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Ballparks a Boon to the Burgh?  Doubtful 
 
Recently, the Pittsburgh economy was the topic of a New York Times feature.  The 
article points out that the Pittsburgh economy is not immune to downturns of the national 
economy.  This is certainly true. But more importantly, over the last decade Pittsburgh 
has not fully shared in the growth of the national economy.   
 
Perhaps the best single measure of growth (or decline) is payroll employment.  In the 
Pittsburgh area, there were 1.015 million non-farm jobs in 1991.  By the end of 2000 this 
number has grown to 1.126 million, an increase of almost 11%.  While growth is always 
encouraging, and cause for local politicians to pat themselves on the back, the fact is that 
the Pittsburgh economy has lagged behind not only the nation, but behind similar sized 
cities.  The following table shows the percentage change in job growth for the nation, 
Pittsburgh and similar cities over the past ten years. 
   

Percentage Change in Employment 
Data compiled from the Bureau of Labor Statistics 

 

 1991-2000 
Columbus 26.76% 

Minneapolis- St. Paul 25.92 
Indianapolis 24.52 

National Average 21.40 
Cleveland 13.51 
Baltimore 12.73 

Pittsburgh 10.95 
 
Evidence suggests that the Pittsburgh economy was anything but "booming" over the last 
ten years.  It failed to keep pace with not only the rest of the nation, but was well behind 
Columbus, Minneapolis-St. Paul, and Indianapolis.  Jobs in these cities grew at a pace 
two and a half times as fast as Pittsburgh.  Cleveland and Baltimore’s job growth has been 
fairly close to Pittsburgh’s relatively anemic pace.   
 
Note that the three cities at the bottom of this list have at least two recently completed 
publicly funded stadiums.   The data clearly shows that stadiums are not the economic 
generators their proponents claim them to be.  To be fair, only one of Pittsburgh’s new 
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stadiums is operational, however construction on both stadiums has been ongoing since 
1999.  Cleveland and Baltimore have no excuses.  Baltimore opened the first of the 
"retro" ballparks in 1992 and Cleveland opened their sports entertainment complex in 
1994.  Neither city enjoyed employment growth that even approximated the national 
average during this time period.  If the proponents of publicly funded stadiums were right 
and these stadiums are economic generators, then we would expect to see Cleveland and 
Baltimore at the very least, keeping pace with the national average.  If history is any 
indicator, Pittsburgh’s new stadiums, unveiled in 2001, will do little to enhance our 
economic growth over the next ten years.   
 
What is the lesson from all this?  Cities in our sample that spurned public investment for 
baseball and football teams are growing at a much faster rate than those that opted to 
publicly fund stadiums. The "doom and gloom" message that accompanied the defeat of 
the Regional Renaissance Initiative has not manifested itself in either Minneapolis or 
Columbus after their taxpayers rejected similar referendums.   
 
Growth and economic success of a region hinges on many things, but there is no evidence 
that taxpayer funded stadiums are one of these factors.  Our politicians should focus 
economic development efforts on well proven factors such as infrastructure, business 
climate and taxes.  Perhaps then the Pittsburgh region will begin to see growth that would 
match, or even exceed, the national performance in the years ahead. 
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Don’t forget, on April 24 the Allegheny Institute for Public Policy along with 
TechCentralStation.com will host a luncheon/panel discussion at the Omni William Penn Hotel in 
downtown Pittsburgh.  The topic of the presentation is the Kyoto Protocol’s new restrictions on 
CO2 emissions and its consequences to manufacturers and consumers.  Call today to make 
reservations. 
 
Don't miss the 2001 Pennsylvania Leadership Conference, April 20-21 at the Holiday Inn 
Harrisburg East.  Register online at www.paleadership.org or call  (717) 232-5919 for details. 
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