Federation of Greater Pittsburgh

Pittsburgh has evolved into a city of strength, with new technologies, new ideas,
and a more diverse populace than ever before. The optimism is infectious. We
need to ensure that everyone can share that optimism, and that all young peo-
ple—boys and girls—black, brown or white—have the opportunity to prosper in
the new Pittsburgh economy. By coordinating resources across school districts
and other learning environments, we can create pathways to prepare students for
the careers of tomorrow.”

— Ann Metzger, Co-Director
Carnegie Science Center

“

Looking at the success of the newly renovated Market Square, I would like to see
Downtown promote a more pedestrian-friendly central business district. For exam-
ple, relieve the congestion caused by PAT buses and have them pick up and discharge
passengers at the periphery of the city. Smaller buses or vans could transport the
elderly and handicapped inside the Downtown area. Also strengthen the enforce-
ment of anti-loitering laws to encourage a safer and more family-friendly space.”

— Dennis Unkovic, Partner
Meyer, Unkovic & Scott

“

“
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Annual population estimates
Total population 2005-14 (in millions)

data source: U.S. Census Bureau, Population Estimates Program

pittsburgh msa
benchmark avg.

0

.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

’14

2.54 2.56 2.58 2.60 2.62 2.65 2.68 2.70 2.72

2.37 2.36 2.36 2.36 2.35 2.36 2.36 2.36 2.36

2.74

2.36

2005 ’06 ’07 ’08 ’09 ’10 ’11 ’12 ’13

   
         

        

 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  
        

       

   

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

   

           

 

 

 
 

  

 

  
           

           
       

  

 

 
 

 

 

 
          

      

    
           

           

 

 

 
 

 

 

     
            

           

 

                                     

2  

 
 

 

 
        

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

    

     

  

 

 

 

 

 

           
    

  
    

     

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 
       

 

 

 

 
 

 

      

  
      

 

 

 
  

 

         

 
      

 

 

 
  

 

         

      

 
 

 

 

 
  

 

         

 
    

         

 

 

 
 

 

    
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

        

      

           

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

           

 
           

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

          

 

 

  

 
 

 
 

 

           

 

  

 

 
 

 

 
    

      

  
        

             
         

  

 

 

 
 

 

       

 

  
    

       

 
 

0 5 10 15 20 25

Poverty, under age 18
Percentage of population under age 18 in poverty, by MSA

data source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2014
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White, non-Hispanic population
Percentage of population that is white, non-Hispanic, by MSA

data sources: U.S. Census Bureau; MSA estimates, 2013-14
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arrival of more immigrants
softens population decline

In the Pittsburgh MSA, 12.4 percent of
residents overall were living in poverty
in 2014, down from 12.8 percent the

previous year. Only four other benchmark regions report lower
poverty rates. A little improvement was seen among children:
17.5 percent of the regional residents under 18 lived in poverty
in 2014 compared with 17.7 percent the previous year. Those
child poverty rates are lower than in two-thirds of the other
Pittsburgh Today benchmark regions, including Cleveland,
where more than 24 percent of children live in poverty. n

otal population fell by 4,597 people throughout
the Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area from 2013 to 2014.
The five-year population trend, however, is one of stability. The
region’s population grew slightly in three of those years.

The one-year decline—two-tenths of 1 percent—occurred
despite the fact that slightly more people moved into the region than left
it for the seventh consecutive year. Driving the migration trend was people
from other countries moving into the region. International migration added
3,217 people to the region.

But positive migration trends were eclipsed once again by natural
population loss. There were significantly more deaths in the region than
births over those 12 months. Southwestern Pennsylvania was the only
Pittsburgh Today benchmark region to experience such a loss.

Age is part of the reason. Residents 65 and older account for 18.3 per-
cent of the Pittsburgh MSA population, the highest rate among benchmark
regions. And just 19.3 percent of the population is under the age of 18—the
lowest among benchmark regions.

Such data are evidence the region is still feeling the effects of the col-
lapse of its steel industry in the 1980s, which led to a catastrophic loss of
jobs and out-migration of tens of thousands of residents who left in search
of work. An estimated 70 percent of those who left were under the age of
39, which not only robbed the region of young adults, but also their chil-
dren and future children. 

T

Poverty rates 
lower
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he arthouse in homewood is
hard to miss. It’s the house on Hamilton
Avenue adorned with mosaics, from the
stars against a field of blue covering one
of its sides to the swirls of hearts and
other images around words and phrases
like “yes” and “you are beautiful” that
greet visitors to its porch. 

Inside, it is vibrant and alive, filled with art and the neigh-
borhood artists who created it —the children of Homewood. 

ARThouse evolved from artist Vanessa German’s front
porch, where she liked to paint and sculpt. When her work
attracted curious children, she began giving them art supplies
and allowed them to work alongside her. The informal project
soon outgrew her porch. The rising number of budding artists
needed their own space. They found it in the house on
Hamilton with help from people in the neighborhood who
donated their time to paint, clean and repair the house, and
donated supplies and dollars to support it.

The popular creative space offers an example of the role
art can play in strengthening the social fabric of neighbor-
hoods, such as Homewood, where a legacy of art,
like most everything else, has suffered from lin-
gering poverty and disenfranchisement. 

That role as well as artists, arts groups and ideas from
those neighborhoods are getting more attention from founda-
tions and other arts funders. And new grant-making strategies
are emerging to grow the neighborhood art culture from with-
in, in contrast to past approaches to do so with outside artists
and organizations and with little local input.

Recent shifts in thinking about the
role of art in underserved neighbor-
hoods and how best to realize its
potential have roots in past practices
that proved wanting. The history of art

and community development is complicated and not without
tension, particularly between neighborhoods and outside
organizations that have attempted to remake them as places
more amenable to economic development with approaches
conceived by people who didn’t live there.

“Part of the big picture is the failed neighborhood revital-
ization strategies of the past, these top-down approaches where
it was often just bricks and mortar and thinking of the arts as a
resource to animate neighborhoods,” says David Pankratz,

research and policy director at the Greater Pittsburgh
Arts Council.

Laura Zabel, executive director of Springboardby Julia Fraser

86 p i t t s b u r g h  q u a r t e r l y | spring 2 0 1 6

T
Lessons of 
the past

TODAY
PITTSBURGH

Art revival
new strategies emerge 
for strengthening 
neighborhood arts culture 

*PQ_spr16_46-113.qxp_Layout 1  2/16/16  10:05 AM  Page 86



for the Arts in Minneapolis, offers a
more damning assessment. She argues
in a report for Americans for the Arts
that arts and cultural organizations—
whether intentionally or not—have con-
tributed to economic and cultural dis-
placement in neighborhoods by not
including the people who lived there. 

“Arts organizations,” she says, “have
been complicit in strategies to build cul-
tural districts and remake neighborhoods
without doing sufficient work to build
the inter-community connections that
would make these efforts inclusive of
existing residents.”

In recent years, a more inclusive
community-driven approach to neighbor-
hood arts has gained wider recognition
and interest, particularly in Pittsburgh,
where it has become part of efforts to
explore the potential of art in local youth
development.

Engaging
the neighbor-
hood in strate-
gies for using art
to improve the

residents’ lives is not a new idea in the
U.S. In Houston, Texas, for example, the
Project Row Houses founded by artists
as a community creative enclave in 1993
today includes 40 units in one of the
city’s oldest African American neighbor-
hoods that have been transformed into
art studios, community galleries and
affordable housing.

In Pittsburgh, Homewood has
emerged as an incubator for experiments
in using the arts to transform communi-
ties and in engaging resident artists and
others in the process. While Homewood
has high rates of crime, poverty, and
vacant and abandoned housing, it also
has a deep history of art. Native sons and
daughters include acclaimed photogra-
pher Teenie Harris, contemporary artist
Tina Brewer and Mary Caldwell Dawson,
founder of the National Negro Opera. Its
longstanding anchor institutions include
the Coliseum and African American
Music Institute.  

“What’s exciting now is this com-
munity-backed effort,” says Alisha
Wormsley, artistic director of the
Homewood Artist Residency. “Ensuring
that the community has placeholders in
this transformation—that it’s not about
people coming into the community.” 

The artist residency program, which
began as a project out of The Warhol,
receives financial support from several
foundations and has expanded to include
an art program for students at
Westinghouse High School, where
Wormsley is the resident artist.
“Homewood has this rich history of art
and culture. We’re just tapping into
something that had been there for
decades.”

One homegrown arts initiative, the
Lighthouse Project based out of the
Homewood YMCA, began in 2009 as an
afterschool program in Westinghouse
High School to supplement the school’s
under-resourced arts education by offer-
ing students instruction in digital media,
filmmaking, recording and visual arts.
Students who participated had a gradua-
tion rate of 90 percent compared to the
72 percent overall four-year graduation
rate at Westinghouse.  

Digital art is a focus of the
Lighthouse Project in part to address the
digital divide or disparity in the knowl-
edge of and access to technology, says
James Brown, program director, YMCA
Lighthouse Project. Brown points out
that people assume kids are tech savvy
because they know how to download
videos on YouTube, but being tech savvy
involves more skill and training. “It
means, do you know how to create
movies, create your own media, tell your
own story,” he says.    

The Lighthouse Project was recently
awarded a $1.5 million grant from the
Heinz Endowments to expand and begin
converting the YMCA into a Creative
Youth Center in Homewood. As with
most nonprofits, funding is a constant
challenge for neighborhood artists and
organizations. A $1.5 million grant for a

>>
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neighborhood project is an anomaly. 
“It’s been difficult to get funding for the arts in

Homewood,” says Kilolo Luckett, managing director of the
Homewood Artist Residency. “It’s been difficult because those
networks aren’t there. Philanthropy sees Homewood as people
holding their hands out. A lot of this has to do with access to
networks. But those who are able to connect to philanthropic
communities have access to some support now.”

Neighborhood arts projects rely on a
variety of funding sources. In some
cases, they’ve turned to non-traditional
means of raising money. The ARThouse,
for example, solicits small amounts of

money from individual donors through crowd-sourcing. 
Foundations, however, are a chief source of funding for the

region’s arts and cultural institutions, programs and artists. And
foundations are now exploring new ways to support neighbor-
hood programs.  The Heinz Endowments, for example, has
increased its grant-making in African American distressed
neighborhoods over the past 10 years, says Justin Laing, senior
program officer for arts and culture at the foundation. It has
revised its approach to grant making in those neighborhoods

and placed greater emphasis on diversifying foundation staff to
accommodate different backgrounds and perspectives that have
bearing on how the foundation invests its money in support of
the arts.

One key initiative to emerge is the Transformative Arts
Process (TAP), an experiment in allowing community voices to
help shape grantmaking strategies in neighborhoods that tradi-
tionally received little arts funding, particularly strategies serving
young people in African American communities.

“I don’t think we have the funding infrastructure to really
take advantage of all the talent we have in this community, to
develop art in neighborhoods and to make them richer places to
live,” Laing says.

TAP is guided by a committee of community advisors, giv-
ing artists, students, parents, art nonprofits and others in under-
funded neighborhoods from Hazelwood to Homewood a chance
to influence grant making in their communities, build relation-
ships with foundations and better understand the pathways to
funding.

One of its first assignments was developing principles for
building the field of artists and art organizations within those
neighborhoods that would inform future grant making. The
principles they came up with include lending support to effective
programs over generations, training people and organizations

>>
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For years, many have lamented that there are no “real jobs” here for
young, talented people.  Many encouraged their children to move to
“big cities” where rewarding jobs presumably grew like golden plums
on trees. Our resurgence has changed that.  My niece just returned
home to begin practicing as a family doctor.  Several Duquesne busi-
ness school grads recently declined handsome offers in New York to join
PNC and Federated Investors. Our greatest resource has always been
our home-grown talent.  We should actively recruit from within. If we
encourage our families to be part of the city’s rebirth, the finished prod-
uct will be grander than anything we’ve ever imagined.”

— Ken Gormley, President-elect 
Duquesne University
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already working in the field and building a sense of
community among them. The process has also given
the foundation greater insight into neighborhood arts
culture and has given resident art groups greater
access to an important source of funding. 

For James Brown, his seat on the TAP advisory
board helped develop his relationship with foundation
staff, providing an audience willing to hear his idea of
expanding the Lighthouse Project, which they agreed
to fund. 

Building such relationships is crucial to over-
coming the disadvantages many artists and art organ-
izations in underserved neighborhoods face. Many,
for example, can’t afford dedicated grant writers yet
compete for money against established arts organiza-
tions with well-heeled, professional fundraising staffs.  

Neighborhood arts movements also challenge
traditional definitions of art. Rap artists in smoky
bars, students creating digital memes that spread
through Facebook, and people practicing miming
when they’re getting ready for church may be art
forms in poorer neighborhoods, but not necessarily
recognized as such by traditional funding institutions.

“If the arts sector is truly to engage in a mean-
ingful way and be effective in helping to build the
inter-community connections needed to mitigate cul-
tural displacement, it will require the re-thinking of
our own long-held beliefs,” says Majestic Lane, direc-
tor of external relations and member engagement at
the nonprofit Pittsburgh Community Reinvestment
Group. “A more expansive definition of ‘art’ and
‘artist’ will be necessary,” 

Neighborhood arts culture will continue to exist
regardless of funding or the recognition it receives.
The question is, at what scale will it be practiced and
to what degree can it help transform communities?
“If art changes people in prison, and calms your body
when you’re painting watercolor, what happens when
there’s an art space every six blocks? And you can
walk to it and it’s open,” German asks. “How does
that change the heartbeat of a neighborhood? What
happens when access to those experiences becomes
as regular as bus stops, or bars or a corner store?”
pq

Julia Fraser is a Pittsburgh Today staff writer and

research specialist.

I believe this region’s extraordinary heritage of engineering and manu-
facturing excellence will lead to groundbreaking work that will have
profound implications for transportation strategies around the world.
Pittsburgh is at the epicenter of innovation that will fundamentally
affect how people and products move through our society.  This
includes everything from autonomous vehicles to transportation infra-
structure.  And these solutions will be of vital importance to the well-
being of our communities and our economy.”

— Ray Betler, President & CEO
Wabtec Corporation

The future competitiveness of our region always weighs on me. I want
to be able to give our students a true and accurate career forecast so
that they can curate their education for jobs that will be in high
demand. Economic vitality relies on looking at the pipeline of careers
coming into this region and getting today’s students excited to focus on
those jobs. This includes the skilled trades. We need parents and guid-
ance counselors to support students looking into trade careers. These
are viable, well-paying positions that can sustain a family; they should
be part of that focus. 

— Randy Dearth, Chairman, President and CEO
Calgon Carbon Corporation

The health benefits business is always evolving, and at Aetna, we
believe we’re on the cusp of a new development that will improve quali-
ty, reduce costs and boost customer satisfaction. We’re working with
local hospitals to develop “neighborhood hospital networks” to provide
local, patient-centered care in Western Pennsylvania communities. The
idea is to keep costs low while giving patients access to the care they
need, right in their local communities.”

— Jerry Dioguardi, Vice President Western PA  WV Sales and Service,
Eaton Corp.

“

“

“
pittsburghtoday.org
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he governors of Pennsylvania,
Ohio and West Virginia signaled their
interest in expanding the petrochemical
industry’s footprint in the tri-state region
last year to take advantage of abundant
natural gas in the Marcellus and Utica
shale formations underneath it.

After competing against one anoth-
er to lure the industry to their states for

years, Pennsylvania Governor Tom Wolf and his counterparts in
West Virginia and Ohio agreed in October to reach across
boundaries to collaborate on creating conditions that support
shale gas-related industries, particularly downstream petro-
chemical companies that use natural gas liquids as its feedstock.

The agreement comes during a deep slump in oil and gas
prices, oversupply and concerns over the outlook for the indus-
try, at least in the short term. How that affects prospects for
growing a globally competitive petrochemical super region
remains unclear.

Drilling for natural gas
in the Marcellus and Utica
play has led to grander visions for the
region’s petrochemical industry, which
the agreement among governors seeks

to move forward through collaboration rather than competition. 
One high-profile prize being sought is the ethane “cracker”

complex. Such plants take ethane in natural gas, “crack” or
break ethane molecules apart, and rearrange the carbon and
hydrogen atoms to make ethylene. Ethylene is then processed to
create polyethylene that is shipped to manufacturers of a range
of plastic products.

Ethane crackers, the prospects of attracting them, and the
jobs and other benefits associated with them were widely dis-
cussed by the more than 200 people ranging from government
and industry leaders to educators who gathered in October for a
shale summit in Morgantown, W.Va., where the multi-state
cooperative agreement was announced.

In 2012, Royal Dutch Shell made public its interest in
building an ethane cracker complex on the site of an abandoned
zinc smelting plant in Beaver County and has spent millions of
dollars to purchase and prepare it. Construction of the plant
could create 10,000 jobs and, once operational, it would employ
about 400 workers, Shell estimates. By the end of 2015, the
company had not yet committed to building it. 

Two Brazilian companies have also expressed
interest in building an ethane cracker in Parkersburg,
W.Va. and a Thai company is considering a plant in
southeastern Ohio.

Ethane, however, has not been immune to the market
slump, complicating decisions on whether or when to move on
such investments, which run in the billions of dollars. Recent
years have seen ethane prices tumble and supply increase
beyond the needs of the available markets. 

Energy boost states collaborate to grow
region’s petrochemical industry

90 p i t t s b u r g h  q u a r t e r l y | spring 2 0 1 6

T

TODAY
PITTSBURGH

‘Crackers’ 
and more

by Jeffery Fraser

*PQ_spr16_46-113.qxp_Layout 1  2/16/16  10:05 AM  Page 90



Underscoring the industry’s need to grow markets and
improve access to them is the fact that a sizable portion of the
ethane produced in the U.S. is being burned as inexpensive
industrial fuel instead being used as feedstock for making plas-
tics, coatings, films and rubber products. “Friends don’t let
friends burn ethane,” James Crews, vice president of Northeast
production for Denver-based energy company MarkWest, told
the Morgantown audience.

Expanding the petrochemical industry involves several chal-
lenging issues. Transporting gas and natural gas liquids and
related materials is one. The principal means of moving them
are by rail and pipelines. Improving infrastructure is expensive
and not without controversy. The industry also points to the
need for major upgrades. The current pipeline capacity, for
example, doesn’t allow the methane that drillers extract in the
region to reach markets in Philadelphia.

And several widely publicized industry-related accidents in
recent years have not helped ease environmental and safety con-
cerns. A train carrying North Dakota crude oil to Virginia
derailed in Mt. Carbon, W.Va., in February 2015, causing a fire
that consumed one home and spilling oil into the Kanawha
River, jeopardizing the water source in two counties. A year earli-
er, chemicals from a storage facility spilled into the Elk River,
which left much of the Charleston, W.Va., metropolitan area
without potable water and led the governor
to declare a state of emergency.

The agree-
ment among gov-
ernors contains no
commitment of
money and does

not prescribe specific projects for further
developing the natural gas and petrochemi-
cal industry. 

Instead, the three-year agreement
requires the state to collaborate on drawing
a plan to market the Appalachian Basin
region as a destination for the industry,
educate an industry-ready workforce, spur
investment in transportation and other
infrastructure, and encourage research on
natural gas, natural gas liquids and their
end uses.

By the end of 2015, government offi-
cials, economic development groups and
others in the states had organized and
begun working together on plans to
address industry-related workforce devel-
opment, infrastructure, research and a
strategy to market the tri-state region to
industry.

“Companies want to work where governments and econom-
ic development groups have their act together and have created a
stable, supportive business environment,” says Ken Zapinski,
senior vice president for energy and infrastructure at the
Allegheny Conference on Community Development. “What you
saw in that room in Morgantown were business people, econom-
ic development people, academics, researchers and educators
from three states showing the kind of support for downstream
manufacturing that the business sector likes to see.” pq

Jeffery Fraser is the Pittsburgh Today senior editor.
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ivic leaders across southwestern
Pennsylvania want people to start thinking
big about the future of transportation in
the region. Imagine commuter rail extend-
ing to the airport, expanded bus rapid
transit, connected bike lanes throughout
the area, smart traffic signals—that kind
of big. 

A new leadership coalition, the Regional Transportation
Alliance of Southwestern Pennsylvania (RTA), emerged last
year as a forum for shaping a bold, more holistic approach to
better connect people, jobs and communities through a region-
al transportation network—a vision long stifled by fiscal con-
straints and a planning process that traditionally has refrained
from using outcome measures to guide the spending of billions
of transportation dollars.

By year’s end, the coalition was using “crowd-sourcing”
techniques to reach hundreds of organizations ranging from
corporations to human services agencies, hoping to learn their
transportation needs and solicit their ideas and support for a
shared vision of a 21st -century regional transportation network.

In doing so, they’re taking a page out of the playbook of
Denver, which has developed a regional transportation system
recognized as a model for effectively connecting
city and suburbs with multiple modes of getting
around. 

In the summer of 2014, Denver
hosted a benchmarking trip for some
100 civic leaders from southwestern
Pennsylvania, including Pittsburgh
Mayor Bill Peduto, Allegheny County

Executive Rich Fitzgerald, members of the Allegheny
Conference on Community Development and many others.
They saw firsthand the regional FasTracks transportation sys-
tem and learned from Denver’s public and private sector how it
became reality, including the nontraditional approaches taken
to winning support and paying for it. 

The Pittsburgh visitors came away impressed with not
just the vision, but also the process Denver is using to
realize it.by Julia Fraser
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“Recognizing that they had a problem, figuring
out a way to solve it and not waiting for the state capi-
tal or Washington, D.C., that really energized us,” says
Ken Zapinski, Allegheny Conference senior vice presi-
dent for energy and infrastructure. “If a place like
Denver can do it, why can’t the Pittsburgh region do
it? That was the catalyst for the idea behind imagining
a different transportation future.” 

FasTracks is a metro-wide transportation network
that includes commuter rail, light rail and bus rapid
transit. More than 120 miles of rail have been built or
are planned for the Denver region, including a line
from the airport to Downtown Denver 25 miles away;
18 miles of bus rapid transit; bus service between
Denver and Boulder; and the renovation of Denver’s
Union Station as a multi-modal transit hub. And the
main funding for the project is a voter-approved
regional sales tax of .4 percent. 

Facing unprecedented
growth in the Denver region
and a failed transportation
funding vote in 1997, diverse
public and private sector

groups such as Denver Region Council of
Governments, Metro Mayors’ Caucus—made up of all
41 mayors in the Denver metro areas—and then-gover-
nor John Hickenlooper formed a coalition to figure out
how to get the region on board with a regional light
rail system.  

Winning the support of the mayors’ caucus was
central to the project’s success, says Kelly Brough,
president and CEO of Denver Metro Chamber of
Commerce. “Those 41 elected officials unanimously
supported this investment. That’s important because
they’re a diverse group with a diverse set of communi-
ties they represent. But they recognized that to really
address mobility issues, they needed to solve this
together along with the private sector and non-profits
in the coalition.”  

In November 2004, the o.4 percent sales tax
increase to fund the FasTracks transit system made its
way onto the ballot in the eight counties that make up
Denver’s Regional Transportation district. It passed,
winning 58 percent of the vote.

There have been challenges. The $4.7 billion proj-
ect is over budget. And the Denver Post reports that
only about 6 percent of the region’s population uses
bus and light rail to get around. However, 85 percent
of residents feel that approving FasTracks was a good
idea and most believe it will improve transportation

>>
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Over the past decade Pittsburgh’s economy has reemerged as a
leader in innovation and technology, attracting bright and creative
individuals to our universities. Mylan is a direct beneficiary, with
access to the extraordinary talent graduating in the area. Our
robust and growing internship program is a great example of this.
Increasing public-private partnerships is key to continuing to
attract talent from all over the world to our great city and to
ensure the region’s economic growth for decades to come.”

— Heather Bresch, CEO
Mylan 

One of the greatest opportunities for the Pittsburgh region is tal-
ent acquisition. “Diversity is a key driver of innovation and is cru-
cial for companies that want to attract and retain top talent.”
(Forbes Insights, 2013). For the Pittsburgh region to grow and be
innovative, companies must recruit, develop, cultivate and retain
a diverse workforce. Pittsburgh must explore our new generation of
talent and transfer our knowledge, skills and abilities to move this
region from better to best.”

— Carolyn D. Duronio, Partner
Reed Smith LLP

From top corporations to the highest echelons of federal govern-
ment, we’re facing a brain drain as boomers anticipate retirement.
It’s particularly acute in our region with our stable workforce and
large concentration of boomers. It’s critical that we formalize
knowledge transfer protocols and creative part-time work arrange-
ments to launch new leaders effectively and launch departing
workers to fulfilling, guilt-free retirement. The Allegheny
Conference has the clout and our universities have the tools. Let’s
make it happen.”

— Michele Fabrizi, President & CEO
Marc USA

The most important thing we can do for our region is to see our-
selves as a region, rather than as three states. Let us look beyond
self-interest to forge partnerships across all boundaries and sec-
tors. Let us act regionally and think globally. As the Allegheny and
Monongahela rivers join to form the Ohio, our three states can
merge into a powerful force for economic growth. Maybe we can
call that force Westpennhio? Ohwestsylvania? We will think of
something.”

— Gordon Gee, President 
West Virginia University

“

“

“

“
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and relieve congestion, according to a recent Regional Transit
District-commissioned survey. 

“This is one of those projects where for vastly different rea-
sons, people voted yes,” Brough says.  “Environmentalists voted
yes because it might help with air quality. Some people voted
yes because maybe someone up the road will use it and then I
can drive in faster.  Others voted yes because they were interest-
ed in taking transit. I think what the coalition recognized is
that all of those may be valid yes votes and one doesn’t trump
the other. Let people vote yes for whatever reason and do not
try to pigeon hole them into what you think is the best ration-
ale.”

The road to planning and funding
of transportation projects in the
Pittsburgh region typically goes
through the Southwestern
Pennsylvania Commission (SPC),

which develops both 20-year and four-year transportation plans
for the region.  

The SPC is one of several hundred metropolitan planning
organizations established by the federal government as regional
transportation planning agencies in urban districts, where bil-
lions of federal transportation dollars are spent every year. 

As such, planning is influenced by federal regulations and
procedures that tend to limit long-range planning to projects
that can reasonably be expected to qualify for government fund-
ing. 

“The SPC is both fiscally and environmentally con-
strained,” says Steve Craig, SPC chair and co-chair of the
Regional Transportation Alliance Steering Committee. “A good
example is that there isn’t a good way to fund the bus rapid
transit system that’s envisioned for part of the region.  That’s
an out-of-the-regular-funding-cycle project, partly because of its
size and the money it would take to implement.” 

The SPC’s current long-range plan does, however, give
examples of large-scale transportation projects and what other
regions have done to increase funding and tackle such projects.
It states, for example, if the region wants to pursue a large,
visionary project, it needs
to “aggressively go
beyond the reasonably
anticipated funding avail-
able through state and
federal sources.”

And recent federal
mandates significantly
change the approach the
SPC and organizations
like it are required to take
to decide how to spend
transportation dollars. A

U.S. Government Accountability Office study of metropolitan
planning organizations concluded that a lack of outcome-based
planning has resulted in three decades of investing in trans-
portation projects whose impacts are largely unknown. It led to
changes in 2012 that today require them to develop long-term
transportation plans based on performance outcomes, such as
improving safety or reducing congestion, and to set targets for
achieving them.

But before any aggressive lobbying for funding to support
a broad regional transportation vision in southwestern
Pennsylvania can begin, “there has to be an ongoing civic dis-
cussion about what the region wants and how they can achieve
it,” Zapinski says. “So, the initiative is stepping up to conduct
this regional discussion to find out what people want and imag-
ine a new future.”  

As a first step, the RTA is using
crowd-sourcing—a cross between a sur-
vey and a focus group—to identify local
transportation priorities and solicit
ideas for addressing them from nearly

800 organizations, including human services, health care, arts
and culture and environmental organizations; universities;
labor unions; and major corporations.

“This new crowd-sourcing initiative is reaching out to a
broader base of interest groups in the region to engage them in
projects that might be transformative and not constrained by
the fiscal issues that constrain everything that SPC does,” Craig
says . “So, it’s looking at a blue sky kind of perspective of
what’s possible in transportation. And that’s not what SPC
does. I think there is a sense that patching pot holes and
rebuilding bridges isn’t enough, and that’s where the funding
leads us now.” 

The RTA steering committee is expected to analyze the
crowd-sourcing responses, release the results and begin plot-
ting a course for a regional transit network in early 2016. 

Turning big ideas into reality won’t happen as quickly.
“You can’t sell ideas that are cooked up by people sitting in a
downtown office building,” Zapinski says. “You need a robust

regional discussion engaging
all corners of the economy, all
corners of the region. Having
a real conversation with hun-
dreds of stakeholders across
the region takes time. If you
want a community vision you
have to put in the time.” pq

Julia Fraser is a Pittsburgh

Today staff writer and research

specialist.

>>
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Limitations 
at home
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approach

 

  
    

       

 
 

   
         

        

 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  
        

       

   

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

   

           

 

 

 
 

  

 

  
           

           
       

  

 

 
 

 

 

 
          

      

    
           

           

 

 

 
 

 

 

     
            

           

 

                                     

 

 
 

 

 
        

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

    

     

  

 

 

 

 

 

           
    

  
    

     

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 
       

 

 

 

 
 

 

      

  
      

 

 

 
  

 

         

 
      

 

 

 
  

 

         

      

 
 

 

 

 
  

 

         

 
    

         

 

 

 
 

 

    
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

        

      

           

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

           

 
           

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

          

 

 

  

 
 

 
 

 

           

1) boston

2) washington, d.c.

8) pittsburgh
benchmark avg

18) detroit

19) indianapolis

Transit usage
Unlinked passenger trips per capita

95

90

7

8

37
36

data source: U.S. Department of Transportation, 2013

0 20 40 60 80 100

  
        

             
         

  

 

 

 
 

 

       

94 pittsburghquarterly.com

*PQ_spr16_46-113.qxp_Layout 1  2/16/16  10:05 AM  Page 94



he regional housing market stayed in
character in 2015, with home prices appreciating but
at a slower rate than in most other Pittsburgh Today
benchmark regions.

Homeownership is high across the Pittsburgh
MSA. U.S. Census Bureau data show that 69.3 percent of homes
in the seven-county MSA are occupied by their owners. Only
Minneapolis among the benchmark regions has a higher home-
ownership rate and only slightly so.

Regional homeowners saw third-quarter 2015 home prices
rise just under 4.1 percent from the previous year. That’s below
the benchmark average and well below one-year appreciation in
Denver, where prices jumped 13.9 percent to lead the pack. 

But the Pittsburgh MSA housing market has long lacked
drama. Its enduring characteristics are stability and steady,
if unspectacular, growth. Housing prices, for example, have
increased 13.8 percent over the past five years and have risen
21.9 percent over the past 10. Denver is the only benchmark
region where long-term appreciation rates are higher.

Southwestern Pennsylvania’s housing market is not without
blemishes. Its housing stock is the oldest among Pittsburgh

Today benchmark regions. And 10.3 percent of housing units
across the region are vacant. Only four of the 14 other benchmark
regions have higher vacancy.

In the City of Pittsburgh, 15 percent of 143,000 parcels on
average were vacant between 2008 and 2010, according to a
2015 University of Pittsburgh study of city neighborhoods. And in
several neighborhoods, such as Allegheny Center and
Homewood South, one third or more of the housing stands
vacant.

The city adopted a land bank ordinance in 2014 to more
quickly and effectively move vacant tax-delinquent properties
onto the market and into use. But the land bank it created has
been slow to develop. Its board met for the first time in August
—16 months after the mayor signed the bill. And while
Philadelphia’s land bank took possession of its first 150
properties in December, the strategies, policies and procedures
necessary for the Pittsburgh land bank to do the same were
still works in progress at year’s end. n

T
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region’s housing market
remains the picture 
of stability
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Housing price appreciation
One-year appreciation rates, 3rd quarter, 2015, by MSA
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14) milwaukee
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benchmark avg

2) detroit

1) denver

data source: Federal Housing Finance Agency (FHFA)
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Vacancy rates in residential property
2014
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data source: American Community Survey, conducted annually by the U.S. Census Bureau
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n the monongahela river valley,
where now-silent steel mills once defined the
region, a traditional classroom has been
stripped of its chalkboards and remade as an
entertainment technology academy. Game
design theory now helps engage students in
English, computer science and math lessons. In
childcare centers, children share their day in
pictures and voice compositions sent to their

parents’ email or cell phones. In public libraries, teens
find the digital tools, studio space and instruction to
express themselves through photography, music, art and
filmmaking.

Southwestern Pennsylvania’s imaginative twists
on educating children with the digital media they find
so engaging and the regional movement that led to
them is quietly gaining recognition as a model of 21st-
century learning.

Behind the innovations is the Remake Learning
Network of more than 200 local organizations that has
helped leverage the region’s expertise in education,
innovation and technology to give children new oppor-
tunities to explore, create and learn. 

Several hundred formal and informal learning
spaces have emerged. Experiments in innovative edu-
cation have attracted $25 million in philanthropic and

corporate support. The network even published a “play-
book” detailing the local learning innovation ecosystem for
other regions interested in traveling the same road.

And that has gotten the attention of the Obama White
House, which points to Pittsburgh as an example  of the all-
hands-on-deck effort to “encourage young people to create
and build and invent” which the president called for in a
2009 address to the National Academy of Sciences.  

“Thanks to the work of the network,” Tom Kalil, a
deputy director in the White House Office of Science and
Technology Policy, wrote last July, “young people in the
region have the opportunity to make their own films, learn
to code, build robots and become ‘citizen scientists.’”

local initiative gains acclaim,
plans may celebration
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Educational Attainment: High School or higher
Percentage of population age 25+ with high school degree or higher, by MSA

data source:  American Community Survey by the U.S. Census Bureau, 2014

0% 20 40 60 80 100

1) minneapolis-
st. paul                                    

2) pittsburgh
benchmark avg

14) richmond

15) charlotte

93.2

88.4

88.1

93.0
90.0

 
        

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

    

     

  

 

 

 

 

 

           
    

  
    

     

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 
       

 

 

 

 
 

 

      

  
      

 

 

 
  

 

         

 
      

 

 

 
  

 

         

      

 
 

 

 

 
  

 

         

 
    

         

 

 

 
 

 

    
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

        

      

           

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

           

 
           

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

          

 

 

  

 
 

 
 

 

           

 

  

 

 
 

 

 
    

      

  
        

             
         

  

 

 

 
 

 

       

>>

p i t t s b u r g h  q u a r t e r l y | spring 2 0 1 6 97

Later this year, Pittsburgh
Today will begin a special focus
on education, examining new
measures and the people and
institutions who are working to
improve educational outcomes
for all youngsters in our region. 

TODAY
PITTSBURGH

Remaking 
learning
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Educational Attainment: Graduate, professional degree
Percentage of population age 25+ with graduate or professional degree, by MSA

data source:  American Community Survey by the U.S. Census Bureau, 2014
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>>

EDUCATIONAT ISSUE :

A regionwide celebration of innovation in education, what has been
accomplished and new ideas taking shape is scheduled to run May 9-15 in
Pittsburgh as “Remake Learning Days.” The weeklong celebration is to begin
with the recognition of new commitments from companies, institutions, and
others to support expanding next-generation learning opportunities in and
out of school for students ranging from pre-kindergarten to higher educa-
tion. 

The network is encouraging broad participation and big ideas from all
corners of the region. Some groups are making financial commitments,
such as the Benedum Foundation, Grable Foundation and Chevron, which
are contributing more than $500,000 to support science, technology, engi-
neering, arts and math in local school districts for the school year beginning
in the fall. Other are contributing with special programs, such as the
Pittsburgh Association for the Education of Young Children (PAEYC), which
is hosting a conference about creativity and learning for early childhood edu-
cators during Remake Learning Days.

The movement has come a long way since 2007, when the Grable
Foundation convened an informal working group of community leaders,
educators and others to explore the prospects of using media and communi-
cation technology to improve ways that children live, learn and play. The
model that evolved includes a focus on formal and informal learning envi-
ronments, research and development and entrepreneurial support. 

The network of collaborators has grown from a loose, organic movement
to one that today is managed by the nonprofit Sprout Fund and involves
school districts, universities, museums, libraries, early learning centers and
afterschool programs, as well as nearly 3,000 teachers, youth workers, librar-
ians, gamers, technologists and artists.

And the idea of looking beyond the confines of the traditional classroom
and enlisting the vast intellectual capital of the region to redefine how
children learn has led to a variety of innovations. Carnegie Mellon University
researchers, for example, worked with the early learning nonprofit PAEYC to
create Message for Me—kiosks at childcare centers where young children
learn to compose video and voice accounts of their day that are
electronically transmitted to their parents. And with university researchers,
local technology companies and others as partners, the Elizabeth Forward
district created an Entertainment Technology Academy, redesigned the high
school library to include video and voice production studios and opened an
interactive energy lab. pq

More information about Remake Learning Days can be found online at:

remakelearning.org.

98 pittsburghquarterly.com
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ome of the photos posted on 
the Pittsburgh Bureau of Police Facebook
pages include: A smiling child wearing a
policeman’s cap and holding a police radio
alongside a city cop, an officer and child eating
ice cream bars, and smiling police officers rid-
ing bikes with smiling kids. 

The image of citizen-friendly policing is
one that Pittsburgh hopes to earn in African American neigh-
borhoods as the result of studies, programs and new strategies
for repairing relationships that have been strained by police
practices. One is a national initiative launched by the Obama
Administration to improve relationships and increase trust
between minority communities and the criminal justice system
in six U.S. cities, including Pittsburgh. 

“Mistrust has been here for decades and it’s going to take a
while to cut through it,” says Tim Stevens, CEO of the Black
Political Empowerment Project, a community collaborative for
building African American political influence. “I’ve been an
advocate and a community activist for decades, and mistrust is
still the biggest issue. It’s always been present.”  

Like many U.S. cities, Pittsburgh has a history of tension
between law enforcement and the city’s African American com-
munities. In 2014, African Americans, who comprise 20 per-
cent of the city’s population, accounted for 56 percent of police
arrests, according to the latest Bureau of Police annu-
al report. The report notes that black drivers were

pulled over more often than any other racial group and 2.4
times the rate for white motorists.

A lack of diversity placed the city police under a court
order from 1975 to 1991 that imposed a quota for boosting the
number of women and African Americans on the force.

Diversity plummeted after the quota was lifted in 1991.
Last year, the city settled a lawsuit brought by theby Julia Fraser

100 p i t t s b u r g h  q u a r t e r l y | spring 2 0 1 6
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Rewriting history
city police attempt to 
mend relations in african 
american neighborhoods
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Motor vehicle theft
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American Civil Liberties Union alleging
hiring bias on the police department. As
part of the settlement, the city agreed to
reform its police hiring process to address
bias. Currently, more than half of the
black officers on the force are eligible for
retirement.

In 1997, the city agreed to enter into
a federal consent decree that required
police to track complaints against officers,
flag officers with multiple complaints, and
document race and gender in traffic stops,
officers’ use of force, and searches and
seizures. The city agreed to the five-year
order following a class action lawsuit filed
by the ACLU and NAACP alleging a pat-
tern of civil rights abuses and a U.S.
Justice Department investigation of city
police practices.

More recently, the U.S. attorney’s
office in Pittsburgh helped organize com-
munity forums with neighborhood resi-
dents to discuss their concerns, experi-
ences and grievances. The forums
emerged after Jordan Miles, an African
American man, was beaten while walking
to his grandmother’s house in 2010 by
police officers who said they thought he
had a gun. A jury awarded Miles more
than $100,000 for being falsely arrested.
The officers involved, however, were not
found to have used excessive force. 

In 2014, Mayor William Peduto hired
Cameron McLay as chief after a series of
public meetings to gather input from
neighborhood residents and engage them
in the hiring process. McLay has advanced
a community-oriented approach to polic-
ing since taking charge of the department.

“I’ve seen an improvement in the
trust issue because a part of it is the
willingness to sit down and have conversa-
tions about what has happened historical-
ly,” says Cheryl Hall-Russell, president and
CEO of the Hill House Foundation. “Chief
McLay is a high-profile leader who is not
afraid of those conversations. He’s visible,
vocal, professional and empathetic. I think
it’s making a difference.”  

But, she points out, the road to recon-
ciliation is long and uncertain. “We still
have some pretty new incidents. When

>>
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you look at, for example, Jordan Miles, people see that
kind of stuff is still happening and they have no voice in
false arrests and abuse. People have a long memory.
They are going to watch and wait to see if something
else like that happens. Trust is only going to be built
when you don’t have those kinds of incidents and the
people feel they have a voice—in suggestions for train-
ing and what community policing should look like.”  

Under McLay, city police have begun a community-
oriented model that makes officers more visible and
builds community relationships, including informal
community interactions such as “Coffee with a Cop” and
basketball leagues.

Elizabeth Pittinger, director of the Citizen Police
Review Board, describes community policing as a phi-
losophy of “problem solving-policing” with community
assistance. “It’s re-humanizing the people involved, so
that everyone you see isn’t a criminal and every cop you
see isn’t a vicious monster, so that we can go back to
having children respect police officers instead of being
fearful.”

Pittsburgh is on the short list of cities engaged in
the U.S. Justice Department National Initiative for
Building Community Trust and Justice, which aims to
reduce bias and build trust between law enforcement
and the community, and involves law enforcement
experts, researchers, faith-based groups, community
stakeholders and civil rights advocates.

The initiative has collected baseline data from
Pittsburgh and is developing training plans on bias and
reconciliation, interventions on group violence, and sur-
veys on how residents view police and their practices.
The initiative team is also discussing collaborating with
local researchers to study criminal justice and commu-
nity issues. 

“Although Pittsburgh may have historically had
issues, they’ve been able to find a pathway to communi-
cation to work on some of these issues on their own,”
says Tracie Keesee, project director of the national initia-
tive. “It’s not just the leadership, but the commitment of
the city as a whole for wanting to do this, wanting to get
ahead of other folks and get out front of all of it.”

One of the key findings of the U.S. Attorney’s com-
munity forums was that, while mistrust is pervasive in
the city’s African American community, there is a gener-
ation gap in how mistrust is formed and experienced.

“What we’re realizing is that the older population
doesn’t speak for that group, even though some of their
perceptions are the same,” says David Hickton, U.S.
Attorney for the Western District of Pennsylvania. Social
media strongly influences young peoples’ perceptions,
for example, exposing them to a national conversation

>>P I T T S B U R G H ’ S
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To me, it’s not about identifying new issues; it’s about doubling
down on existing priorities, especially many of those identified by
the Allegheny Conference. Goals like boosting our direct air service;
promoting our region’s superior healthcare assets; and transfer-
ring our tech knowledge to real-life job creation, in particular, will
have maximum impact. We’re already headed in the right direc-
tion, but we need to be firing on all cylinders and working together
to get the job done.”

— Jack Barbour, CEO & Chairman of the Board
Buchanan Ingersoll & Rooney

As a western Pennsylvania native who has been fortunate to spend
the majority of my career working in downtown Pittsburgh, it has
been a pleasure to witness the continued transformation of the
city from a work destination to full-fledged residential community.
Adding better living options, restaurants, and attractions to entice
more people downtown has worked wonders, but I believe contin-
ued improvement in infrastructure, including a more robust public
transportation system, is vital to support the urban neighbor-
hoods, as well as the growing tourism industry.”

— Leroy Ball, President & CEO
Koppers 

“

“

“

Pittsburgh has become an exciting place to live and work. To
realize our full potential, we need more sources of venture capital
to fuel start-ups. We attract far less capital, especially from local
sources, than cities such as Austin, Denver, Minneapolis and
Philadelphia. A recent study estimated that local venture firms
have less than $100 million in uncommitted capital. While our
start-ups do attract capital from outside the region, more compa-
nies would be founded and remain here if we had more local
funding. These companies would provide great jobs and attract
the best and brightest workers to our region.”

— Marlee S. Myers, Partner
Morgan, Lewis & Bockius LLP

Few people outside Pittsburgh (or inside Pittsburgh, for that mat-
ter) appreciate the many unique cultures and traditions that com-
prise our city's 90 different neighborhoods, from Allegheny to
Westwood. During the coming year, I'd like to see an initiative
aimed at building awareness of their history and celebrating their
cultural diversity. No city of comparable size offers more variety in
just 58 square miles, and I'd love to see us take better advantage
of the fact.”

— Anne Lewis, Board Chair,
Oxford Development Company

“
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on police brutality. Hickton’s office has begun convening youth
forums in response. “We are listening to them now.” 

Westinghouse High School is scheduled to offer a three-
year public safety career program for students in the fall to
engage them in criminal justice issues and perhaps lay the
groundwork for increasing diversity in future police ranks.
And the Hill House Association is working with the city to
help minorities prepare for civil service testing.  

In December, Mayor Peduto—responding to an online
petition on change.org, which called on him to reduce violence
in the city—stated that a robust model of community-oriented
policing is the future of Pittsburgh law enforcement. “The
traditional policing model of response and arrest will give way
to a coordinated intervention by police and community leaders
with a very simple message: ‘We love you. We want to keep
you safe, and we will stand together to stop violence in our
communities.’”

Community-oriented policing is only part of a broader
discussion of violence, race and mistrust, says long-time civil
rights activist Stevens. “There is movement. We have not
reached nirvana, but we have certainly come to a point where
we see progress. We see hope. We see commitment.” pq

Julia Fraser is a Pittsburgh Today staff writer and research specialist.

PUBL IC  SAFETY
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nvironmental  stewardship  i s  not  a  
traditional strength of southwestern Pennsylvania,
where the legacy of industrialization and growth
includes periods of dense air pollution, and
streams and rivers tainted with abandoned mine

acid and effluent from inadequate municipal sewage systems. 
Gone are the days when soot from mills and home furnaces

turned afternoon into night and Pittsburgh became known as the
“Smoky City.” Air quality has improved significantly with advances
in technology, more effective regulation and advocacy.

But better is not good enough to lift southwestern
Pennsylvania from near the bottom of air quality rankings. In the
Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area, for example, annual levels
of fine particulates (PM2.5) remain above the 3-year federal limits
for the pollutant created from industrial, power plant and other
emissions. Only St. Louis has worse PM2.5 levels among Pittsburgh
Today benchmark regions.

Within the MSA, Washington County recorded the highest
annual PM2.5 levels in 2014—levels greater than those found in a
group of communities downwind of the U.S. Steel Clairton coke
works, which reigned as the region’s pollution hot spot for decades. 

Pollution control improvements at the Clairton coke works and

other factors have reduced fine particulates in that area. But the
PM2.5 levels still exceed U.S. regulatory limits. Sulfur dioxide emis-
sions exceed federal limits as well, and the Allegheny County
Health Department is set to require additional pollution controls at
the plant in 2016.

The Pittsburgh MSA also continues to fall short of meeting the
latest federal limits for ground-level ozone pollution, or smog,
despite a several-year trend of slowly improving levels.

Other issues include the air quality implications of widespread
natural gas drilling, which up to now has been an understudied
topic. Two recent health studies which focused on Washington
County raise health concerns. And Allegheny County is gathering
air quality data at gas wells to better understand emissions and
possible health risks.

Solving lingering water pollution issues is another work in
progress. For 26 percent of the 2015 recreation season in Allegheny
County, sewage levels in the rivers rose high enough to warrant
warnings to boaters and others. The rate was relatively low due to
a dry summer. 

Wet weather causes over-taxed municipal sewage systems to
overflow into the rivers. The local sanitary authority, Alcosan, is
under a federal order to correct the problem by 2026. n

E

P I TTS B U R G H         &TODAY   TOMORROW

air and water pollution
still challenge region

ENVIRONMENT
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PM2.5, small particulate air pollution

data source: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
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8-hour average ozone level, in parts per million, 2014
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igh above the Monongahela
River in Hazelwood sits Pittsburgh’s
last great brownfield. Only the ghost-
ly shell of Mill 19 stands as evidence
of the steel and coke works that for a
century had given the neighborhood
bustle, prosperity and some of the
unhealthiest air in the region. The

rest of the 178 acres lies barren, freshly graded in preparation
for its next chapter as an experiment in sustainable community
development.

The vision is that of a harmonious mixture of housing,
commerce and transportation efficiency. A new community inte-
grated with the old. A place designed to be mindful of avoiding
the environmental insults that past tenants had imposed. A
development whose blueprints are accompanied by strategies to
help shore up Hazelwood and raise the quality of life of those
who’ve endured the hard years after steel, not displace them. 

No other shovel-ready project in Pittsburgh better embodies
the concept of sustainability, which, along with economic
growth, includes social equity, environment and quality of life as
guiding considerations in development.  

And at no time has interest in adopting those principles to
re-imagine the city and distant suburbs been greater.

Sustainability principles are, for example, pro-
viding a framework for the City of Pittsburgh’s
first-ever comprehensive plan as it is being written. 

Pittsburgh Mayor William Peduto with The Heinz
Endowments last year unveiled an initiative known as “P4” for
the purpose of creating a model for sustainable, innovative and
inclusive development and a vision of a city that aspires to
become a leader in the growing movement. 

In April, the city hosted a two-day summit where local rep-
resentatives of business, education, government, planning agen-
cies, human services and others were introduced to the ideas
and experiences of experts involved in creating sustainable cities
and innovation economies in the United States and Europe.

And in the suburbs beyond, some 50 municipalities have
earned sustainable community status based on the nonprofit
Sustainable Pittsburgh’s certification criteria, which covers
issues from energy use and sustainability goals to land use,
mobility, affordability and green infrastructure.

By year’s end, there was little doubt about the intentions of
the city and other parts of the region to move deliberately
toward embracing the principles of sustainability, which are
growing in value among urban planners, as well as investors.

Metropolitan regions worldwide are
increasingly looking to cultivate innova-
tion economies and reinvent themselves
around sustainable strategies as a means
of attracting people and investment, pro-

moting future growth and stability, and improving
environmental and social conditions. 
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H
Shifting 
trends

TODAY
PITTSBURGH

A sustaining
influence

pittsburgh sees 
future unfolding around 
principles of sustainability

This is the first of a four-part
series examining efforts to
make Pittsburgh a sustainable
region. Pittsburgh Quarterly
and Sustainable Pittsburgh are
collaborating to explore the
obstacles and opportunities
facing Pittsburgh.

by Jeffery Fraser
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Several have turned to such strate-
gies to address circumstances familiar
to Pittsburgh and southwestern
Pennsylvania.

Chattanooga, Tenn., has done so to
gain the reputation as an eco-friendly
city and retool its economy with a tech-
nology corridor that’s helped earn it the
unlikely nickname, “Gig City.” A few
decades earlier, it had been one of the
most polluted cities in America before
its dense manufacturing sector withered
and it suffered heavy job and population
losses. 

Its revitalization included reclaim-
ing the Tennessee River waterfront from
industry, making it a recreation and
tourism destination with ideas such as
downsizing a highway to accommodate
the building of the Tennessee
Aquarium. A citywide fiber-optic net-
work connected every house and busi-
ness to the Internet. An innovation cor-
ridor was created with the hope of
attracting major technology companies
and jobs without sacrificing the environ-
mental gains that had been made.

The major tech players didn’t come.
But the innovation economy that took
root inspired strategic partnerships, col-
laboration, venture capital, homegrown
start-ups and high-growth businesses,
says mayor Andy Berke. “We weren’t
talking about Apple and Facebook any-
more. We were talking about companies
that started in Chattanooga and were
growing there and were trying to recruit
from elsewhere.”

Sustainable development has a
longer history in Europe, particularly in
Scandinavia, where the principles have
been refined and embraced by govern-
ment, business and philanthropy as the
best means possible for adapting to eco-
nomic and demographic changes. 

In Malmo, Sweden, such strategies
became the favored approach to recover-
ing from an ailing industrial economy
and a legacy of pollution. A derelict
shipyard was replaced with an energy-
efficient community of homes, shops,
offices, bike trails and its own renew-

>>

SUSTAINABIL ITYAT ISSUE :
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able energy supply. New growth industries include information
and bio-medical technologies. The city also set an ambitious goal
of becoming carbon neutral by 2020. 

Such demonstrations have helped raise the profile of sus-
tainability. The capital markets, for one, are paying attention to
sustainability issues. Companies today are scored on their envi-
ronmental, social and governance (ESG) performance. And
providers of business information and analytics, such as
Bloomberg LP, offer expansive sustainability data ranging from
ESG scores and trends to controversy assessments identifying
environmental and social incidents involving companies.

“A common theme we hear is that this idea of sustainability
has lined up with what makes good business sense—how con-
sumers, investors and insurers are lining up around business
models and urban models that favor sustainability in the face of
big global and domestic issues around resource limitation, social
justice and inequity,” says Court Gould, executive director of
Sustainable Pittsburgh. “What had been thought of as singularly
environmental or moral justice issues are now business issues.”

Concerns about the performance of sustainable investments
are also being challenged. In 2015, for example, the Morgan
Stanley Institute for Sustainable Investing reported that sustain-
able equity mutual funds met or exceeded the median return of
traditional equity funds for 64 percent of the time periods exam-
ined, a finding the institute’s CEO said “shows that preconcep-
tions regarding subpar investment performance are out of step
with reality.”

Pittsburgh’s recovery from the col-
lapse of its steel and manufacturing
economy more than a quarter of a centu-
ry ago has left it in an enviable position
when it comes to cultivating an economy

driven by innovation industries.
Southwestern Pennsylvania no longer depends on the for-

tunes of a single economic sector. The diversified economy that
rose from steel’s decline includes strengths in education, sci-
ence, technology and medicine—key ingredients of the kind of
innovation economy that many cities are trying to stimulate.
And Pittsburgh has an established and expanding innovation
corridor in the city’s university-rich Oakland neighborhood close
to Downtown.

“People would die for Carnegie Mellon [University],” says
Bruce Katz, who studies urban regions and economies as vice
president and founding director of the Metropolitan Policy
Program at the Brookings Institution. “I go to cities and the
biggest conversation they have is that they don’t have a Carnegie
Mellon. They don’t have a University of Pittsburgh. They have to
create what Pittsburgh has.”

A recent Brookings study points to one of the reasons why
innovation economies are attractive. While such economies cer-

tainly demand workers with advanced education, half of the sci-
ence, technology, engineering, mathematics jobs in the U.S. are
“middle skill” jobs that pay $53,000 a year on average and typi-
cally don’t require a four-year degree, the study reports. 

Timing may be another factor in Pittsburgh’s favor. In
recent years, there has been a shift in how innovation is occur-
ring, which values the intimacy of urban environments over cor-
porate campuses sequestered in the suburbs, Katz says. “The
innovative economy is collapsing back to the cores of central
cities. It’s partly because of demographics—the shifting work-
force is demanding places where they can live, work and play.
But more importantly, advanced industries are doing more of
their R&D through networks of researchers, entrepreneurs
and investors. That revalues proximity, density, being close to
advanced research institutions and medical campuses.

“Google can be anywhere in the world. They’re in
Pittsburgh because they have to be near the secret sauce—
talented workers and ideas that can generate discoveries for
the market.”

The city and region are not without
challenges, and among them is a work-
force short on racial and ethnic minori-
ties at a time when companies are plac-
ing greater value on diversity.

Minorities only claim 11 percent of the southwestern
Pennsylvania workforce, the lowest rate of participation among
the 15 Pittsburgh Today benchmark regions. And minority work-
ers are the scarcest in several industry sectors that offer opportu-
nities to earn higher-than-average incomes, such as utilities,
manufacturing, and mining and oil and gas. 

The Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Life Survey, based on
interviews with 1,800 southwestern Pennsylvania residents in
2011, reveals a sharp racial divide in household income and abili-
ty to make ends meet that underscores the depth of the social
equity issues the region faces. 

African American unemployment was found to be double
the rate among other races. African Americans were much less
likely to own their home. And they were more than twice as like-
ly as residents of other races to say they often or always have
trouble paying monthly bills for basic needs, such as housing
and utilities, according to the survey done by Pittsburgh Today
and the University of Pittsburgh’s University Center for Social
and Urban Research.

“In regions like ours that is not growing in population, we
can ill afford to deny anybody the opportunity to work to their
potential,” Gould says. “It’s not just about luring new, higher-
educated, skilled immigrants. We need all hands on deck.”

The region’s air and water quality and infrastructure also
pose challenges to realizing a vision of a future built on sustain-
able principles. 

>>
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Poised for 
innovation

An uphill 
climb
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Air quality has markedly improved in the region over
the last several decades. But better hasn’t been enough to
bring southwestern Pennsylvania into compliance with fed-
eral clean air standards for two major pollutants, fine partic-
ulates and ground-level ozone. And air quality rankings of
American metropolitan regions still show southwestern
Pennsylvania to be among the worst. 

Water quality is a concern in the region’s population
center. It takes only a moderate rain for sewage mixed with
storm water to be discharged into rivers from a municipal
sewer network across some 80 Allegheny County munici-
palities that is easily overwhelmed by the additional water.
Such overflows have resulted in unhealthy bacteria levels in
the rivers and warnings to boaters and other users for 26
percent to 90 percent of the summer recreation season
since 2000. 

And the region’s transportation network is largely built
for those who drive, limiting connectivity by other means,
particularly public transit. The region lacks light-rail connec-
tions between the City of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh
International Airport and most municipalities in the region.
People who live outside Allegheny County have few public
transit options of any kind. >>

The international practitioners of sus-
tainability who traveled to Pittsburgh in
April for the P4 Summit arrived to find sev-
eral examples of development compatible
with the principles and models they came
to discuss. 

Three Rivers Park, a continuous 13-mile stretch of trails, green-
space and waterfront development along the Allegheny,
Monongahela and Ohio rivers has replaced the abandoned mills
and retired warehouses that had denied the public use of the city’s
riverfront. A new, albeit short, under-river tunnel expands light rail
from Downtown to the city’s North Shore stadiums, museums,
casino and neighborhoods. Downtown has begun making room for
cyclists as part of a new plan for overhauling city streets with those
who bike and walk in mind.

Less apparent is the work of writing the city’s first-ever com-
prehensive plan. The plan, when finished, is expected to set a
framework for development around a set of sustainable working
principles already adopted that emphasize considerations such as
complete streets (which accommodate all forms of transit), green
infrastructure, stimulating innovation, design excellence, and
advancing social equity, a clean and healthy environment, and
strategic partnerships.

A work in
progress
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The influence of such considerations can
be seen in several ambitious developments
that have begun to move forward throughout
the city.

With consultants in place, the process of
planning an eco-innovation district in the city’s
Uptown and Oakland neighborhoods bordering
the Monongahela River begins this year. The
specifics remain works in progress, but reduc-
ing the city’s environmental footprint, expand-
ing the local economy and equitable land use
and mobility are among the principles guiding
development.

A few miles up river, the Richard King
Mellon Foundation, Claude Worthington
Benedum Foundation, The Heinz Endowments
and another local foundation bought the for-
mer Hazelwood mill site in 2002 with inten-
tions of developing a model sustainable neigh-
borhood. In broad strokes, the plan calls for a
mixed-use community knitted to the existing
neighborhood built to sustainability standards
addressing such things as transportation, ener-
gy use, water management and design. Tax-
increment financing is in place and work on
utilities and other infrastructure is underway
while the project awaits a developer.

Meanwhile, a community-driven strategy
for improving conditions in Hazelwood has led
to support for: local nonprofits that have helped
to hold it together during dark years of decline,
the return of a neighborhood school, the reha-
bilitation of vacant houses, a new library, and
a community center built to green standards in
a former church sold for lack of parishioners. 

In the city and beyond, a crowd-sourcing
campaign began last year to gather ideas for
redrawing the regional transportation network
from companies, human services, health care,
education and others across 10 southwestern
Pennsylvania counties.

In suburban municipalities, principles of
sustainable development are gaining attention
as municipalities pivot from those they
followed earlier and came to characterize
sprawl. One unlikely champion of sustainabili-
ty to emerge is Cranberry, where motorists
exiting the Pennsylvania Turnpike are greeted
with crowded strip malls and layers of traffic
signals. 

>>

In 2015, we lost our dear friend Elsie Hillman. The transformative
impact she had on individuals, organizations and civic issues was root-
ed in a natural instinct to connect and help. With the chronic obstacles
and unprecedented opportunities we face together in 2016 around edu-
cation, workforce development, diversity and leadership in Harrisburg,
we need active leadership showing up to connect and help. Whether one
considers it emulation or inspiration, we could use a little Elsie in the
new year.”

— David J. Malone, President & CEO
Gateway Financial

Training and retaining the next generation of engineers is crucial, espe-
cially in our region. Nearly half of working engineers are expected to
retire in the next 10 years. Local universities help develop this young tal-
ent, and we’re trying to do our part at Eaton as well. Our collaboration
with the University of Pittsburgh’s Swanson School of Engineering trains
students in the electric power engineering field. Partnerships between
our local manufacturers and academia are vital for retention, and they
can really bolster local economic development.”

— Jim McGill, President; Electrical Sector, Americas Region
EATON

“

“

“One of the most energizing things we could do as a region over the next
several years would be to re-instill the notion that opportunity exists for
all people willing to work for it. Specifically, let's create a “venture”
fund to support small business ideas from people in our least economi-
cally advantaged neighborhoods (e.g., Hill District, Braddock,
Homewood, etc.). Executives at companies and foundations would fund
this and mentor and advise those desiring such input.”

— David Porges, Chairman & CEO
EQT Corporation

Workforce availability and preparedness are top concerns for western
Pennsylvania’s future. WesBanco is committed to the long-term growth
and success of the region. Over the last several years, we have made
the region one of our largest markets. We are hiring talented banking
specialists, commercial lenders, and wealth management profession-
als. And, we will continue to ensure this region has the necessary finan-
cial tools for education, home ownership, business growth, and wealth
management to support development and individual success.”

— Michael Mooney, Market President, Western Pennsylvania Region
WesBanco Bank

“
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However, the Butler
County township holds
the highest level of sus-
tainable community certi-
fication offered by the
nonprofit Sustainable
Pittsburgh, earning it by
taking such steps as suffi-
ciently funding pensions,
establishing sustainable
goals and policies, and
adding green space, walk-
ers and cyclists to devel-
opment considerations.

“The market is leading to a different model of develop-
ment and growth. This new market is one that favors density
over sprawl and is more ruthless around efficiencies of the
type urbanism brings,” Gould says. “Cranberry is an example
of where they’re going in and rezoning and trying to redevelop
so they are more of a traditional community. It is trying to be
more connected and relevant to a new population. Suddenly,
Cranberry is building multifamily housing units with retail
on the ground floor and residential above along their main
streets.”

The sustainability sum-
mit in April 2015 was a
moment of recognition of
how far the city and region
has moved toward a sustain-
able future. It offered a
glimpse of what could be
from those who have trav-
eled farther down that road.
And the possibilities it
raised kindled optimism that
the efforts made over past
years and those being
planned will prove to be well

spent. “I’ve worked down here for 20 years,” Pittsburgh’s
mayor told the audience. “There were times when I thought the
best we could do was manage decline better than anyone else
in the world. Now, it’s about how we are going to manage
growth, because it’s coming.” pq

Jeffery Fraser is the Pittsburgh Today senior editor.
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Positivity: Twitter analytics
Pittsburgh Today Positivity Index (PPI), 52-week average, 2015 

The Pittsburgh Today Positivity Index tracks positive tweets about a region. The greater 
volume of positive tweets, the higher the region's score. 
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hen it comes to avoiding preventable
diseases, southwestern Pennsylvanians are their
own worst enemy.

Rates of smoking, being overweight and phys-
ical inactivity across the seven counties that

make up the Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area are among
the worst in the Pittsburgh Today benchmark regions and the
nation. Such behaviors have been strongly linked to preventable
serious diseases, such as certain cancers, type 2 diabetes and car-
diovascular disease.

Some 22.4 percent of adults living in the MSA are current
smokers, according to the latest Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention estimates. And 37.5 percent are overweight as deter-
mined by their body mass index. Both rates are above national and
benchmark averages.

Only 75.6 percent of adults in southwestern Pennsylvania
reported having engaged in physical activity during the month
before they were surveyed. That’s below the benchmark average
and the fourth lowest rate among regions.

Underscoring the seriousness of the high rate of such behav-
iors, a health assessment published by the Allegheny County
Department of Health in 2015 found smoking, physical inactivity,
and obesity and poor nutrition to contribute to the majority of pre-

ventable disease among residents. 
The study also reported that Allegheny County residents had

rates of lung cancer, heart attacks, and angina or coronary heart
disease higher than the state and national averages. The county’s
diabetes rate also exceeds state and national averages and the rate
of residents being diagnosed with the disease is rising. 

In a study published in 2015, researchers at the University of
Pittsburgh Graduate School of Public Health found the incidence of
low-birthweight births to be significantly higher among women
with the greatest exposure to hydraulic fracturing gas drilling—
as determined by their proximity to wells and the density of the
drilling activity. They examined birth outcomes for 15,451 babies
born  in Washington, Westmoreland and Butler counties from 2007
to 2010. The study does not prove that proximity to wells caused
the lower birth weights. Rather, researchers said, the results offer
further evidence of the need for additional investigations into the
health effects of unconventional gas drilling. n
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Smoking
Percentage of population that are current smokers

data source:  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, by MSA, 2012
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Obesity
Percentage of population that are obese

1) denver

2) boston

7) pittsburgh
benchmark avg.

u.s. avg.*
14) indianapolis*

15) detroit*

20.1

21.1

26.9
27.5

31.5

27.7

33.0

data source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, by MSA, *2011, 2012
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Physical activity
Percentage of adults who participated in physical activity in the past month

1) minneapolis-
st. paul

2) denver

benchmark avg.
12) pittsburgh
14) indianapolis*

15) detroit*

83.5

82.9

78.0

75.6

71.8

74.1

data source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, by MSA, 2012
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