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Pittsburgh’s Being Spun So Hard It’s Starting To Unravel 
 
Recently the Chairman of the Allegheny Conference on Community Development wrote 
that losing 1,200 jobs at the Downtown headquarters of May Company’s Kaufmann’s 
Department Stores is no big deal in light of the fact Pittsburgh has been adding jobs at the 
rate of 10,000 per year. 
 
Actually, Pittsburgh hasn’t been adding jobs at a rate of 10,000 per year—it was closer to 
a 12,000 per year rate between 1991 and 2001. While there are a host of negatives in the 
local picture, including a failing grade for several school districts, the potential collapse 
of USAirways, and the steady aging of a diminishing population; it is hard to disagree 
with the idea that the May Co.’s decision was strictly business, and nothing to be 
exercised about.  In most metropolitan regions the loss of 1,200 jobs, while significant, 
doesn’t warrant a barrage of editorials.  It is recognition that things aren’t quite right here, 
economically, that spurs the panic.  The Pittsburgh region hasn’t enjoyed the economic 
growth when measured by net job creation that has occurred in many other major metro 
areas.  Between 1991 and 2001, Pittsburgh had the seventh worst percentage increase in 
jobs of the nation’s largest 50 metro areas.  Las Vegas had a 78.6% increase in jobs over 
that period, standing in stark contrast to Pittsburgh, where growth was an anemic 11.06%.  
Atlanta “created” the most net new jobs—684,300 of them, while Pittsburgh added 
slightly less than 119,000 jobs. Yet this doesn’t explain why the slightest whiff of bad 
economic news in the region must be countered, spun away, lest the glowing image our 
community development gurus are constructing be tarnished. 
 
So much seems to be riding on the perception of growth and improvement, that reality 
doesn’t have a chance.  Perhaps it is the dawning recognition that the relentless esteem 
building effort that began in 1994 isn’t paying the expected dividends.  Between 1991 
and the end of 2001 Atlanta’s non-farm employment increased from 1,506,700 jobs to 
2,191,000 jobs.  Pittsburgh’s non-farm job count stood at 1,015,000 in 1991, and was 
1,133,900 at the end of 2001.  In 10 years, Atlanta increased its job lead over Pittsburgh 
from less than 500,000 to more than one million.  If there is no change in the trend of the 
last decade, San Jose, CA will go from employing nearly 210,000 fewer people than 
Pittsburgh did in 1991, to employing 21,000 more people than Pittsburgh by the end of 
this decade. 
 
As for the Chairman’s statement that by gaining 3,600 net manufacturing jobs from 1994 
through 2001 we’re doing better than some other unfortunate cities, why not instead look 
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at places that are doing better than we are: Lexington, KY where 5,900 manufacturing 
jobs were added, Houston where 32,300 manufacturing jobs were added in the same 
period, Washington, DC with 10,000 new manufacturing jobs, Boise Idaho with 6,500, 
Wichita Kansas with 16,000, and Portland Oregon with 16,000 new manufacturing jobs 
created over the same period.  Aren’t they doing better than we are?  Why?  It is 
important to recall that in 1952, manufacturing employment in the Pittsburgh region 
stood at more than 350,000.  Over the next forty years, manufacturing employment fell 
by more than 217,000, to a little less than 133,000 by the end of 1992.  And 
manufacturing employment here stands at precisely 133,000 today.  Again, the question 
is, why has this region had no net gain in manufacturing employment over the last 
decade? 
 
The New Age theories our development gurus have been spouting claim we’re creating a 
“new economy” in which “knowledge workers” will somehow spontaneously generate 
their own employment.  But the reality is that we do not have the infrastructure--a road 
and highway system, a utility, water and sewer grid--capable of supporting serious job 
growth.  This region will not prosper by “attracting talent,” or narrowing “achievement 
gaps” or marketing itself like a “product.”  It is a shame that it must be pointed out to 
supposedly intelligent people that this region is not a product.  A Hostess Twinkie is a 
product.  Heinz makes products, and even Carnegie Mellon University has products it 
sells. The real growth industry here is made up of organizations and individuals spending 
tax dollars and private grants to “showcase” this region at summits and conferences 
around the world.   
 
This despite the fact that a region does not have “customers;” there is no market in which 
regions are bought and sold like houses and boats.  People live and businesses locate 
where they do because at some point they identify an opportunity, decide it is in their best 
interest to pursue it, and then do so.  People and businesses are attracted by genuine, not 
imagined opportunity.  Atlanta has not achieved its population and job growth because of 
its image or sparkling cultural amenities; nor because of the superior quality of Atlanta’s 
sports stadiums or the on field performance of its professional sports teams.  It is 
particularly ironic that our new age economic gurus would insist Atlanta’s growth is 
inappropriate, “unsustainable” and not good. 
 
Maybe we should just stop counting for a while.  Let’s take a few months—no, years—
off from the economic propaganda game and just see what happens if for no other reason 
than it would be refreshing to read about the Pittsburgh Pirates or the Steelers without 
having to endure an accompanying economic impact analysis. 
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