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Introduction

In recent years, regional planning agencies have been taking on the role of networking local governments to coordinate planning and development practices.  Examples of these agencies include the Association of Bay Area Governments, the San Diego Association of Governments, the Northeastern Illinois Planning Commission, and the South Florida Regional Planning Council, among many others.  These organizations accomplish their goals by networking local governments, typically within a nodal regional centered around a major metropolitan core.

The Southwestern Pennsylvania Commission (SPC) serves as the major economic development agency for the Pittsburgh area.  The US Department of Commerce as well as the Appalachian Regional Commission have designated it as the Local Development District and the Economic Development District covering the 10 county region of Southwestern Pennsylvania.  As the official Metropolitan Planning organization it coordinates the use of federal and state funds for transportation and economic development projects  in the area including the Pittsburgh MSA and three additional nearby counties.

Guiding SPC is the Commission itself, composed of a 60 member board, appointed by the constituent counties, the city of Pittsburgh, the Governor's office, and a few federal and state agencies.  This group meets every other month and establishes the overall directives for the organization.  The Southwestern Pennsylvania Corporation is the administrative branch of the organization and implements the decisions of the Commission.  

Profile

SPC composed and published the Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy, a document outlining the development plans for the region through 2030.  This publication outlines a few economic and demographic trends for the region, then outlines policy actions that the organization will undertake.  In particular it focuses on coordination of economic development research and programs with local government agencies; organization and publishing of a comprehensive outline of development projects within the region; and coordination and support of cluster development initiatives.  

The official roles of SPC empower it to call on particular resources and particular responsibilities.  Taking into account its  transportation planning role, it also suggests coordination of the economic development plans with transportation investments, and particularly the strategic use of existing transportation investments in future development.  Additionally, recognition as the regional planning organization by the Economic Development Administration of the US Chamber of Commerce, the Appalachian Regional Commission and the Pennsylvania Department of Community and Economic Development enables it access grants and resources to take action in the region.

In order to encourage a higher rate of entrepreneurship, SPC provides assistance to businesses.  In particular it provides small business loans, assists with organizational planning, and crisis response, as well as connecting them to state and federal resources. SPC also conducts interviews with the leadership of local businesses to determine current needs in the business market.  To encourage more business with customers outside the region, SPC assists with training for organizations seeking to engage in work for the state or federal government, as well as those seeking to engage in international trade.  Additionally, SPC has worked to encourage local trade in the form of Farmer's Markets, and networking businesses, starting with an online directory with various services to enable searching for companies to fulfill particular needs.

Taking applications from a large number of local businesses seeking assistance, SPC assesses their needs and provide appropriate services.  Employing state and local matching programs, SPC offers low interest loans where it feels that would be most helpful.  It also provides low cost access to business consultation and advice.  

Other programs seek to expand the region's base employment by working directly on encouraging export of goods and services.  An international export development program provides services, information, and support to local businesses to market their products and services internationally.  Specifically, the program aids in information and market research, assessment for export readiness, and business plan implementation.  The other major program in this theme is training in government procurement, aiding local businesses in working with the federal government, focusing with education on government contracting. 

SPC also provides a number of services to local governments.  They provide expert advice on internal issues of management and on external issues such as contracts, real estate and financial deals, to enable and advance development projects.  Largely they have done this by publishing manuals and guides dealing with the various relevant topics.  They have also provided assistance and conducted a number of training programs for various local government management issues, including financial management, and police regionalization.  SPC  educates local governments regarding a unique equipment sharing program through a nearby federal surplus depot.  SPC has also committed to aiding research into improving regional water quality, and offers guidance to municipalities in accesing the Pennsylvania Small Town Environmental Program (PennSTEP).  

SPC has helped advanced the technological prowess of the region's local governments by a number of programs.  They provide grants to help purchase computers, software and internet connectivity.  SPC provides limited free computer training on a few core topics.  Finally, it helps municipalities develop their own websites.

SPC also manages the execution of the Pennsylvania tax-abatement areas, Keystone Opportunity Zone (KOZ) program within their region of responsibility.  The KOZ sites are in economically distressed areas and offer residents and businesses that locate within them a tax holiday until 2013.  SPC attributes a number of jobs retained or produced to this program.

Strengths

There are a number of positive attributes to the approach being used by SPC.  Its encouragement of networking and needs assessment for local businesses enables customized responses to individual needs and maintains an awareness of local business concerns.  Additionally the variety of competencies and services it offers complements its individual focus, by providing tools to assist with various circumstances.  Sharing expertise with and among new and struggling businesses can also help stabilize and improve the business climate. The organization's project profile emphasizes networks and construction projects, the benefits of which are likely to remain in an area and continue to benefit the local population, rather than potentially footloose investments in individual workers and firms.  

SPC's work as an information resource for business and local governments.  They facilitate the use of various programs and encourage the development of local business relationships  by consultative programs, information aggregation, consolidation and publishing, as well as simply raising awareness of local businesses and services.  This encourages the development of local business networks akin to those 1!@#$#T.

Much of the work done by SPC has benefits that are likely to remain in the local area.  Since a great deal of their efforts are focused on local information networks and the use of local resources, the advantages it confers are difficult to transplant.  Additionally, many of the economic development projects they track are fixed construction.  While the financial details of these projects are not shared, the buildings themselves are certainly immobile.   

The information and consultation services offered by SPC cover a broad range of business and government concerns.  For businesses they offer a small loans program; networking resources, including an online marketplace to advertise their own services and products while examining the services and products of other businesses; programs to help firms join the export base of the region by advising on exporting products both to the federal government and other countries; and consultation and guidance on a variety of management issues. 

Limitations and Deficiencies

Yet SPC faces a number of issues which limit their effectiveness in responding to regional problems.  Fiscally, SPC has limited financial resources at their direct disposal.  Further, the programs whose financial aspects they do manage have constraints on how funding will work.  The organization does not involve nongovernmental citizen groups, and has limited outreach to both these organizations and the historically strong labor presence in the region.  SPC focuses their efforts on businesses and local governments, but does not take a role in workforce development.  

SPC is a small organization with limited resources.  They have a staff of approximately 50 people, and their business loan program totals 12 million dollars, compared to many development projects it tracks by local governments with figures in the hundreds of millions of dollars.  In order to accomplish their goals, SPC has to work through its constituent governments and agencies.  Consequently it has little leverage to counteract competition between counties and municipalities.  

SPC draws its board membership exclusively from governments, mostly at the county level.  There seems to be little to no effort to engage neighborhood, labor, or other citizen groups.  This homogeneity may make decision making easier, but for a networking organization, connecting all constructively interested stakeholders has the potential to increase the benefits of the organization for its existing members as well as extending the benefits of membership to new groups.

In keeping with its focus on businesses and local governments, SPC makes no mention of workforce development programs.  As the regional development organization, this is a particularly problematic lack.  Part of the SPC's mission is to investigate and determine regional business needs, a valuable piece of information for workforce development programs.

SPC seems to be taking an uncritical approach to any economic development efforts without carefully analyzing the costs and benefits, and particularly the opportunity costs. Its uncritically positive endorsement of the KOZ tax abatement program, which, admittedly, it manages, shows no awareness and indeed a lack of concern about its potential for giving a tax holiday to companies that might otherwise have provided even greater regional benefits by paying taxes.  Another example is its failure to critique would be  its lack of commentary on the many projects working on housing capacity, which, given already noteworthily low rents, maybe not best use of funds.

While the organization admits upfront to a decreasing and aging population, it offers no suggestions for potential remedies or actions to mitigate or cope with the problem.  This seems to be a form of institutional blindness, possibly related to the organizational constituency.  Taking action to address this problem will have to involve an evaluation into the causes of the issue, rather than simply continuing to observe the results.

Recommendations

There are a number of opportunities for improvement that are available to SPC. Structurally speaking, SPC should reach out to new organizational constituencies, particularly including business, community and labor organizations, and reaching out to expand their range of services to include both community and labor needs.  They should also work on encouraging workforce development efforts.  Additionally, the KOZ tax abatement program should be used very selectively, and where reasonable, replaced with amenity and infrastructure construction.  

SPC should engage a broader array of interested stakeholders, to enhance the organization's awareness of issues facing the region, and allow them to more thoroughly integrate organizations with local resources.  Currently, SPC's directive body is composed entirely of government representatives.  Institutionally, its prime contact with the business community is through the services provided to local businesses.  Including more regional stakeholders, particularly business, labor, and community group representatives as a presence on the board could broaden the organization's awareness of the region's economic development status.   

SPC should work towards improving the local workforce development programs.  With its particular insights into the needs of local businesses and the assets of local governments, SPC has tremendous resources to bring to bear on improving workforce development in the region.  Without expanding outside its current role as a networking agency, and without increasing its expenditures greatly, it could enhance the region's workforce development by networking workforce development resources, publishing reports on trends in regional employer needs and consulting with workforce development agencies to assess their needs and possible resource matches for their needs.

Tax abatements are a powerful development incentive.  However, those organizations best able to take advantage of them are often those least in need of the assistance.  SPC needs to be careful in managing its KOZ resources to make sure that it is not simply inflating profits for healthy businesses and that the program is indeed working towards the larger economic benefit of the region.  A critical look at this program in particular is important to make sure that money is being well spent.  The resources that are retained by avoiding tax abatement could be used to improve public infrastructure, with or without TIF.

Finally, the net outmigration of young workers, particularly as they graduate from college is a serious issue for the Pittsburgh region, and should be investigated.  This would fit in well with a broader perspective on economic development and outreach to new constituencies.  SPC is in an excellent position to organize this research, and share it with the region's local governments, indeed it is directly within its purview as the regional economic development organization.  

SPC has is well organized for improving the Pittsburgh region's business environment, by improving access to information, increasing networking between municipalities and local  businesses, but it would greatly benefit from broadening its perspective on the economy  by including the development of the local workforce to cultivate a more effective labor supply and involving the community to improve the region's quality of life.  

