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Causes and Consequences of Population Losses in Allegheny County 
 
Headlines brought the unpleasant news last week. The seven-county Pittsburgh metro 
area population fell by 58,585 between 2000 and 2006, the second largest decline of any 
metro area in the country. And had it not been for hurricane Katrina forcing a mass 
resettlement of New Orleans residents, the Pittsburgh region would rank number one.  
 
Of the nation�s 90 metro areas with populations of 500,000 or more only eight�
including Pittsburgh�suffered statistically significant population loss over the last six 
years. Ohio accounted for four of the remaining seven of these areas including; 
Cleveland, Dayton, Youngstown, and Toledo. Meantime, New Orleans, Scranton-Wilkes-
Barre and Buffalo, NY rounded out the unhappy field.  Moreover, the overwhelming 
majority of all metropolitan areas across the country experienced gains in population.   
 
In short, the Pittsburgh region�s population loss is dramatically out of sync with most of 
the nation�s urban areas. But that�s not the worst of it. A closer look at the latest census 
numbers reveals an even more somber picture for Allegheny County. Over the last six 
years the County has suffered a net loss of 56,457 people, a drop of 4.4 percent and the 
largest percentage decline of the five Pittsburgh metro area counties that lost population. 
Only Butler and Washington gained population over the last six years, 8,303 and 3,383 
respectively for a total rise of 11,686. Meanwhile, Westmoreland (-3,398), Fayette          
(-2,767), Armstrong (-2,225) and Beaver (-5,424) Counties experienced losses totaling 
13,814. It is likely that Butler and Washington Counties� gains have come, at least 
partially, at the expense of Allegheny County.  
 
Allegheny County�s latest population decline is certainly not a new phenomenon. Losses 
in the County date back to the 1960s. After reaching a census year high of 1,628,000 in 
1960, the County began losing people and by 1970 the population had dipped to 
1,605,000. Then the hemorrhaging really set in with the loss of 155,000 by the 1980 
census. The flood was stanched somewhat in the 1980s with a smaller decline of 113,000 
through the 1990 census and it seemed the ship might be righting itself as the losses 
slowed significantly during the 1990s, holding the decade drop to a comparatively low 
56,000. But now the recently released numbers show the pace of population decline has 
returned to about 10,000 per year. Consider that if the rate of loss experienced over the 
last four years continues for another four, the County will see its population slip to just 
over 1.18 million in the 2010 census count, a reading last registered in 1920.  
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Obviously, population declines of this magnitude are bound to have an impact on the 
economic well-being of the County. Indeed, the County�s labor force has shrunk by about 
30,000 over the last decade or so and the number of County residents working slumped 
by some 27,000. Undoubtedly, there are some communities within the County that are 
holding steady or seeing population rise. But, by the same token, there many 
communities experiencing an ongoing plunge in their people count.  Areas where 
population declines are substantial will almost invariably see weakness in the housing 
markets, falling real estate values and a loss of retail activity. 
 
How can this still be happening almost 25 years after the sharp decline in the steel 
industry, which, along with plummeting employment in other manufacturing sectors, has 
been heavily blamed for causing the huge fall in the County�s population? And how can 
it be happening when other so-called rust belt metro areas are seeing their populations 
rise once again? Indianapolis, Milwaukee, Fort Wayne, and even St. Louis have added 
population during this decade, albeit quite slowly. Moreover, comparisons with places 
such as Charlotte, Raleigh, Atlanta, Dallas, and Phoenix simply serve to illustrate just 
how far Allegheny County has fallen out of favor as a place for businesses and people to 
locate.  
 
How can it be that Allegheny County has seen acceleration in the rate of population loss 
when so much money and effort have been expended to stop the exodus and induce 
growth?  One can easily total up $400 million of state funding for �economic 
development� across the County in recent years. Of late, these funds have been used to 
encourage the movement of companies within the County at a quite high cost per job.  
 
In the past decade and a half we have seen the Regional Asset District tax put in place, a 
tax shifting and �asset� funding scheme that was billed by its supporters as the key to 
restoring a healthy economy in the County by guaranteeing high quality amenities that 
would attract companies and people.   
 
Then there were the new stadiums. They were sold as the magic elixir to keep young 
people in the area and entice more to come as well as being the cornerstone of an 
economic turnaround in the City.  However, the stadiums have failed to accomplish either 
notwithstanding the construction that has occurred on the North Shore where much of the 
new building has simply shifted jobs and business activity from one part of the City to 
another.  
 
Then came the �innovation� of Tax Increment Financing for retail, claimed by its 
advocates to be a sure way to revitalization and economic stimulus. Starting with the 
Lazarus project retail TIFs spread like wildfire throughout the County.  What do we have 
to show for all this taxpayer subsidy of new retail venues?  We have seen continuing 
declines in retail employment and pathetically slow growth in retail sales.  Now, the 
County is participating in a TIF for a new downtown office building at a time when there 
is a serious glut of existing space in Pittsburgh.  
 



Also underway is massively expensive light rail tunnel project which will almost 
certainly require substantial amounts of very scarce county tax dollars to fund cost 
overruns in the near future. To highlight the preposterousness of this ill-conceived and 
exorbitantly expensive project, it is being constructed at a time when the Port Authority is 
in dire financial straits, facing deep service cuts and layoffs to reduce expenditures.   
 
And to top it off, the Penguins are about to become the proud tenants of a heavily 
taxpayer financed arena with loads of potentially very valuable development rights 
courtesy of taxpayers. Of course by local reckoning, taxpayers must fund the arena to 
keep young people in the area.  It never seems to occur to these mantra repeaters that 
growth of well-paid, career oriented jobs might be a better inducement for young people 
as well as not so young people. 
 
The problem with all these government driven efforts is that they do not address the 
underlying causes of the County�s problems. Among these are high property taxes to fund 
bloated spending by the City, school districts, and to some extent the County.  Bloated 
and unnecessary spending stems from several sources including the overwhelming 
unionization of public sector employees and the political clout of the unions in spending 
decisions by governments, schools and authorities. Add to that; (a) the fact that teachers 
and transit drivers have the right to strike, (b) the requirement for binding arbitration for 
police and fire contracts and (c) the prevailing wage laws that substantially boost the cost 
of all public construction and you have an extremely potent force pushing officials to 
spend more than is necessary to do the job adequately and, perforce, higher taxes than are 
necessary.     
 
High taxes create a vicious circle. As people leave to escape them, more pressure is 
placed on the taxpayers that remain. The resulting higher taxes create even more 
incentives for people and businesses to abandon the area. This cycle can be stopped and 
perhaps reversed only by changing the balance of power between those who drive 
spending and the taxpayers who must fund it.  This will require law changes in 
Harrisburg. But it will also require electing officials who are willing to stand up to the 
unions and demand that the government be allowed to have the management flexibility 
and control over its finances that governments in other parts of the country do.  
 
Competitive contracting must be on the table for all non-core functions. Competitive 
contracting is one of the main reasons that many other metro areas, including 
Indianapolis, have taken better control of spending.  Referenda for tax increases are 
another way to curb the feeding of voracious taxpayer money spenders. Let the voters 
decide if they are willing to pay more. This might be the only effective restraint on 
government citizens in this County could have. While they will continue to elect people 
who cannot say no to union pressures, they will frequently vote against higher taxes on 
themselves.  
 
Allegheny County�s government has made some progress in slowing spending growth, 
thanks in part to the supermajority vote requirement for Council to raise taxes. 
Unfortunately, Pittsburgh still has serious fiscal problems, the Port Authority is in 



financial crisis and most school districts are spending far too much per pupil compared to 
the state and national averages and not getting an adequate return on the investment.   
 
Duquesne school district with its $16,000 per student state subsidy, its $21,400 per pupil 
total spending and its ranking of 499th of 501 Pennsylvania school districts on SAT 
scores is a premier example of how resistance to meaningful reforms has led to an 
unconscionable situation of outrageous expenditures producing inexcusably poor 
academic results. Failure to do a better job for the students and the taxpayers of 
Pennsylvania is an indictment of elected officials and it stands as loud and clear 
testimony of the power of the education establishment and the teachers� unions to make a 
mockery of public education and to do so with impunity and with no fear of criticism 
from most elected officials.  
 
There�s the package:  Port Authority�s financial overindulgence; failing but expensive 
schools; a fiscally distressed core City, high and rising tax burdens; a labor climate that is 
at best off-putting for the business community; development policies that have 
unintended, but predictable negative consequences; and most damaging, a widely shared 
belief in much of the community that more and better government programs will make 
everything all right.     
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