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Introduction


There they were in Pittsburgh’s David L. Lawrence Convention Center, having gathered for their annual summit: U.S. president Barack Obama, French president Nicholas Sarkozy, German prime minister Angela Merkel, Italian prime minister Silvio Berlusconi, British prime minister Gordon Brown, and other leaders of the Group of 20 nations. The world was only weeks removed from the end of the worst economic recession since the Great Depression and struggling to recover when the three-day summit opened on September 22, 2009. In the eyes of the U.S. president, the experience of economic calamity and uncertain recovery that each nation shared made Pittsburgh the “perfect venue” for the discussions among the global economic powers that were to follow.1 Pittsburgh and the surrounding southwestern Pennsylvania region had been forced down that hard road fewer than three decades earlier. Yet, on that comfortable autumn day, the city with its clean and busy downtown, reclaimed riverfronts, and redeveloped brownfields nurturing high-tech start-ups was the picture of economic health.

“This city has known its share of hard times, as older industries like steel could no longer sustain growth,” Obama explained to the G20 dignitaries. “But Pittsburgh picked itself up, and it dusted itself off, and is making the transition to job-creating industries of the future. It serves as a model for turning the page to a 21st century economy, and a reminder that the key to our future prosperity lies not just in New York or Los Angeles or Washington—but in places like Pittsburgh.”2

The image of Pittsburgh as a shining example of rebirth after industrial decline captivated the nearly 4,000 national and international journalists on hand to cover the G20 summit. “Slowly, Pittsburgh’s transformation has captured the attention of other communities now confronted with economic crises of their own,” wrote the Financial Times of London. “This week’s Group of 20 Summit will only highlight the city’s progress, signaling to cities such as Detroit and Cleveland that they can once again become vibrant.”3 The Atlantic reported: “If Angela Merkel, Silvio Berlusconi, Gordon Brown, or any of the other hundreds of foreign government officials are looking for inspiration on how to revive their economies, they could do worse than to walk through Pittsburgh’s neighborhoods, which brim with reminders that just about everything old can be new again.”4 Writing in Forbes, Raquel Laneri described Pittsburgh as “the new symbol of modernity and progress.”5

Few regions had endured the scale of economic disruption that southwestern Pennsylvania experienced in the 1980s and managed to rebound in ways that earned such accolades. Steel and other durable goods manufacturing upon which the regional economy had heavily depended collapsed. Most of the region’s nearly two dozen steelworks that had fed the building of America for longer than a century were shuttered in rapid succession. More than 150,000 manufacturing jobs disappeared. Unemployment rivaled the jobless rates the United States experienced during the Great Depression. Nearly 300,000 residents fled the region, mostly young adults in search of job opportunities. Several mill towns that lost manufacturing saw their tax revenues dwindle to less than what was needed to cover the cost of public services and infrastructure.

Recovery was not painless nor was it as complete as the breathless reviews from out-of-town journalists covering the G20 summit suggested. The exodus of residents was stanched, but the region’s population never returned to pre-industrial-decline numbers. Although unemployment stabilized, job growth remained mostly tepid. Municipalities hit hardest by the loss of industry struggled to attract new investment and avoid becoming pockets of poverty, vacancy, and blight. Several defaulted and fell into state receivership.

But southwestern Pennsylvania emerged from crisis with an economy that was far more diversified, with strengths in the fields of education, health care, and technology that were poised to redefine the global economy. No longer did the region rely on primary metals, mining, and manufacturing as its chief source of jobs and wealth. By the dawn of the 21st century, health care was the region’s largest employer. More people worked in education than in manufacturing. And within the manufacturing sector itself, those who made electronic equipment and instruments outnumbered those who worked in the few remaining steel mills. The City of Pittsburgh underwent a makeover. Downtown residency slowly gained popularity. A decades-long effort to rid the city’s riverfronts of commercial blight transformed them into public parks and bike trails. One by one, the rusting hulks of abandoned steel mills and retired factories disappeared from the region’s river valleys as the brownfields they left behind were reclaimed, reimagined, and rebuilt as homes for new institutes, research labs, and companies, many focused on exploiting the potential of new technologies. Hope and a brighter outlook for the future gradually replaced the gloom that had weighed on the region.

Southwestern Pennsylvania held several advantages that enabled it to become the poster child of Rust Belt Renaissance. Among them was the willingness of business leaders, government officials, heads of the region’s well-endowed philanthropic foundations, and its accomplished universities to collaborate on solving complex problems, raising money, and putting plans in action. They had done it before, when near the end of the Second World War, a burst of civic-minded cooperation bridged partisan divides to tackle air pollution, flood control, urban redevelopment, and other issues that threatened future growth and prosperity. In the wake of industrial decline in the 1980s, the coalition added a powerful new partner: the region’s major research universities. Together they took inventory of the region’s strengths, worked out strategies to capitalize on them, and found the money and political influence to bring them to bear on turning around the fortunes of southwestern Pennsylvania.

Strategies focused on exploiting another advantage—a legacy of research and innovation. The region had long been a center of innovation with industry-changing ideas flowing from major corporate residents, including Westinghouse, United States Steel, the Aluminum Company of America, Heinz, Gulf Oil, Pittsburgh Plate Glass, and Koppers. As those traditional industries weakened, the universities emerged as the leading source of innovation. Importantly, they recognized their potential to influence the regional economy. The University of Pittsburgh Medical Center became the dominant health care network in the region and a leading employer. Between them, the University of Pittsburgh and Carnegie Mellon University built world-class programs in biotechnology, artificial intelligence, software, robotics, and other fields on the cusp of reshaping the global economy. They were among the most influential of what the late University of Pittsburgh professor of history and social work, Roy Lubove, described as a “new breed of entrepreneurial, development-oriented nonprofits”6 that coalesced around modernizing the Pittsburgh area economy.

This is the story of perhaps the least-known of those nonprofits, a small economic development organization that has played an outsized role in reshaping the southwestern Pennsylvania economy over the course of eight decades. The Regional Industrial Development Corporation was established in 1955 by the powerful civic leaders behind Pittsburgh’s so-called Renaissance I. It was assigned an ambitious mission: diversify the economic base, attract new companies, encourage existing ones to expand, create jobs, and improve the quality of life of residents to ease mounting concern that the region had come to rely too heavily on its steel and manufacturing industries, which were beginning to show signs of weakness.

RIDC was allocated no money to pursue its mission, surviving instead on contributions from members of its board of directors, which included the region’s largest companies. The nonprofit spent its first few years conducting economic research, but it struggled to find a way to attract and nurture businesses and keep them from leaving. It wasn’t until its charter was amended to allow it to buy land, build on it, and otherwise operate as a commercial real estate developer that RIDC found an approach to fulfilling its mission that worked. Finding homes for new, expanding, or relocating companies had long been a challenge. Industrial Pittsburgh had been built to the specifications of big manufacturing with its sprawling mills and plants, each of which was spread over hundreds of acres. Ready and affordable real estate for small-to-mid-sized companies, research labs, and start-ups was in short supply—particularly highly coveted square footage in and around the crowded university corridor that runs through Pittsburgh’s Oakland neighborhood. While shuttered industrial sites suddenly opened up plenty of space, much of the acreage stood as contaminated brownfields unsuitable for most other tenants. Such sites attracted little interest from private developers, whose need to realize a profit on their investment sooner rather than later ran counter to the realities of flipping brownfields whose environmental cleanup alone was difficult and costly, and prospects for growth in the depressed mill towns where they were located were uncertain.

As a nonprofit economic development agency, RIDC had the advantage of “patient money” to invest, and, during its early years, had access to state grants and low-interest loans that private developers didn’t. Its leadership, almost to a man, pursued the nonprofit’s mission with a high tolerance for risk. The nonprofit was a pioneer in developing industrial parks in the region, building its early business campuses on underused acreage in the Pittsburgh suburbs, which became popular among new companies and expansion-minded established companies as well. It learned to design buildings with the flexibility to accommodate a range of tenants and to cobble together public and private sources of capital into financing packages that kept rents affordable, often below market rates. It became adept at imagining and demonstrating markets in places where others had yet to see them. Revenue from RIDC’s suburban parks eventually enabled it to become financially self-sufficient—a milestone that was challenged during the dark days of industrial decline, when local and state governments turned to the nonprofit to undertake the difficult and expensive redevelopment of abandoned steelworks and factories for desperately needed new employers. From its earliest days, RIDC recognized the scientific and medical innovation nesting in the universities as a largely untapped economic resource, developed relationships with the schools, and became their developer of choice building research centers and labs that would draw some of the biggest names in technology to Pittsburgh, including Google and Apple.

The G20 delegates in 2009 had only to travel four miles up the Allegheny River from their gathering at the convention center to see RIDC’s fingerprints on the region’s recovery. Seven years earlier, it had acquired an abandoned steel mill, a vacant chocolate factory, and other neglected parcels in Pittsburgh’s Lawrenceville neighborhood and redeveloped them as research, manufacturing, and business-incubator space. The properties and their neighbor, Carnegie Mellon University’s National Robotics Engineering Center, became the epicenter of a fast-growing cluster of artificial intelligence, robotics, and autonomous systems companies and entrepreneurs—referred to locally as “Robotics Row”—that would attract billions of investors’ dollars and national attention. South of the city, RIDC’s work could be seen in the cities of McKeesport and Duquesne, where it built industrial parks from the ruins of two shuttered steelworks in the Monongahela River valley. East of the city was Keystone Commons, a campus of small-to-medium-sized companies developed from what had been the historic Westinghouse Electric & Manufacturing Company’s East Pittsburgh works, which more than a century earlier manufactured the transformers, generators, and other equipment that electrified America. More evidence of RIDC’s role in the southwestern Pennsylvania economy would be apparent in later years, including driverless cars and trucks developed by entrepreneurs who had grown up on the nonprofit’s properties traveling a test track at an industrial park the nonprofit would create in Westmoreland County from an enormous factory where Volkswagen once made cars and Sony once manufactured televisions.




The First Pittsburgh Renaissance


RIDC Is Born

Robert Pease came to Pittsburgh in 1946. Through a process unimaginable today, he arrived on the campus of the Carnegie Institute of Technology in the city’s Oakland neighborhood, took an entrance exam, was accepted as a civil engineering student, and soon started classes. He had been raised in the American Midwest with its endless flatlands, farms, high sky, and clean air. Pease wasn’t in Iowa anymore and the differences were stark. Southwestern Pennsylvania was a dense and dirty industrial region. Its largest rivers were working rivers. Their banks were lined with factories, expansive steel mills, coke works, and the rail yards and tracks that served them. Their waters were polluted with industrial and residential effluent. The region’s voracious appetite for coal to heat homes and power industry darkened the skies with soot and tainted the air with noxious odors. “I woke up one fall morning in a barracks-style fraternity house and my upper lip was gray from breathing the air,” Pease recalled of his first semester at Carnegie Tech. “It was really bad.”

Postwar Pittsburgh had not shaken the reputation of being the grim place to live, work, and do business that had been its defining characteristic in the eyes of visitors for nearly a century. Many of those visitors pulled no punches when describing the conditions they found. “Six months residence here would justify suicide,”1 said the 19th-century British philosopher Herbert Spencer. His biting review had to sting the Pittsburgh industrialist Andrew Carnegie, an admirer of Spencer, who had invited him to southwestern Pennsylvania to show off the steel empire he was building along the banks of the Monongahela River. Nearly 50 years later, the story reported out of Pittsburgh was similar. “From whatever direction one approaches the once lovely conjunction of the Allegheny and the Monongahela [rivers] the devastation of progress is apparent,” R. L. Duffas reported in The Atlantic Monthly in 1930. “Quiet valleys have been inundated with slag, defaced with refuse, marred by hideous buildings. Life for the majority of the population has been rendered unspeakably pinched and dingy.”2

At the end of the Second World War, civic leaders despaired over what they feared would be a future of decline unless conditions improved. The poor quality of life not only threatened the health and well-being of the region’s citizens, it was also a threat to the region’s economic prospects. The local economy was already struggling to rebound from the Great Depression. Its major corporations were finding it difficult to recruit and retain quality professional talent, including executives.3 Some corporate leaders were considering moving their headquarters out of smoky Pittsburgh to New York City.4 Recruiting companies to move to Pittsburgh was equally challenging. Moreover, the economy was seen as vulnerable due to having an outsized share of its output and jobs invested in heavy manufacturing, particularly steel, whose future was increasingly a concern. The region lacked adequate infrastructure critical to growth, including modern highways and sanitary sewer systems. Downtown Pittsburgh, the region’s center of commerce, suffered from low property values, neglect, congested streets, commercial blight, and a shortage of new development and investment. Pittsburgh’s civic and business leadership, impatient with what little progress had been made to address the problems, decided bold steps were necessary.

To address those problems, a public-private partnership uniting government, business, and civic leaders was forged that over the following two decades would lead Pittsburgh from decline to renewal. The centerpiece of renewal was the first Pittsburgh Renaissance, an ambitious set of city-focused projects to reduce the insidious smoke, build new infrastructure, and redevelop downtown. It was led by a new nonprofit business consortium and the region’s most powerful politician. In 1943, the nonprofit Allegheny Conference on Community Development was established to come up with a postwar agenda for improving the city and region and to rally community and private sector support. The Allegheny Conference counted 150 community leaders as members with an executive board that was dominated by the major corporations. But it was Richard King Mellon, the civic-minded Republican heir to the Mellon banking fortune, who most influenced the organization, and Mellon was committed to renewal. He found as a key partner in that endeavor David L. Lawrence, Pittsburgh’s Democratic mayor, whose political influence reached from southwestern Pennsylvania to the state capital in Harrisburg, where he would later reside as Pennsylvania’s 37th governor. New nonprofit authorities helped guide implementation of the agenda. They included the City of Pittsburgh’s Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA), created in 1946 with the power to acquire land for redevelopment, and the Allegheny County Sanitary Authority, which would address the lack of sewage management and treatment that beset the city and surrounding municipalities. While many metropolitan areas throughout the United States were exhibiting symptoms of decline after the war, Pittsburgh became one of the first to move aggressively to reverse it.5

Clearing the air of the smoke that reduced the quality of life in the region and tarnished its reputation was a top priority. The City of Pittsburgh had passed a smoke control ordinance in 1941 during the administration of Mayor Cornelius Scully, who organized public hearings to muster support for it and blunt opposition, which included union coal miners. Smoky bituminous coal was the fuel of choice for home heating and industry. Finding a replacement was the key to reducing the heavy pollution. The ordinance required residents and businesses to switch from using bituminous coal for heat to a “smokeless fuel,” such as a more expensive treated coal that burned more cleanly or natural gas. A report written by John P. Robin, secretary to the mayor, made it clear the city saw eliminating smoke as a key to its revival. Smoke control was technically possible, he wrote, and would “bring about a new era of growth, prosperity and wellbeing.” The ordinance wasn’t fully implemented until 1947, after Lawrence took office. A rapid transition to natural gas for heating began to relieve the city of its smoke problem. The ability to import large amounts of natural gas from the American Southwest allowed for the wholesale change. The pipelines that made it possible had already been built by the federal government as a secure, interior oil transport route during the war, when German submarines hunting in Gulf Coast waters were sinking tankers and threatening oil shipments to Northeastern states. No longer needed for oil, they found new life transporting natural gas.

Pittsburgh converted to natural gas faster than any city in the nation. Three years after the city began enforcing its smoke control ordinance, only 32 percent of homes burned coal for heat compared with 81 percent a decade earlier.6 The impact was dramatic. From 1946 to 1955 the number of hours of heavy smoke in the city had been reduced by 97 percent and hours of moderate smoke was reduced by nearly 89 percent, as recorded by the city’s Bureau of Smoke Prevention.7 Allegheny County followed with its own smoke control law in 1949. A majority of the region’s largest manufacturers and steel mills resided in the county, outside City of Pittsburgh limits, and the county’s smoke control ordinance was deferential toward those industries. The first set of county regulations, for example, only required coke ovens and open-hearth furnaces at steel mills to adopt pollution controls that were “proven to be economically practical.” Neither ordinance addressed less visible air pollutants, such as fine particulate matter, which would remain a problem into the 21st century, particularly for the region’s industrial river valleys.

But the dense smoke that had blanketed the region was all but gone. In the eyes of civic leaders, smoke control confirmed the possibilities they imagined for the city and region. “The change was so great. People noticed it,” Pease recalled. He had witnessed the city’s renewal under the Renaissance initiatives first-hand. He joined the URA during its early days as a young Carnegie Tech graduate, rose through the ranks to become its director, and later led the Allegheny Conference. “A lot of us have said, without any science behind it, that the people were so pleased with smoke control that Pittsburgh became a city that could do anything. I think some of the enthusiastic support for redevelopment that came later was a result of that can-do attitude.”

The momentum of change brought much-needed improvements. Downtown Pittsburgh, the focus of several Renaissance projects, was given a facelift. Its historic “Point,” where the Allegheny and Monongahela Rivers join to form the Ohio River, was cleared of the abandoned buildings, former exhibition hall-turned-city tow pound, warehouses, freight yards, saloons, and houses of prostitution that had made it a commercial slum. In their place, a new state park was built, offering welcomed green space for leisure and public access to the rivers that had long been denied. The URA undertook the first privately financed redevelopment project in the nation, building the modernist Gateway Center high-rise office complex adjacent to Point State Park. More parking garages were added. Once scarce, they had become a downtown necessity with the surge in suburban living and America’s growing reliance on the automobile. Major highways, “parkways,” were built connecting the city to the suburbs, Pennsylvania Turnpike, and Greater Pittsburgh Airport. The Port Authority Transit of Allegheny County was established in 1959, consolidating public transportation that until then had been operated by 33 private companies.8 With a new plant, the Allegheny County Sanitary Authority began treating sewage from the city and more than 80 neighboring municipalities for the first time, improving the quality of water in the rivers. A series of federally funded dams and reservoirs was constructed to reduce the threat of flooding, one of the worst having been the St. Patrick’s Day Flood of 1936, which swamped mills, neighborhoods, and the city’s Downtown, claiming 62 lives and leaving 135,000 people homeless and thousands out of work.9

Meanwhile, concerns about the structure of the region’s economy continued to weigh on civic leaders. The economic health of southwestern Pennsylvania relied heavily on the health of its manufacturing sector, particularly steel. Increasingly, studies warned that greater diversity was needed to avoid decline, including a 1946 report by renowned economist Charles Roos, a pioneer in mathematical economics, whom the Allegheny Conference and Chamber of Commerce brought in to look at the state of the regional economy.10 More than 37 percent of the labor force in the southwestern Pennsylvania counties of Allegheny, Beaver, Butler, and Westmoreland were employed in manufacturing in 1950. Making steel and other durable goods accounted for more than 67 percent of those manufacturing jobs.11 National comparisons underscored the dominance of the region’s postwar steel industry. The share of the local workforce employed in the primary metals industry was more than five times greater than the national average; in steel alone, it was nine times greater.12 Moreover, thousands of jobs in the service, retail, and other sectors relied on supplying the mills and factories with what they needed, or on the paychecks their workers spent on food, housing, and consumer goods.

Wartime production had kept the steel mills busy. The United States Steel Corporation, the largest manufacturer in the region, emerged from the war profitable and with a larger workforce than before its outbreak. The American steel industry dominated the global market. It faced minimal foreign competition with war having destroyed steel mills in Germany and Japan and having badly damaged those in Great Britain.13 But for how long? Foreign steelmakers were rebuilding, erecting modern mills, and developing new technologies while steelmakers in Pittsburgh continued production at costly integrated mills, many of which were built in the previous century and were becoming outdated. There were other concerns. The steel industry was highly cyclical, routinely experiencing spikes and slowdowns in demand that led to a cycle of layoffs and call-backs. The purchases they made and paychecks they cut tended to follow the pattern. Labor relations were tenuous. Crippling strikes loomed as a possibility whenever contracts neared expiration. Attracting and retaining companies that would diversify an industrial base so reliant on basic manufacturing was seen as critical to realizing a future of growth and prosperity. The region’s economic imbalance was proof that diversity wasn’t an organic process. But economists and civic leaders had reason to doubt whether southwestern Pennsylvania had the economic development capabilities to change the character of the local economy.


Revitalization’s “Blind Spot”

In 1954, the Allegheny Conference and Pittsburgh Chamber of Commerce commissioned the Pennsylvania Economy League to look into whether the Pittsburgh metro region needed to do a better job at industrial development. Specifically, they wanted to know whether circumstances warranted creating a non-governmental, nonprofit organization dedicated to making the region more attractive to businesses and promoting a more diverse and stable mix of industries and jobs. The Economy League’s report concluded the need for such an organization was “readily evident.” Several findings supported that conclusion, but, generally, the researchers found that there was a lack of coordination among agencies involved in industrial development and that their effectiveness was uneven. Such shortcomings put the region at a disadvantage. Industrial development was becoming more competitive and complex, requiring a highly organized and coordinated approach, the study noted. And the stakes were high. “No region can expect to obtain a fair share of the anticipated future expansion in plant facilities and jobs or even to retain existing facilities and jobs without careful mobilization of its industrial development efforts to capitalize on its assets, adjust to its handicaps, and eliminate or mitigate its alterable deficiencies.”14 The recommendation of the study’s authors was embraced by the Allegheny Conference, chamber, corporate leaders, and influential local politicians.

The first meeting of the Regional Industrial Development Corporation’s board of directors was held in the late afternoon of August 8, 1955, in the board room of the Westinghouse Electric Corporation headquarters. The new organization had been established under Pennsylvania law a few months earlier as a nonprofit corporation “to coordinate, stimulate and provide . . . the selective industrial expansion and diversification of the Pittsburgh region by every reasonable means in order to maintain the economic stability of this region, provide expanded opportunities for employment and improve the standard of living of the citizens of the region.”15 Its charter had been approved by an Allegheny County Common Pleas Court judge before the board met. Civic leaders had preselected a board composed of leading business and civic leaders. The forces driving the Pittsburgh Renaissance were well represented. Pittsburgh mayor Lawrence was on the board and in attendance that afternoon. J. Stanley Purnell, secretary to Richard King Mellon, was the board’s secretary-treasurer.

Clearly, the architects of the Pittsburgh Renaissance considered RIDC important enough to make sure they had a guiding hand in its governance. Purnell revealed the reason why. Economic development, he told The Pittsburgh Press, was the “blind spot” in the region’s attempt to reimagine itself as a modern, thriving metropolitan region.16 One of the board’s first orders of business was to hire the organization’s first president, who would shape its agenda and oversee day-to-day operations. They chose John Robin, the veteran political operative who had managed former Pittsburgh mayor Scully’s campaign to win public support for the city’s smoke control ordinance. Following the war, he had served as secretary to Mayor Lawrence and had been the first executive director of the city’s URA. The Pittsburgh Press, when reporting his appointment, described him as Lawrence’s “right hand man” and a Democratic Party “big wig” who had a reputation in Harrisburg and Washington, DC, as “the man who pushed through many of the deals that brought about Pittsburgh’s renaissance.”17

The RIDC board of directors and members of its operating committee read like a who’s who of corporate Pittsburgh. Gwilym Price was elected chairman. Price, the chairman of the Westinghouse Electric Corporation, sent out dozens of invitations for seats on the board’s operating committee.18 While a few went to labor unions and educators, including the dean of Carnegie Tech’s School of Industrial Administration, the majority of the committee’s members would be men from the top ranks of powerful companies, such as U.S. Steel, Jones & Laughlin Steel, Equitable Gas, Duquesne Light, Mellon National Bank and Trust Company, People’s First National Bank, the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, and the regional branch of the Federal Reserve Bank.

The fact major companies with deep pockets were recruited as members was not a coincidence. For one, shortly after hiring Robin as president, the board approved a plan to raise money to cover RIDC’s operating budget by soliciting annual contributions from companies as a condition of membership. Each would have a vote with the number of votes they controlled determined by the amount of money they contributed. The board made sure those votes couldn’t be bought on the cheap, stipulating that “no contributions less than $1,000 per year [nearly $12,000 in 2024 dollars] would be accepted.” The plan followed the logic of the Pennsylvania Economy League report, which suggested “the major regional business organizations, including the utilities and railroads, have the responsibility of providing both the operating and capital funds for the Corporation and thus should have the controlling voice in expenditure of these funds.”19 In its first year, RIDC raised more than $132,000—about $1.5 million in 2024 dollars—from member contributions, which accounted for nearly all of its revenue.20

With a budget, a small professional staff of four, and offices in Downtown Pittsburgh’s Union Trust Building, Robin set out to meet the daunting challenge of expanding and diversifying the region’s economy. Plentiful jobs and higher wages after years of depression, war, and rationing had fueled a nationwide boom in consumer spending and demand for housing, cars, appliances, and other products and services. Regions were positioning themselves to take advantage. Landing new and expanding companies was more competitive than ever. The Pennsylvania Economy League’s report and recommendations offered RIDC a blueprint to follow.

One concept for redefining the industrial landscape that the Economy League was bullish about was the planned industrial district. The idea, which only a few U.S. metropolitan areas were exploring at the time, was to create communities of industries on subdivided tracts arranged in a park-like setting with utilities, streets, and other necessary infrastructure in place. Manufacturers were becoming less interested in building their own buildings, the Economy League noted. An attractive pitch would be to offer them a new facility as a package deal that included land, architecture and engineering services, construction supervision, and financing. “The community which is not equipped to provide such services quickly and on a package basis will rapidly lose its competitive position,” the Economy League warned.

But it was unlikely that such industrial campuses would be created in southwestern Pennsylvania if left up to private developers, the report concluded. The market for planned industrial districts hadn’t been established. Investing up front to prepare the site and build the infrastructure required a degree of faith, “which local realtors and other interests seem to be unable or unwilling to finance even though the opportunities appear to be sound.”21 RIDC didn’t have the money to invest in planned industrial districts or a staff capable of building them. It was limited further by its charter, which didn’t provide the latitude to acquire and develop land on its own. Robin felt RIDC should move in that direction, suggesting the organization should at some point consider establishing a capital investment program for “the purchase, development, and holding for good uses of industrial sites in the area.”22 The organization would pursue other strategies in the meantime.
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