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Report Reveals Challenges for Present-Day Pittsburgh

Public Health, Poverty, Diversity and Government Spending 
Slowing Regional Prosperity

PITTSBURGH, PA (November 24, 2008) – There are two Pittsburghs–the one we think we know and the one we really live in, and in many cases the two are very different, according to a report released today by the Regional Indicators Project, Pittsburgh Quarterly magazine and the Pittsburgh Foundation.

The report, entitled “How Well Do You Know Pittsburgh Today?” offers an objective assessment of how the Pittsburgh region stacks up against other metropolitan areas across the United States, and the findings refute some long-held convictions of policy makers and Pittsburghers alike.

The report is a broad-based, fact-driven comparison of the entire Pittsburgh region compiled from nationwide benchmark data that has been collected over the past three years.  And while some of the report’s findings are cause for optimism, other results paint a more grim picture.

For example, the Pittsburgh region is one of the safest cities among the metro areas included in the benchmark study.  At the same time, the percentage of children living at or near the poverty level is the highest of all cities covered in the study.  

Also, it may come as no surprise to those who have endured Pittsburgh’s winter potholes, but this region ranked near the bottom of benchmarked regions in the percentage of good roads and the cost for operating a vehicle because of bad road conditions.  But it will probably surprise most Steeler fans to know that the arts have a greater impact on the people of this region than sports.  Unfortunately, the report also finds that we still have a long way to go before this region can be considered one of the nation’s leading supporters of the arts, despite the success of the thriving arts community here.

The full text of the report can be found in the Winter 2009 issue of Pittsburgh Quarterly, which arrives on newsstands next week.  

Other notable findings of the report include:

· The Pittsburgh region has much better health care insurance coverage than the national average, but the quality of our health is well below the norm.  In fact, Pittsburghers are kicking the smoking habit at one of the slowest rates in the nation, according to the report. Only in Detroit, Michigan are people quitting less than they are here.

· While Pittsburgh didn’t see a housing boom the way much of the country did, home prices in this region on average saw a three percent rate of appreciation, second-highest among the benchmark cities.

· For nearly a generation, Pittsburgh has laid claim to having the second-oldest population of any city in America, and by the mid-1990s, the elderly reached over 18 percent of the region’s population.  Now, Pittsburgh is one of the only major metro areas in the nation that is experiencing a natural population decline, as deaths exceed births on an annual basis. But while the population of this region continues to age, the rest of the nation is rapidly aging at rates much faster than what is forecast for Pittsburgh in the years ahead.

· For a city steeped in a rich heritage of ethnic diversity, modern-day Pittsburgh is one of the least diverse major cities in America.  Pittsburgh ranked last of all benchmark cities in the percentage of its foreign-born population, and the 19-county Pittsburgh region ranked near the bottom among comparison cities for its African-American population.
The report finds that contrary to popular belief, the problem with Pittsburgh-area government is not that spending is too high, but that it is too low. Though this may seem counter-intuitive to many, the report concludes that government spending problems are the result of maldistribution of funds, which causes many important programs and services to be underfunded.  Of all benchmark cities considered in the report, Pittsburgh ranked dead last in the amount of per capital local government debt it carries.
The purpose of the Regional Indicators Project is to collect, organize and maintain key indicators in ten general categories of civic and social importance and to apply clear, relevant and meaningful comparisons between the Pittsburgh region and those of other metropolitan regions across the United States in order that business, government and civic leaders can better understand the facts that drive policy decisions.  Data collection is an ongoing process and project officials continue to seek more high-quality data to use in comparing Pittsburgh with other regions.  The data are available online at www.pittsburghtoday.org.

“The information contained in this report is valuable because it allows all of us–citizens, policy makers, elected officials, the media and the business community–to really know how things work in this community,” said John G. Craig, Jr. president of the Pittsburgh Regional Indicator Project and former editor of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette.   “We’re not advocating any civic agenda, but rather we’re simply providing facts that we hope will lead to a more informed and productive civic dialogue.”

“I'm pleased that Pittsburgh Quarterly could produce this report along with the Regional Indicator Project," said Douglas Heuck, publisher of Pittsburgh Quarterly.  "This is the best, most comprehensive information on the baseline facts about this region that exists." 

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


About the Pittsburgh Indicator Project

The Pittsburgh Regional Indicator Project is a three-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 is closely coordinated with the Key National Indicators Initiative, centered at the National Academies in Washington, D.C. That initiative was begun as one response to a 2004 General Accounting Office (GAO) report recommending the establishment of a national indicator system as a way to help people and organizations answer vital questions about their communities, as well as to give all the people a report card on the nature of life in the United States.

To examine the entire database of Pittsburgh’s regional indicators or more information, visit www.pittsburghtoday.org.
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