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Questioning The Economics Of “Jump Starting” 
 
Recently a reporter from a Wilkes-Barre newspaper called to discuss that community’s plans to 
spend $67 million to expand their airport in an effort to “jump start their ailing economy". Sound 
familiar?  As it turns out, the Wilkes-Barre airport is not crowded in the least. In fact, the airport 
authority regularly runs ads encouraging businesses to consider flying out of an airport where 
there is “no waiting in lines, no delays, and no congestion".  Nonetheless, the money is available 
and so it will be spent in the belief that a bigger, better airport will attract more customers, 
especially businessmen. 
 
There is now a prevalent attitude among the cognoscenti that regions, their economies and their 
airports and convention centers are “in competition” with similar facilities in other regions. 
Wilkes-Barre is not unique in confusing economic effect with cause.  The sad truth is that nearly 
all governments presiding over economic decline are clueless as to why their community is in 
such a state.  And, when the decline persists, governments are faced with pernicious problems, 
the most glaring of which is a decline in tax revenues.  As tax revenues erode, the next phase—a 
budget deficit—rears its ugly head.  
 
Pittsburgh plans to avoid facing its budget deficit realities in 2002 by tapping into the city’s 
version of a “rainy day” fund.  And, after all, such emergency funds are indeed designed to tide 
municipalities and other government entities over during times of cyclical economic decline until 
there is a rebound, and with it, sufficient tax revenues to match expenditures.  However, it has 
begun to sink into the heads of government officials around here that this region’s decline in tax 
revenues is long standing, ongoing, and showing no sign of reversal. 
 
This despairing reality should have been recognized a minimum of three decades ago when the 
serious and irreversible out-migration of basic industrial jobs began in force.   

 
The table above shows that, of the major metropolitan regions in Pennsylvania, Pittsburgh ranks 
second lowest in manufacturing jobs as a percentage of non-farm employment. The importance of 
manufacturing to a region’s ability to generate wealth and prosperity cannot be overstated. This is 
because manufacturing produces value added goods that most often are shipped and sold outside 
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PA Cities Ranked By Manufacturing As a Percentage of Non-Farm Employment (1999)

1 York 26.20% 6 Sharon 20.10% 11 Philadelphia 12.00%

2 Williamsport 24.50% 7 Scranton-Wilkes Barre 18.30% 12 Pittsburgh 11.70%

3 Lancaster 24.40% 8 Allenton-Bethlehem-Easton 18.00% 13 Harrisburg 11.10%

4 Erie 23.00% 9 Altoona 15.70%

5 Reading 22.20% 10 Johnstown 12.80%



of the region in which they’re manufactured.  What returns is true wealth to be invested or 
reinvested to increase economic activity and jobs, producing economic growth and prosperity.   
While service sector employment also has “export” aspects, the service sector does not exert an 
equivalent “multiplier” effect on an economy by producing the related “support” businesses and 
jobs that manufacturing does.  On the dark side, as government and retailing expand their shares 
of a region’s economy, wealth flows out of the area, since the majority of goods sold in retail 
establishments are manufactured elsewhere and government merely transfers wealth.  Retailing 
and government combined now generate by far the largest percentage of jobs in this region‘s 
economy. 
 
Recognizing the decline in manufacturing in this region is endemic, and determined to do 
something about it, the region’s economic development leadership has decided to “jump start” a 
new entrepreneurial environment by creating a “biotechnology greenhouse” to complement our 
“digital greenhouse” that is trying to jump start our “chip” technology sector. The University of 
Pittsburgh and Carnegie Mellon University would like to lure up to $600 million to fund a new 
effort they insist will allow Pittsburgh to catch up with the rest of the nation in terms of our 
biotechnological prowess.   

 
A look at the table above indicates that Pennsylvania already ranks fifth in terms of member firms 
in one of the industry’s leading business groups. However, the problem, insofar as the Pittsburgh 
region is concerned, is that only four of the 48 Pennsylvania members of the Biotechnology 
Industry Organization (BIO) are located here.  The other 44 are in Eastern Pennsylvania.  Another 
biotechnology related organization is called “Biolink,” and is represented as “educating the 
biotechnology workforce.”  Pennsylvania lists 115 members in this organization that draws from 
academia and the industry itself.  Of the Pennsylvania members, only 17, or about 15%, are found 
in Southwestern PA.   
 
There may be room at the biotechnology table for Pittsburgh, but we seriously question the 
wisdom of having the Commonwealth providing the capital to finance competition between the 
Pittsburgh and Philadelphia regions for “leadership” in the state’s biotechnology industry.   
 
Before that happens we would like to see a detailed study of other regions with successful biotech 
sectors to identify the actual factors that produced their success.  It is important to remember that 
University sponsored entrepreneurial activity is no substitute for a true entrepreneurial 
environment. 
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Leading Biotechnology States Ranked By Number of 
Biotechnology Industry Organization Member Firms

1 California 248 6 New York 47
2 Massachusetts 93 7 North Carolina 42
3 New Jersey 55 8 Texas 25
4 Maryland 51 9 Washington, DC 23
5 Pennsylvania 48 10 Illinois 22


