Troubled Pittsburgh Economy Doing Better than Most, According to Pittsburgh Regional Indicator Project
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PITTSBURGH - (Business Wire) While the Pittsburgh region has certainly been hit hard by the recession, new data released today indicates that the economic news here is better in many ways than that from other parts of the country. 

Unemployment, bankruptcy and housing prices are grim throughout much of the U.S., while here in the Pittsburgh area those key economic indicators are holding their own against national trends, and giving Pittsburghers a broader context with which to assess the state of the region’s economy. 

The new data, compiled by the Pittsburgh Regional Indicator Project, provides a mid-year assessment of the region’s economy compared with that of other benchmark cities across the country. They show that while the Pittsburgh regional economy is certainly in serious decline, much of the economic data here are actually somewhat better than most parts of the country. 

For example, the unemployment rate in May was 7.3 percent, as reported by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. No benchmark region had a lower rate. Baltimore, Boston, Denver and Minneapolis were the only cities to have a rate under 8.0 percent in May. The rate in Detroit was 14.9 percent, with Charlotte at 12 percent and Cleveland 10 percent. 

Preliminary unemployment figures for May totaled 89,757, an increase of 6,676 from the previous month. Since the first of the year regional unemployment totals have been as follows: January, 88,819; February, 91,634; March, 91,288; and April 83,081. The last time Pittsburgh unemployment was this high was in February, 1994 when it was 91,877. However, despite these gloomy job numbers, only three benchmark regions, Richmond, Milwaukee and Indianapolis had fewer unemployed people in May than did Pittsburgh. 

Home prices are another promising sign in the Pittsburgh market. Every three months, the Federal Housing Finance Agency updates a 12-month housing appreciation index, using average price changes in repeat sales and refinancings. Based on this data, housing values in the Pittsburgh region were up 1.08 percent for the period ending March 31, the highest increase of any benchmark region. Only Charlotte and Denver also saw positive value changes in the past year. On the opposite end of the spectrum, several cities saw steep declines, including Detroit, -11.47 percent, Baltimore, -6.44 percent and Minneapolis, -4.92 percent. 

Still other positive news continues to be the relatively low cost of living in the Pittsburgh region compared with other parts of the country. Only St. Louis, Cincinnati and Indianapolis claimed lower costs of living among the benchmark regions in the quarter ending March 31, when the numbers were compiled for all of 2008. What’s more, Pittsburgh falls well below the national average in cost of living. 

Finally, bankruptcies in Pittsburgh in the first quarter of 2009 totaled 3,359. Only two regions, Philadelphia and Charlotte saw fewer. Last year, Pittsburgh bankruptcies totaled 12,874 and the numbers for the two preceding years, 2006 and 2005 were 12,271 and 12,083. In each of the last three years, Pittsburgh's relative position has steadily improved in this particular indicator, going from 11th, to 9th, and then 5th fewest bankruptcies of benchmark regions. . 

“These indicators are particularly timely,” said John G. Craig, Jr., president of the Pittsburgh Regional Indicators Project. “Pittsburgh is experiencing economic decline along a broad front, as measured by other indicators in our database. But with only a few exceptions, this region’s economic performance has been stronger than most of the benchmark regions we compare with.” 

A complete presentation of all regional indicators, along with insights and analysis from a number of respected community leaders is available at www.pittsburghtoday.org. 

About the Pittsburgh Regional Indicator Project 

The Pittsburgh Regional Indicator Project is a four-year-old initiative that was created to measure and compare the performance of political, business, civic and social metrics against those of other metropolitan regions in the United States. Sponsored by the University of Pittsburgh and Carnegie Mellon University and supported entirely by private foundation funding, the data in ten different topic areas are organized and maintained with the advice of Pittsburgh residents with special expertise in the subjects involved. 

This project was organized in coordination with www.stateoftheusa.org, a national program nurtured in the National Academies in Washington, D.C. It expects to begin publishing national data this fall to help people and organizations answer vital questions about their communities, as well as to give all the nation a report card on the nature of life in the United States. Pittsburghtoday.org is also a member of the Community Indicators Consortium, a national association of state and municipal indicator initiatives. 

To examine the entire database of Pittsburgh’s regional indicators, including nine different information clusters, as well as to learn about the organizers of the project, visit www.pittsburghtoday.org. 
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