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  More Grants for Glitz? 

 
Before the echoes from the press conference announcing the Penguins arena deal had subsided, 
we learned there are plans afoot to arrange a state subsidy for the Steelers and their development 
team to build an amphitheater/retail/restaurant complex near Heinz Field. If approved by the 
Department of Community and Economic Development (DCED), the development team could be 
awarded up to $10 million over ten-years to assist with the project. 
 
That�s correct. The state might end up spending $10 million for still more retail, entertainment 
and restaurant venues in southwestern Pennsylvania.  Perhaps they have not realized that despite 
the amount of subsidy given for various retail and entertainment venues across the region, retail 
employment is down.  The most recent Pennsylvania Department of Labor and Industry data 
show metro area retail trade jobs fell by 2,900 from January 2006 to January 2007 and since 
2001, retail jobs have tumbled by over 12,000.  Meanwhile, full service restaurant employment is 
down 300 over the past year. If this is how we are trying to build the regional economy, it is 
certainly not working.   
 
Beyond the major concerns about still more subsidized retail and restaurants in the region, there 
are concerns about the appropriateness of the process being considered.  If Pennsylvania follows 
its guidelines for the proposed source of state funds�the Infrastructure and Facilities 
Improvement Program (IFIP)�it will be hard pressed to make a case to award the money. The 
amphitheater simply does not meet the clearly stated requirements. 
 
First, the program�s self-described purpose is to �enhance the economic development of the 
Commonwealth.� We argue this project will not accomplish that goal: far from it.  Adding more 
retail�especially with a subsidy�hurts sales in other parts of the region as people shift spending 
to the new location and away from the old.  
 
Second, there are seven categories of projects eligible for IFIP funding. They must be either 
�owned, leased, or used in total or in part by one of the following types of entities�: convention 
center, hospital, hotel, industrial enterprise, manufacturer, research and development enterprise, 
or retail enterprise.  It is clear that the only classification that even comes close to being able to 
encapsulate the amphitheater and its related components is the latter.     
 
Here�s how the guidelines define retail enterprise: �an entity or entities, engaged in retail sales, 
which created or will create at least 200 full-time jobs and which occupies or will occupy at least 
a 200,000 square foot facility at the project site�.  The development team will need some sharp 
legal advice to get this one done.  There is no way the amphitheater itself will be a stand-alone 
facility of that size.  If it does, then taxpayers are footing the bill for a lot of nothing. So that 
means the adjacent bars and restaurants must bolster the claim that the amphitheater is a retail 
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enterprise. Bear in mind that the 200,000 square feet is the equivalent of three and a half football 
fields in area.  That�s a lot of retail space.   
 
Third, the eligible project costs under the IFIP include financing charges, administrative and 
professional services, studies and surveys, and infrastructure. Newspaper reports state that the 
development team will use the money for infrastructure. This appears to be very questionable 
since there has been a massive infusion of Federal and state money into preparing the land 
between the stadiums for development.  To wit, roads have been redesigned, parking garages 
built, and the subway will soon be making its way to the North Shore.  What other infrastructure 
is there to build?  Never fear, though: if the money does not end up being used for infrastructure, 
it will just as easily be spent on one of the vast array of other allowable uses. 
 
Fourth, the amount of the grant money is contingent upon how much �sales tax, hotel occupancy 
tax, and personal income tax withholdings expected to be generated as a result of the project�.  A 
member of the development team has said that �95 percent of the programs and concerts would 
be free,� which means that the justification of tax benefits will be based almost exclusively on the 
retail and restaurant portion of the development.   
 
Indeed, this part of the proposal makes it even less palatable. The amphitheater will be used as a 
free �come on� to attract customers to the complex where they will presumably spend at the bars, 
restaurants and retail outlets in the complex.  Why should retailers in other regional locations 
have to face such powerful competition built with hefty subsidies?  
 
When DCED ultimately considers the criteria related to the development, including the ones 
outlined above and additional ones like �the quality of the jobs created or preserved�, �whether 
the project is located in an area with a particular need for economic development� and the overall 
�feasibility of the project�, what possible justification will the state offer for agreeing to provide 
money to this type of venue?   
 
If the development team is denied an IFIP grant, they have stated that they will explore other 
avenues, including reapplying for the funding they previously received through the state�s 
Redevelopment Capital Budget.  Recall that in 2004 the development team was awarded $4 
million in such funds to build an even larger amphitheater but eventually relented and returned 
the funds when problems with the grant were publicized. The $4 million was transferred to a 
garage on the North Shore.   
 
Clearly this project should be built without public funding. Incidentally, that is what the Steelers 
promised to do in 2003 when the amphitheater plan received its initial approval from the City.   
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