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Amphitheater Arrogance 
 
Once again Pennsylvanians are watching their government egregiously misuse taxpayer dollars. 
While he was in town last week handing out checks, Governor Rendell made the Rooney family a 
beneficiary of state largesse by presenting a check for $4 million to help pay for the construction 
of an amphitheater near Heinz Field. The public no doubt remembers that taxpayer money was 
the principal source of funds for the Steelers� new home. A new home, by the way, that has 
brought tremendous benefits to the team owners in the form of additional revenue and the team�s 
economic value�which, according to Forbes magazine, now stands at $608 million. 
 
The taxpayer contribution to the amphitheater project is made even more outrageous considering 
that in late 2002 the Rooney family claimed the financing for the amphitheater would be private, 
avoiding the type of controversies that accompanied the building of the new stadiums.   
 
Originally, the plan was for construction to begin on a $10 million, 5,600-seat facility with a 
fabric roof in early 2003 and have it completed by May 2004.  It is August 2004 and the 
amphitheater has not been started.  Meanwhile the project cost has grown to $12 million and 
includes new designs for a retractable domed roof. Now we learn that taxpayers will pick up a 
third of the cost. Why was the project not carried out as announced in 2002? The answer is very 
simple. According to a team spokesperson, a purely private venture would not be profitable.    
 
And little wonder. The number and variety of entertainment venues in the Pittsburgh area are 
more than adequate to meet demand.  Major venues already operating in the region include; the 
Chevrolet Amphitheater at Station Square, Mellon Arena, A.J. Palumbo Center, Peterson Events 
Center, Heinz Hall, O�Reilly Theater, Byham Theater, Benedum Theater, Soldiers and Sailors 
Hall, Carnegie Music Hall, and others outside the City. Many of these venues already have 
trouble selling out events. Another facility will make the market even more challenging for the 
existing sites.   
 
To get around the poor economics of a privately financed amphitheater, the project has sought 
and received taxpayer money.     
 
The mayor�s office claims that the money will go toward infrastructure.  But adequate 
infrastructure is already in place with water, roads, and sewer lines ready for use. However, there 
are other serious issues related to this grant. For example, will the state money be funneled 
through an Authority?  Will the Steelers buy the land from the Stadium Authority or simply lease 
it so that it remains off the tax rolls?  More importantly, why hasn�t the public been told about the 
terms for the Steelers acquiring the 3.8 acres of property?   
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Money for the amphitheater came from the state's Redevelopment Assistance Capital Projects 
(RACP) budget.  A reading of the RACP budget reveals that the purpose of doling out RACP 
grants is to stimulate economic development and prevent blight by acquiring land and/or 
constructing buildings.  Proponents of the amphitheater will be hard-pressed to make a case that 
the amphitheater is genuine economic development or that the location of its construction�
between two new stadiums and near a newly constructed road system�is blighted.  It is clear that 
those criteria were waived for this project. That should not come as a surprise.  Our 2003 report 
examining RACP distributions in the Pittsburgh metro area showed that this money went to fund 
many questionable projects.   
 
Instead, as justification, we are treated to the same tired old rhetoric about the City�s need for 
attractions to keep young people and bring in visitors and businesses. Those with longer 
memories will note that these were the same justifications used for creating the Regional Asset 
District and RAD tax.  We were assured that once our regional assets were securely funded we 
could expect healthy economic growth to return to the City and region.   
 
The same shopworn argument was trotted out when taxpayers were forced to pay for two new 
stadiums. We have had the RAD tax since 1994 and the new stadiums since 2001.  How is it then 
that the City is in dire financial straits and private sector business job growth is virtually non-
existent? Why does the population continue to decline with all the wonderful new entertainment 
venues that have been built in recent years?  It is nothing short of mind boggling to hear again 
this lame justification for throwing tax money at projects the private sector will not undertake on 
its own. 
 
In short, the amphitheater is not the job producing, tax-base growing economic development 
taxpayers have the right to expect when their money is being spent. 
 
This episode epitomizes the ongoing cynical disdain for voters, taxpayers and market economics 
many elected officials display.  Such attitudes have slowed Pennsylvania�s economic 
performance to one of the worst in the nation. Unfortunately, the amphitheater funding suggests 
this cynical, anti-market attitude will not change any time soon.  Indeed, as long as officials 
continue to confuse activity with progress, it will never change.    
 
The Steelers should return the money. They can afford it.  If they cannot afford it, they should not 
be in the amphitheater business.   
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