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The goal of this proposal is to spur industrial development in Pennsylvania’s mill towns – places
that were hit by economic decline over the past half-century, but also missed out on the high-tech
boom that PA’s bigger cities enjoyed. In particular, I am proposing a two-part policy initiative,
aimed at preparing industrial sites for redevelopment, and clearing the way for high-impact
investors to set up shop there.

Motivation and background
A review of academic literature supports the importance of this goal (see Appendix A). Evidence
from recent studies in urban economics points to the existence of positive spillovers caused by
manufacturing’s growth in a town, including increases in local wages, the generation of indirect
employment, and higher property values. On the other hand, the disappearance of manufacturing
(e.g. due to exposure to foreign imports) has been linked to potentially large, long-term drops in
employment and incomes beyond the affected sector itself. This suggests that promoting
industrial development is an important objective for policymakers, since spillovers are a “market
failure” not optimized by the private sector acting alone. Likewise, research also shows that welldesigned policy has historically resulted in the successful creation or repurposing of industrial
capacity – most notably in the industrial mobilization effort for WWII.
Focusing on site preparation and marketing is an especially appealing mechanism for promoting
industrial development. As mentioned in Appendix A, it may be more effective to repurpose
existing industrial capacity, rather than building it from scratch; this would include not only
industrial sites themselves, but other valuable features like experienced manufacturing workers,
local suppliers and service providers, and dedicated logistical infrastructure. Likewise, allowing
these resources to go underutilized represents a large “inefficiency” for the economy, and (in the
worst case) can result in harmful blight.
For these reasons, industrial rebirth is a perennial goal for the Pittsburgh region. For example:
- 1985’s Strategy21 included numerous local industrial rehabilitation programs (e.g. targeting
specific sites in the Mon Valley);
- in 1995, the Allegheny Conference's "Southwestern Regional Investment Partnership" had an
Investing in Our Future plan, which included an "Industrial Reuse and Technology
Development Strategy" aiming to rehabilitate sites and create thousands of jobs;
- recent years have brought a number of development plans for specific neighborhoods, towns
or regions (e.g. the 2005 Mon Valley Economic Strategy); many of these also give a central
role to rehabilitating industrial sites;
- finally, industrial development organizations such as the Regional Industrial Development
Corporation (RIDC) have seen success purchasing and rehabilitating individual sites. The
RIDC’s most recent effort is the Hazelwood Green project, transforming one of the final
brownfield locations in Pittsburgh proper. Looking forward, RIDC has expressed interest in
expanding their work in distressed towns and counties outside of Pittsburgh.
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Of course, not all of these efforts have been successful. And others have been limited in their
inclusivity, with complaints that not enough benefits accrue to the workers and families who
were affected by the original industrial decline. That is, developments may have created jobs for
high-skill out-of-staters, but largely left out the people who needed help the most (and who have
a lot to offer). Finally, even for the highest-impact initiatives, it’s possible that the policy tools
they used are currently in jeopardy (see discussion below).

The Proposal
To encourage industrial development in PA’s mill towns, I am proposing a two-part state
legislative package: (i) recapitalizing the “Business in Our Sites” site preparation lending
program, and (ii) a site evaluation, pre-clearance, and marketing pilot, vetting and highlighting
the highest-impact industrial sites in former mill towns.
Industrial site preparation
After the collapse or departure of a local manufacturer, it’s common for their former grounds to
remain vacant for years or decades. Not only is there difficulty in finding a new tenant, but there
also can be serious environmental and regulatory obstacles to putting the location back to use.
The severity of these issues often dissuades normal for-profit developers from taking on the task.
Many laws have been passed aimed at this issue. The most well-known federal program is the
so-called Superfund for sites tainted by hazardous waste (brownfields). At the state level in PA,
bills like SB1 of 1995 (the Land Recycling and Environmental Remediation Standards Act) also
encouraged the cleanup of postindustrial sites. 1 Rarer, however, are bills that go beyond cleanup
and towards comprehensively preparing a site for a new investor.
One exception is the state’s Business in Our Sites (BOS) program [link]. Launched in 2004
(under SB 1026), and housed in the Commonwealth Financing Authority (CFA), BOS uses a mix
of loans and grants to help municipalities, industrial development agencies, and/or private
developers fund the full set of activities needed to make a site “shovel-ready” for an investor.
The program has been highly utilized: its initial allocation of $100 million in grants has been
fully exhausted, as has its initial $200 million allocation in loans. It’s since been recapitalized at
least 3 times (in 2013, 2016 and 2017), e.g. with funds redirected from less-utilized programs.
This funding reallocation is, in fact, a great demonstration of the BOS program’s success in the
“market” of development tools. There are over a hundred programs and initiatives listed on the
PA Department of Community & Economic Development (DECD) website, and over a dozen
loan, grant and loan guarantee programs under the CFA alone. Yet not all of these programs have
1

In general, these bills tended to focus on clarifying the liability around the removal of hazardous waste in the sites.
Many of them covered only the most dangerous sites. In the case of Pennsylvania's SB1 (which became Act 2 of
1995), the liability of a site's owners going forward would be protected in the event that a good-faith cleanup effort
was undertaken there. In theory, this would mean that previously risky sites were now better incentivized for
rehabilitation and development. Yet these incentives only go as far as encouraging cleanups; a site might be
rendered no longer hazardous, but still lack the intensive, longer-term rehabilitation effort needed to make it
attractive for community-oriented development.
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been consistently requested by private investors or development practitioners; many have yet to
extinguish their original allocation.2 It’s thus a signal of high, sustained demand that BOS
consistently has more requests than its funding can sustain.
This demand appears to have translated into real results. According to DCED in 2016, “projects
funded through this initiative have created more than 22,000 jobs and secured $2.2 billion in
private investment”; BOS’s $75 million loan recapitalization that year was projected to bring in
another 6,500 jobs and $490 million in private investment. That’s an impressive ROI. The RIDC
uses BOS funds for multiple projects, including a grant of $4 million grant and a loan of $6
million (at a favorable 3% interest rate over 20 years) for its Hazelwood Green rehabilitation.
Don Smith, head of the RIDC, spoke highly of the program, mentioning its low interest rates and
“patient” terms for repayment. While he wished that the amounts be even higher and the allowed
uses more flexible, he acknowledged that this may be due to its currently limited funding.
In the short term, my proposal would be another one-off recapitalization of the BOS
program. While loan repayment rates are apparently quite high (possibly enough to cover the
CFA bonds, which themselves have relatively low interest rates), the program is said to be
running low on funds again; this may be due to BOS grants and from operating expenses. This
recapitalization might be accomplished through further reallocation from underutilized programs
(as it did in 2016 and 2017), or a simple budgetary allocation (as it did in 2013).
In the long-term, however, these ad hoc recapitalizations may be unsustainable. It will get
increasingly difficult to find funds to reallocate, and fresh funding is never reliable in any given
budget (especially in lean years like this one). Furthermore, the CFA overall is taking on
increasingly larger amounts of debt, and may hit its statutory debt limit soon (according to the
deficit-hawkish Allegheny Institute).
Thus, it may be necessary to establish a dedicated revenue stream for BOS going forward. The
CFA lacks the authority to raise funds itself; some minor revenue sources have been tucked into
past laws, such as from gaming and fracking fees. The most noteworthy attempt may have been
the 2019 Restore PA Act (SB 725 and HB 1585). It introduced a severance tax on natural gas
exports, which “the Independent Fiscal Office has determined will be primarily paid for by outof-state residents,” generating $4.5 billion (over four years) for BOS and other programs. While
the act failed, there may be political lessons for another attempt (see below); it’s also a promising
sign that finding revenue for BOS is a high priority for state legislators in general.
Industrial site evaluation and marketing
It’s not enough to make a site shovel-ready; you also need to get investors to bring their shovels.
Many sites won’t need extra help, e.g. if they’re already near a large metro area (like Pittsburgh
or Philly) or near an existing large manufacturer needing suppliers (like Volvo CE’s plant in
Franklin County). But the ambit of this proposal is industrial development in former mill towns,
which have yet to successfully pivot into a new economy activity.

In particular, “underutilized programs” giving their funds to BOS were the First Industries Program (for tourism
and agriculture, and created in the same 2004 bill as BOS) and Building PA (loans for real estate investment).
2
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What might industrial site selectors look for, from locations in these mill towns? A survey
conducted by Cleave et al. (2016) provides answers. To begin, industrial land needs to be
prepared and cleared for investors’ specific needs. “We look for certified sites [...] sites that have
most or all of the environmental and geotechnical work done to prove that the site is shovel
ready. That you can start building on it right away.” The study also suggested that governments
need to put serious effort into making large amounts of practical information available online, for
each site and its feasible industrial uses. (See Appendix B for more on the study’s findings; in
particular, it shows that site selectors prioritize immediate shovel readiness over financial
incentives – time is money!) Put together, this entails a large amount of legwork beyond the
scope of BOS: anticipating needs, doing the vetting, and preparing digital marketing materials.
One useful comparator for such an effort is JobOhio’s SiteOhio evaluation and marketing
program, which claims to be “a more stringent and comprehensive review and analysis than any
other state site certification process in the U.S.” The current list of vetted sites contains just 24
locations: a clear focus on quality over quantity. Each plot comes with large amounts of info
online, including potentially sensitive (but highly useful) items like price per acre and pollutants
present (see Appendix C). It’s also clear from the website that a lot of behind-the-scenes work
has gone into vetting and clearing these sites. Each has an array of Due Diligence Studies and
Reports already completed, from geotechnical surveys to Endangered Species Analysis. On a
superficial level, the website is well designed (easy to navigate and to view the relevant details),
and jam-packed with photographs and videos of each industrial site.
Pennsylvania, in fact, has its own site search website for prospective investors. It looks wellcrafted, and is easy to use for a number of different search types. But its function is more akin to
a listing / database of possible sites: it currently contains 1,933 listings.3 This makes it a different
animal from SiteOhio: there is no obvious curation, no short-list of the most “shovel-ready” sites.
Likewise, the listings don’t offer any evidence of being vetted or pre-cleared.4 PA-based
practitioners have also highlighted the shortcomings of the website. They mention its relatively
simple focus on listing basic aspects of the individual sites, rather than looking for the deeper
needs of manufacturers, and marketing the sites that best meet those needs.
That said, there are signs that more intensive evaluation and marketing processes are possible
here in PA. There are certainly many town- and region-level initiatives to point to, such as the
Strategy21 plan in SW PA. At the state level, one recent precedent is DCED’s Coal-Fired Power
Plant Redevelopment Playbooks. The reports were funded the U.S. Economic Development
Administration (EDA)’s POWER initiative – $960k for studies on how to repurpose three sites
housing coal power plants. For each site, the initiative brought together a team of public groups
(state and local) and private groups (investors, consultancies and non-profits) to research the first
steps of evaluation and marketing. They document the necessary improvements, approvals /
3

Limiting the search to industrial sites of at least 20 acres yields 185 results, of which 11 are in SWPA.
We can use the website’s listing for the Mon River Industrial Park Land in Allenport* as an example. It gives a fair
amount of useful site information (and a large amount of automatically-generated local demographic statistics), but
is missing a few key details (such as the asking price per acre). Crucially, there’s also no sign that any clearances
have been conducted in preparation of its use; carrying out such clearances would of course be out-of-scope for the
website’s creators. Finally, there is no indication that this is a preferred industrial site; the website as a whole offers
no answer for the question “where are the top 20 places in PA for my factory today?” (*There’s also no obvious way
to link to a specific industrial site from the website, which is why this footnote has no link in it.)
4
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clearances, and timetables to make the sites “shovel ready lite.” Each of these have been tailored
to a small number of possible industrial use-cases (i.e. “plays” that respond to different market
signals). (See Appendix D for screenshots from one of them.) It’s not clear if these recommendations were followed, nor whether they meaningfully encouraged the sites’ successful
redevelopment. But they show a clear path towards replicating the SiteOhio example in PA.
In the short term, my proposal would be to conduct another site evaluation and marketing
exercise (similar to the “Playbooks”), extending its scope from recommendations to action.
That is, the teams should actually carry out the steps they deem necessary to achieve “shovelready-lite” status in each site (see page 16). Furthermore, the teams should target sites in former
mill towns, and identify development use-cases for those sites that explicitly rely on existing
local workers and businesses. The sites would also ideally (but not necessarily) be past or current
recipients of BOS finance. If this round is perceived as a success, it can perhaps be repeated, and
eventually formalized as a dedicated function of DCED (for example).

Political considerations
Political considerations for industrial site preparation proposal
The past political performance of BOS (and similar legislation) is impressive. One of its
antecedents, the 1995 site cleanup bill, passed unanimously in the state senate and 163-35 in the
house. The 2004 bill containing the BOS program itself had a similar trajectory, passing
unanimously in the state senate and 188-7 in the state house. Since then, multiple budget and
omnibus amendment bills have included extra funding for BOS. The program also has found its
way into political messaging, including the 2011 state senate Democrats’ policy platform (“PA
Works”) and the current Governor’s flagship “Restore PA” Act.
This political success could be due to multiple factors. First, it’s an effective and highly-utilized
program, as mentioned above. The idea of enabling private businesses and developers to create
jobs is also “on-brand” for both parties. It also has wide geographic reach (beyond the big cities),
and (in theory) should pay for itself (at least the loan portion), keeping deficit hawks at bay.
That said, the defeat of the Restore PA Act – which would have taxed natural gas exports to fund
BOS and other programs – reveals some potential weaknesses. That bill was killed in committee
after introduction, despite having a degree of bipartisan support (local leaders throughout the
state, and a near-majority of cosponsors in both chambers – 99 in the house and 25 in the senate).
The simplest explanation is that it wasn’t bipartisan enough – a few GOP legislators won’t
suffice if the floor leaders aren’t on board. Those GOP leaders’ lack of support, in turn, could
come from at least two sources. The first might be a hesitation to hand the Governor a highvisibility victory of any kind; that is, BOS is perhaps too popular to be credited to any one party
or leader. The second explanation might be the GOP’s reluctance to create a new tax (especially
one that could hurt the fossil fuel industry). Since BOS is not as financially self-sufficient as
intended (see discussion above), 5 its long-term survival is tied to finding funding for it; in the
short term, it may be forced to rely on more ad-hoc / one-off funding fixes.
5

This lack of self-sufficiency itself can be seen as a political vulnerability. It has already drawn the attention of antideficit organizations like the Allegheny Institute, for example (see above). Of course, very few programs pay for
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Finally, for this proposal to be politically viable, it is not enough for BOS-funded projects to
attract new investment to a site; it is imperative that redevelopment directly benefits the wider
community around it. After all, the true aim of this proposal is the revival of mill towns, and not
just individual sites within them. If anything, the original value of these sites was in the
livelihoods they could sustain in the communities that surrounded them. From this perspective, it
makes sense that a profitable but non-inclusive redevelopment would be seen as a failure. Thus,
political leaders may block the legislation (or its implementation) if they think it leaves out or
harms their constituents; anti-gentrification activists could also stand in opposition for the same
reasons. The BOS-funded Hazelwood Green project offers a good example. A state rep. for the
Hazelwood area, Jake Wheatley, was actually the main sponsor of the house’s Restore PA bill
(which would have established dedicated funding for BOS). Yet even he was reportedly torn
about the project, both “supportive” and “concerned”, in particular that “more isn’t being done to
ensure that the residents of Hazelwood and the surrounding communities benefit from the jobs
that this project will create.” Likewise, City Councilman Corey O’Connor recently came out in
opposition to one aspect of the development, again concerned that it wouldn’t benefit his
constituents (and might redirect money meant for other purposes).
It may be possible to inoculate the program against these concerns. As stated before, the program
should be explicitly targeted at investments reliant on local workers and suppliers. Policymakers
could also explore community benefit agreements and/or community impact statements, perhaps
making them recommended or required parts of the program. This might make BOS less flexible,
but could perhaps increase its overall impact in the end.
Political considerations for industrial site evaluation and marketing proposal
It’s hopefully safe to assume that the industrial site evaluation and marketing pilot would face a
similar political calculus: they make the same type of appeal (pro-business, pro-jobs), and have
the same wide geographic coverage. It’s promising that JobsOhio is thriving under Ohio’s
Republican-controlled legislatures and governorship. Furthermore, while the pilot would have its
costs (e.g. procuring technical site studies and digital marketing materials), these would be in the
single millions at most (and might be covered by a federal grant, much like the POWER
Initiative from the US EDA). Starting as a pilot could also avoid accusations of government
sprawl. And pilot sites can be hand-picked to favor ones where communities are already on
board. On the other hand, the same GOP concern about handing the Governor’s office a political
tool would apply here. In fact, the PA Sites website mentioned above is currently run by the
“Governor’s Action Team,” as opposed to generic DCED staff.
Ultimately, the political viability of these initiatives will depend on their ability to bring highvisibility results. As with the original BOS program, demonstrated effectiveness can generate
sustained demand and political support. As the saying goes, “nothing succeeds like success.”

themselves, so this may be an unfair concern to raise. And in fact, its true net cost may be lower than the sticker
price, since a more accurate assessment would include the tax revenue gains from successful projects.
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APPENDIX A: Evidence from economic literature on local spillovers from
manufacturing, and government’s role in promoting local industrial development
It should come as no surprise that manufacturing brings external benefits. Estimates from inputoutput frameworks (such as those using the IMPLAN tool) typically find that manufacturing
projects bring high levels of indirect employment (through increased local demand of goods and
services, and through extra incomes). Academic studies have been able to verify that much of
these spillovers is directly caused by growth in local manufacturing. Moretti (2010) uses
national-level shifts in demand to show that each additional manufacturing job leads to the
creation of 1.6 non-manufacturing jobs on average (including both skilled and unskilled jobs);
gains are biggest from machinery and electrical equipment production (4.9 jobs for each new
job). Non-manufacturing, “non-tradable” sectors (such as retail or real estate) tend to have much
smaller (or negligible) spillovers, since they don’t bring “outside money” into the region. 6 More
concretely, Greenstone et al. (2010) find that the opening of a new “million-dollar plant” can
increase levels of productivity, wages and property values in the town (beyond the plant itself).
The same is true in reverse as well: a decrease in manufacturing can lead to harm for the whole
town. Kovak (2013) gives evidence that wages in the non-tradable sector should fall in
proportion with negative price shocks in the tradable sector (e.g. due to increased competition
with low-cost imports); mill towns with highly concentrated manufacturing industries may be
especially vulnerable. One well-known study (Autor et al., 2013) shows that increased exposure
to competition from Chinese imports had devastated manufacturing hubs. Workers and families
there saw a long-term hit to income and employment, but rarely left town (or were unable to).
This widespread unemployment adds up to a serious “efficiency loss”: workers who normally
contributed to the local economy are unable to put their specialized skills and experience to
work, resulting in a suboptimal outcome for the local economy. Government efforts to help them
– e.g. trade adjustment assistance and unemployment payments – were also quite small: families
received just 10% in aid compared to the incomes they lost.
Finally, studies have also documented prior policy achievements in encouraging industrial
development. A major part of the industrial mobilization for WWII involved the publicly funding
or subsidizing the construction of new factories. Garin (forthcoming) found that these factories
were associated with higher levels of well-paying jobs in their counties, even after the war. A
similar paper looking at the South during WWII (Jaworski, 2017) came to a similar conclusion:
while it suggests that public investment couldn't build long-term industrial capacity wholesale, it
could help shift existing capacity for other purposes (e.g. pivots to other industries). Prior to the
war, the Roosevelt administration also pushed for manufacturing development through industrial
infrastructure programs like the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA). A study of the TVA (Kline
and Moretti, 2014) found an associated boost in local productivity, large enough that the program
paid for itself; the one caveat was that this benefit may have come from reallocating resources
from other states, rather than special synergies. Yet even the ability to reallocate and put to work
underused workers and suppliers would be a major policy success.

6

There are of course other tradable sectors beyond manufacturing, which also serve to bring outside money into a
town; these include agriculture, extractives, tourism, and trade in services (like IT). However, virtually none are
associated with the same number of mid-wage blue-collar jobs as manufacturing; this highly limits the direct impact.
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APPENDIX B: Key takeaways from study on industrial site selectors’ priorities
For their qualitative study, Cleave et al. (2016) interview ten different site selection agencies,
and contrast their most requested features with those provided by government economic
development practitioners. While their full conclusions are worth checking out (see their main
table and figure reproduced below), some takeaways are especially relevant for redeveloping
PA’s mill towns.
First, they dispel some misconceptions about less effective policies. They report that industrial
site selectors are rarely persuaded by the following factors:
- visual brands, slogans, etc. for a town or region, or positive press mentions of the region;
- quality of life / livability, since they’re interested in hiring local workers (who don’t need to
be convinced to live there);7
- local costs (e.g. wages) and financial incentives: “Generally, site selectors were unmoved by
incentives, indicating that ‘costs are not the defining factor of site selection’ … ‘there are
many other factors we need to consider before we can even start to think about costs or
incentives’.”
These findings may be unexpected here; in particular, PA practitioners often cite the state’s
relative lack of tax and non-tax incentives as an obstacle to investment attraction.
Yet to site selectors, time is money. Pressure for short-term returns mean they need to start fast,
without uncertainty; delays kill profits. “Having available, shovel-ready land ‘is much more
important than cash money, because it’s going to save the client so much time that they are
going to be able to get into that building ahead of schedule.’” The authors speculated that it's
possible that “businesses considering relocation are most concerned with the near-term and are
willing to make long-term sacrifices if it allows for immediate profitability.”
Finally, it is noted in the main text of this proposal that their definition of “shovel-ready” is quite
comprehensive, including items like clearances and approvals; if these steps are not already
taken on their behalf, then they at least want them to be easy (e.g. combined into a one-stop
shop) and fast / predictable.
The main text also notes the high informational demands of site selectors: they tend to want all
information in one place – online – including cost of the land, taxes and fees, and even local
housing prices. The goal is essentially to make it as easy as possible for the site selectors to add
you to their shortlist.

7

A notable exception is when investors expect to need a high share of outside talent (e.g. niche R&D labs using
high-skill or specialized workers). But this is said to be the exception, rather than the rule, as investors vastly prefer
to have sufficient talent already available in the region. Most importantly, the goal of this proposal – targeting the
mill towns and workers left behind by the tech boom – would tend to exclude these types of investment. The most
inclusive investments would call for a mix of high, low and mid-skill workers.
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Note: the study includes a total of 25 practitioners and 10 site selectors.
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APPENDIX C: Screenshots from SiteOhio’s online materials [link]

Source: JobsOhio - SiteOhio [link]
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From dossier for Fredericktown Industrial Park: [link] | [pdf] | [video]

Source: JobsOhio - SiteOhio [link]
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From dossier for Fredericktown Industrial Park: [link] | [pdf] | [video]

Source: JobsOhio - SiteOhio [link]
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APPENDIX D: Screenshots from DCED project, “Decommissioning and
Redevelopment Playbook for the Cromby Generation Station” [source]

Source: DCED - Coal-Fired Power Plant Redevelopment Playbooks [link]
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Source: DCED - Coal-Fired Power Plant Redevelopment Playbooks [link]
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Source: DCED - Coal-Fired Power Plant Redevelopment Playbooks [link]
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