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The Greater Pittsburgh region is bigger than you might think. 

You may think of Pittsburgh as a mid-sized city of just over 
300,000, but that’s only a tiny piece of the puzzle.  

The Greater Pittsburgh economic region extends over 14 
counties in southwestern Pennsylvania, and includes 5 counties 
in Ohio, 12 counties in West Virginia, and even 1 county in 
Maryland. 

We call it the Pittsburgh region, but Pittsburgh is just one of the 
important cities in this 32-county region, like Johnstown, Indiana, 
Butler, New Castle, Steubenville, Weirton, Washington, 
Youngstown, Wheeling and Morgantown. 

Our cities and the surrounding suburbs and rural townships work 
together as a region because we’re linked by a shared sense of 
place; we have many social and demographic connections; an 
integrated economy; inter-connected patterns of movement 
between communities across the region; an environment for 
which we all share responsibility; and a wide array of interrelated 
jurisdictions with overlapping paths to political and civic 
engagement. Our region has reinvented itself many times over 
the past 250 years, responding to and also driving important 
shifts in the global economy. It’s time again to look towards the 
future and to re-imagine the Greater Pittsburgh Region. 

Today more than ever before, the challenges and opportunities 
we face require us to think, plan and act regionally, in order to 
best leverage our strengths and resources, and to work on 
common weaknesses and problems effectively. To do that, it 
helps to know a bit about who we are and what makes our region 
tick. 



 

PLACE 

Our region has a wealth of historic neighborhoods and towns, 
and is recognized for its high quality of life. Our hills, valleys and 
rivers have nurtured closely-knit communities with distinctive 
character; and our abundant natural resources give our region 
many advantages. It’s remarkably affordable to live here.  
Homeownership in our region is more attainable than in many 
other major cities, and in some areas is even cheaper than 
renting.  

Real estate prices are also more durable here than elsewhere in 
the US.  People tend to stay put here. We’re not immune to the 
effects of sprawl, however. Over the past 25 years our region as 
a whole has lost population, while at the same time new 
development increased its urbanized area by nearly 50%. 

As retail business and services have moved to reach this 
spreading population, walkable shopping districts in some urban 
and rural communities have been replaced by suburban strip 
mall development along commercial highways; and 
neighborhood mainstreets have faced competition from 
suburban office parks. The result is a declining sense of “place” 
in some communities-- and for many of us, a lot more time spent 
in the car.  

As the value of real estate in older communities declines relative 
to the new houses being built in new suburbs, many urban areas 
suffer from abandonment, disinvestment and 
decay. Communities with shrinking populations find themselves 
struggling to provide services and to maintain infrastructure that 
was built to accommodate many more people. Tax rates 
increase; and this encourages even more people to move to 
newer communities with newer amenities. 

We’re beginning to recognize the costs of continuing this pattern 



of development, however.  Recent long-range regional planning 
efforts have called for connecting older and newer communities 
by re-investing in existing places, both old and new. 

• How can we allocate resources towards preserving our built 
assets? 

• How can we make newer communities more sustainable? 

• How can we revitalize distressed areas? 

• How can we ensure a livable future for our region? 

 

SOCIETY 

For many longtime residents, it still seems like the mill closures 
of the late 1970s and 80s are to blame for the region’s persistent 
loss of young people over the past thirty years. Those closures 
had a big impact on population trends in the region, it’s true - but 
really, the situation today is much more promising. Although 
thousands of people still leave the region every year, thousands 
more move here from other regions. Current trends suggest that 
as the older generation passes, the region is stabilizing and is 
poised to grow again. Looking forward, within the next 
generation young people will make up a greater proportion of the 
region’s population than they do today. 

Already we see many young people looking for ways to stay. Our 
region’s many colleges and universities produce graduates who 
look for jobs close to home. Ironically, this has had the effect of 
depressing wages for young workers, making this region less 
attractive as a job market for young people from other parts of 
the country. Although the region has a rich cultural heritage -- the 
legacy of past immigration waves -- today the Greater Pittsburgh 
region attracts far fewer new immigrants than it did in the early 
part of the 20th century, and fewer than most urban areas in the 



country. 

Affordable housing and a consistently high quality of life are 
some of the advantages this region offers for new immigrants to 
the United States, however – and foreign-born immigration to the 
region is on the rise. As the baby-boom generation retires over 
the next two decades, the Greater Pittsburgh region is expected 
to experience a labor shortage – something that could drive up 
wages and lure young workers here from around the country – 
and around the world. 

As the economy changes, it is more important than ever to equip 
young people in the region to compete in the job markets of 
today and tomorrow. Our region has a large number of college 
graduates and people with professional and graduate 
degrees; but many of our older residents have only middle or 
high school diplomas; and current high school graduation rates 
vary greatly across the region. 

Our region’s income is similarly unevenly distributed, with dense 
pockets of poverty and wealth. Our region’s low median income 
is part of a larger pattern in greater Appalachia. Where we have 
stark economic segregation, we also see stark racial 
segregation. Our region’s cities offer few examples of well-
integrated middle class neighborhoods. 

The lack of a vibrant urban middle class culture for African 
Americans and other minorities puts our region at a 
disadvantage in attracting and retaining talent – and continues to 
put opportunities out of reach for many of our region’s residents. 

• How can we prepare for a changing regional population? 

• How can we ensure more equitable access to jobs and health 
care? 

• How can we ensure more equitable access to education and 
culture? 



• How can we help people across the entire region? 

---- 

ECONOMY 

Over the last twenty years our region has made remarkable 
strides in creating a new knowledge economy. We’ve leveraged 
our strengths in education, health care and technology to attract 
investment in innovation – in 2007, the tri-state Pittsburgh region 
ranked second in the country among the fastest-growing markets 
for new venture capital investments. 

The science, engineering and technology sector of our economy 
has grown faster over the last decade than most other regions in 
the country, including hubs like Silicon Valley. This is due mainly 
to the strength of our region’s 35 colleges and universities, and 
the talent and investment they attract to this region. But 
manufacturing still plays a very important role in our region’s 
economy, and is key to our region’s success in competing in the 
global economy. We still make things here. – and we still 
produce new manufacturing jobs, too. 

Bombardier Total Transit Systems in West Mifflin has added 250 
engineering and manufacturing jobs over the past two years.  
They’ve been building modern people-movers for the 2008 
Summer Olympics in Beijing. 

PPG Industries is helping to drive the development of a wind 
energy economy in America, supplying the fiberglass coatings 
for wind turbine blades – and their Allison Park coatings research 
facility is developing the next generation of industrial coatings for 
increased blade longevity and efficiency. 

U.S. Steel is investing $1 billion to upgrade the Clairton Works, 
and a number of smaller advanced manufacturing companies 
are doing well across the entire region. 



The Greater Pittsburgh region has also seen significant job 
growth in lower-wage sectors.  Between 1999 and 2005, the 
region added tens of thousands of new jobs in leisure and 
hospitality services; arts, entertainment and recreation, hotels 
and food service, and back office support. 

Our economy is still vulnerable to demographic pressures, 
however.  Job growth here has lagged behind the national 
average, and median incomes here are still lower than in most 
comparable metropolitan areas. While faster-growing regions 
have seen big gains in construction, retail and transportation 
jobs, those sectors have declined here. But when you take our 
population growth rate into account, job growth here in other 
sectors is very competitive with other regions. 

• How can we further develop a diverse, resilient economy? 

• How can we help support local innovation? 

• How can we position the region to compete globally? 

• How can we spread wealth throughout the region? 

---- 

MOVEMENT 

Just look at a map of the Greater Pittsburgh area, and you can 
see:  our region has many advantages and disadvantages when 
it comes to getting around. In terms of location, it couldn’t be 
better.  Pittsburgh is within 500 miles of 60% of the population of 
North America. The region is well-served by navigable rivers that 
connect us to the Ohio River Valley and the Mississippi.  The 
Port of Pittsburgh is the second busiest inland port in the 
country, with more than 200 river terminal operators. 

Pittsburgh is a key interchange for northeastern rail lines – CSX, 
Norfolk Southern, and Canadian Pacific, as well as numerous 



shortlines – connecting Chicago with DC, Detroit with 
Philadelphia and New York.  These rail lines operate major 
intermodal transfer and service facilities here. Rail and river 
freight transport supports thousands of jobs not just locally, but 
across the country. 

The Greater Pittsburgh International Airport is within a 90-minute 
flight of 20 American states and Canada and operates almost 
450 flights to over 100 locations every day. But even for local 
travel, our region is well served by roads and a variety of transit 
options. 

Compared to other American city regions, we have high rates of 
transit ridership. Within Allegheny County, alternatives to driving 
are particularly strong. Compared to other regions we have a 
short commute time, and it has not risen as fast as other metro 
areas.  And even though our highway congestion is slightly 
worse today than it was twenty years ago, it’s not much worse – 
and certainly nowhere near as bad as other city regions around 
the country. But many people in the region do commute long 
distances to urban employment centers. 

The vast majority of these trips are by car, because suburban 
and rural transportation options are limited. Low-density 
development in our region is a big draw on transportation 
infrastructure. Serving low-density suburbs with public transit is 
costly and inefficient – placing strains on service providers 
whose revenues and subsidies don’t keep pace with cost 
increases. 

And then, like many other older regions in the country, our region 
can’t afford to maintain its older bridge and road 
infrastructure. This affects automobile commuters, trucks and 
other industrial vehicles, and public transit providers all the same 
– we all use the same streets and highways to get around.  

State and federal legislators are reluctant to raise taxes to cover 
the increasing costs of continuing service and maintenance for 



roads, bridges and public transit – but those costs are real, and 
the money must be found. 

Meanwhile, the 2007 long range Transportation and 
Development Plan for Southwestern Pennsylvania calls for 
directing investment towards existing communities and 
transportation corridors to preserve, enhance and build upon our 
existing assets.  

Without a fix-it-first approach to transportation planning, our 
investments in roads and bridges may never deliver the service 
and safety we all depend on. 

• How can we develop new transportation options? 

• How can we ensure the viability of our existing public transit? 

• How can we maintain and improve our infrastructure? 

• How can we create sustainable regional growth? 

---- 

ENVIRONMENT  

Our green and water-rich region is experiencing an 
environmental recovery from its industrial past. Hillsides and 
riverfronts have re-forested – there are many more trees here 
than there were a hundred years ago, and there aren’t many 
regions in the United States where that can be said. New trails 
and park restoration projects have re-introduced us to our 
riverfronts – and given us new connections outside our region. 

Our region also has amazing agricultural resources, with 
thousands of working farms. Pittsburgh is a national leader in 
green building and the development of new power technologies 
– solar, biodiesel and wind energy. Some new ideas for clean 
energy are literally taking root in brownfields where coke and 



steel were produced a generation ago. However, the Greater 
Pittsburgh region still experiences some of the worst air pollution 
levels in the country.  

The air may look much cleaner today than it did back when 
people in Pittsburgh had to pack a change of shirt for work every 
day – but what we have now is much more fine particulate and 
ozone pollution that damages our lungs more than it dirties our 
clothes and buildings. 

Some of the pollution is blown here from other places – having a 
significant impact on air quality in a number of communities – but 
much of it is produced locally.  Finding ways to reduce our air 
pollution levels requires regional collaboration at local, state and 
federal levels. 

Poor air quality affects our economy as well as our 
health. Because parts of our region are already non-attainment 
areas for several different kinds of pollution, it’s much harder for 
businesses there to expand, or for new businesses to locate 
there, without paying heavy penalties for exceeding air pollution 
levels.  

Poor air quality can also make it challenging to enjoy our 
excellent trail resources:  in 2007 there were more than a dozen 
days on which ozone and particulate pollution levels made the 
air in our region unsafe to breathe! 

Our water resources face similar challenges.  Health is returning 
to our region’s waterways, and recreational use of the rivers is 
on the rise – but flood management is still a problem, and our 
waste water infrastructure is in need of major reconstruction, in 
order to comply with federal water quality standards. 

We have so many excellent natural resources in our region that 
are worth preserving – rivers, woods, green hillsides, open 
spaces and farmland.  With care, these assets will only grow in 
value for the health and enjoyment of future generations. 



• How can we preserve and restore our environmental assets? 

• How can we continue to improve our air and water quality? 

• How can we leverage our sustainable “know-how” to benefit 
the entire region? 

• How can we ensure a green future for our region? 

---- 

DEMOCRACY 

Our region has a proud legacy of local government and civic 
engagement. In every county and municipality, social and 
political organizations formed by neighborhoods, ethnic groups 
and labor unions take an active role in driving public participation 
in the political process. We’re a region of volunteers and 
philanthropists, community activists and citizens. 

This is a strength, but it can also be a weakness. Networks of 
personal loyalty and influence can skew political outcomes, just 
as they can drive greater participation in elections. Our region’s 
complex overlapping government structures, with hundreds of 
small municipalities covering thirty-two counties, ensure a high 
degree of local control and civic engagement.  

They also present challenges:  our strong identification with local 
government can get in the way of big-picture regional thinking 
and planning. If we want to target public investment and 
strategically build on our region’s strengths to support our future 
– our communities— our evolving demographics — our changing 
economy— the way we get around — and to help us safeguard 
our natural resources for the next 250 years – we need good 
collaborative approaches that involve all of us in re-imagining our 
region. 

• How can we engage everyone in the region? 



• How can we make democratic decisions as a region? 

• How can we best tackle regional problems and seize upon 
regional opportunities? 

• How can we enact change as a region? 
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