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Another Half-Baked Scheme to Solve Regional Problems 

 
Not surprisingly, immigration is becoming an increasingly controversial topic in light of the fact 
the country took in more foreign-born people over the last five years than in any five-year period 
in history.  Pennsylvania�s immigrant population also skyrocketed during the last half-decade. 
However, the recent surge has not reached Pittsburgh where the immigrant population rose less 
than one percent over the last five years.   
 
Some observers claim this small increase bodes ill for the economic future of the Pittsburgh 
region since immigrants will be needed to fill employment vacancies stemming from retirements 
as the local labor force ages.  It is becoming virtually an article of faith in some quarters that we 
must launch an aggressive recruitment campaign to bring immigrants to the region.   
 
Let�s examine this latest bit of conventional wisdom. First, why a program aimed at immigrants 
rather than one designed to recruit both immigrants and native migrants? After all, if a worker 
shortage needs to be filled, especially for the high-tech and highly skilled jobs that are envisioned 
for the area, it would make sense to target natives as well as foreigners�unless the true 
motivation is to find workers who will work for lower salaries than Americans. Besides, with all 
the outsourcing that is occurring, the need for immigrants is dwindling anyway.   
 
Research shows that Americans in their twenties are more likely to move around the country 
looking for opportunities.  Presumably this is the age group that is needed most.  Young native 
migrants could be part of the workforce for a long time and would be easily trained for the future 
demands of the workplace.  With the numerous colleges and universities in the Pittsburgh region 
attracting students from all over the country, selling the region to these people should be a natural 
focus of any recruitment program. 
 
However the stumbling block with migrants, native or foreign, is they tend to go where the jobs 
are and recent data suggests that Pittsburgh is not faring well.  So much so that many Pittsburgh 
area natives, particularly the young, are moving away to seek opportunities in more vibrant 
growth areas around the country. It is a commonly heard lament; why can�t we keep our young 
people here?  
 
Obviously, a major reason is the lack of opportunities. For instance, over the last five years 
(November 2000 to November 2005) private sector employment in the Pittsburgh region fell by 
10,000 jobs. Indeed, most of Western Pennsylvania has been unable to produce significant job 
gains for many years. Worrying about how we will fill jobs in the future when many of the 
region�s young are leaving because of lackluster career opportunities is strange to say the least.     
 
The Census Bureau reports that native migrants are more likely to move to the Southern or 
Western region of the United States, while the Northeast and Midwest have seen a loss of native-
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born residents.  This can be attributed, in part, to the relatively weak economic performance of 
Northeastern states such as Pennsylvania which is a result of their poor business climates.  Not 
one state in the Northeast region has a Right-To-Work law, while 12 of 16 Southern states do.  It 
is also worth noting that those regions that were successful in attracting native migrants were also 
very successful in bringing in international migrants.  Economic opportunities emanating from a 
favorable business climate is the best recruiting tool for new residents�domestic or international. 
 
There are two other flaws in the argument for recruiting immigrants to the Pittsburgh area as a 
method to spur economic development.  First, you cannot always pick and choose which 
immigrants will decide to come. The vast majority of immigrants entering the United States over 
the last five years has been from Latin America and is poorly educated.  These newcomers are 
exerting well-documented strains on government services and taxpayers.   
 
Secondly, immigrants will not necessarily add youth to the labor force.  The Census Bureau 
reports that using immigrants to increase the ratio of working age population to elderly population 
may be successful in the short run it is not an efficient long run solution.  According to the March 
2005 Census Survey, the average immigrant was 39 years old while the average native was 35.     
 
Evidence confirms that the Pittsburgh area has been largely untouched by the recent wave of 
immigration.  Many worry about this development and want Pittsburgh to engage in a recruiting 
effort to bring immigrants to the area.  It is important to remember that U.S. native migrants are 
not locating here in significant numbers either.  
 
History and logic tell us that trying to recruit immigrants or native migrants is a poor substitute 
for correcting the region�s true lack of attractiveness. An infinitely better solution is to improve 
the area�s business climate.  Growing, profitable businesses will create demand for workers: 
local, from other states, and from around the world. When Pennsylvania�s and Pittsburgh�s 
leaders address issues such as high taxes, union dominance in policymaking, and the egregious 
cost of government and education, then and only then can we expect to see a resurgence in the 
businesses sector that will bring new folks to the region.   
 
This latest solution to Pittsburgh�s problems is yet another example of the wild goose chasing 
schemes civic leaders come up with because of their unwillingness to face the region�s real 
problems head on. Like the others, such as the new ballpark gambit, the new convention center 
argument, the Lazarus fiasco, the immigrant recruitment scheme will not begin to deal with the 
underlying structural problems.  Their proponents sold all these schemes with great confidence as 
an answer to the region�s difficulties.  New stadiums would keep our young people, fix the City�s 
financial woes, stimulate an economic renaissance and be the elixir to cure all our ills.  Six years 
later the exodus continues and the City is under state financial oversight. 
 
The lesson has not been learned. Eventually it will have to be.   
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