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Sustainable Pittsburgh last presented this regional sustainability goals and indicators report in 
2004. In tracking the region’s progress, we see that much has changed, while too many things 
remain the same. Not changing, however, is the reason we produce the report. The old saying, 
“You can’t manage what you can’t measure,” applies. Sustainable Pittsburgh is resolute that we as 
a region need to take stock of key issues, throw all we have at the ones that need to be fixed and 

continually take stock of our progress. 
This report provides a suite of measures of the overarching, regional issues that cut across our geopolitical 

boundaries of southwestern Pennsylvania, while tying together our individual and collective destinies. The 29 
indicators were selected during an extensive public engagement process dating back to Sustainable Pittsburgh’s 
founding in 1998, when this effort was one of our formative projects to advance the mission of a more sustain-
able Pittsburgh region. 

On the topic of region, the focus of this report is on southwestern Pennsylvania. Across many of the 
indicators, the region is reported as the seven-county Metropolitan Statistical Area, the regional geography 
covered in most data sets, such as those provided by the U.S. Census Bureau. Where data availability allows, a 
somewhat larger 10-county southwestern Pennsylvania region is covered and, with some indicators, coverage 
extends to the 32-county Power of 32 region. A regional scale is key to assessing sustainable development. We 
are proponents of the Power of 32 initiative. Ideally, future updates of this report will provide insights to sus-
tainability progress across the Power of 32 region, which engages counties in parts of Pennsylvania, Ohio, West 
Virginia and Maryland whose interconnecting dynamics affect so many of these indicators.

The indicators help focus the discussion on issues of paramount importance to achieving a truly sus-
tainable future. Of course, there are many other indicators that might be great to include. However, we have 
strived to stick to a tight set that focuses on the regional “systems” vs. symptoms affecting our lives. Also, each 
indicator includes discussion of what it connects to, understanding that all indicators share thought-provoking 
linkages of causes and effects.

The report is profound in that it intentionally is not agnostic about the future. Rather, our public process 
identified regional goals for each indicator. Together, these goals point to aspirations for a more livable, just, 
renewable, repeatable, prosperous region. That’s our definition of sustainable development. Sustainability is as 
much about conditions that enable People to live to their productive potential as it is about a healthy environ-

ment for our corner of the Planet, our neighborhoods 
being great Places, and about jobs and wage Perfor-
mance. Thus, we’ve organized the indicators in this 
report around the four “Ps” of People, Planet, Place, 
and Performance—the “p4 Pittsburgh” framework 
that provides a lens through which progress toward a 
sustainable region is facilitated. 

As was the case with the last edition, the 
discussion of each indicator concludes with special 
focus on social equity implications. This is to drive 
home the point that sustainable development cannot 
be realized in a society that is unjust in the living 
conditions and access to opportunity enjoyed among 
its people.

“
Overall, the indicators show a 

region that has one foot squarely 

planted in a new and promising 

economy that is clean, equitable, 

renewable, healthy and based 

on sustainable business and 

community practice.
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Overall, the indicators show a region that has one foot squarely planted in a new and promising economy 
that is clean, equitable, renewable, healthy and based on sustainable business and community practice. The 
data also suggest lingering inertia of the trappings of an old economy in which some business models and 
market signals have yet to reorient to reap the benefits of sustainable enterprise to meet the growing expecta-
tions of customers, investors, insurers, and lead to new market opportunities where our actions simultaneously 
benefit people, planet, place and economic performance. Optimism comes, however, with the emerging reality 
that a sustainable economy is no longer a “nice to have” but rather a “must have” in the competition for people, 
investment and overall high quality of life.

With the necessary course correction toward sustainability now taking hold, another intent of this report 
is to catalyze collaboration. Our region’s large number of municipalities, educational institutions, public ser-
vice organizations, sustainability-minded businesses, etc. is both a great asset and oddly, perhaps, a weakness, 
too. This report provides common sheet music for elevating shared action, accelerating change, and measuring 
and accounting for progress. Our sustainability depends on it. 

Sustainable Pittsburgh thanks the many community stewards whose generosity and leadership supported 
the report’s development including: The Pittsburgh Foundation, Claude Worthington Benedum Foundation, 
The Heinz Endowments, and the Richard King Mellon Foundation. ⚫

Court Gould

Executive Director
Sustainable Pittsburgh
Fall 2016

Our Region.  Our Resources.  Our Future.
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Summary of Key Findings

has made important strides toward sustainability 

since the previous Sustainable Pittsburgh 

Southwestern Pennsylvania Sustainability Goals 

and Indicators Report was published in 2004. But 

while gains are seen in indicators such as housing 

affordability, infant health and public safety, 

the data also show rising poverty, greater traffic 

congestion, lingering inequity and other deficits 

that underscore the work that lies ahead.

The following summarizes key findings of this 

report that highlight the progress made and the 

work and challenges that remain on the road to a 

healthier, more just, prosperous and  

sustainable region.  

THE REGION



Racial Equity

 ▪ In an equitable society, the 
representation of racial and 
ethnic minorities in the gen-
eral population would mirror 
their representation among the 
region’s homeowners, workforce 
and other social and economic 
indicators. SUCH EQUITY IS NOT 

FOUND IN SOUTHWESTERN 

PENNSYLVANIA.

 ▪ ONLY 5.8 PERCENT of the more 
than 697,000 homeowners in 
the region were African Amer-
ican, Asian, Hispanic or other 
minorities in 2010, although 
they represented 12.9 percent 
of the region’s population. 
Asian residents were the only 
minority population overall 
with an average annual house-
hold income above the $47,497 
regional average. 

 ▪ Three years later, racial and 
ethnic minorities held 11 

PERCENT OF THE JOBS in the 
regional workforce while they 
represented 13.6 percent of the 
population.

Social Capital

 ▪ Opportunities for social mobility 
vary across Pittsburgh Metro-
politan Statistical Area coun-
ties. But low-income children 
growing up in the urban core 
have the lowest rates of mobility 
as defined by future earnings, 
according to Harvard University 
researchers. Their study finds 
counties with higher rates of 
upward mobility tend to have 
LESS SEGREGATION by income 
and race, lower levels of income 
inequality, better schools, 
lower rates of violent crime and 
a larger share of two-parent 
households.
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 ▪ Low-income children growing 
up in BUTLER, WASHINGTON 

AND WESTMORELAND COUN-

TIES have the greatest chances 
of earning more than what 
would be expected if they lived 
in an average U.S. county. Only 
in Allegheny County do they lose 
ground by living there, the study 
suggests.

General Health

 ▪ The trend in residents who rate 
their health as fair or poor is not 
encouraging. The rate rose from 
14.6 percent of the adult Pitts-
burgh MSA population in 2003 
to 16.6 PERCENT in 2012.

 ▪ Household income dispari-
ties in self-reported health 
are significant. For example, 
19 PERCENT of residents with 
annual incomes under $25,000 
rate their health as fair or poor 
compared with 6 percent of MSA 
residents earning $75,000–
$99,999 and 5 percent of people 
earning more than $100,000.

Infant Health

 ▪ Rates of infant deaths have 
DECREASED SINCE 2003 in 
Allegheny County, where infant 
mortality has historically been 
high, particularly among African 
Americans. 

 ▪ The sharpest decline is seen 
in African American infant 
mortality rates. However, racial 
disparities remain. In 2012, for 
example, the African Amer-
ican infant mortality rate was 
NEARLY THREE TIMES HIGHER 
than that of white infants in 
Allegheny County.
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Air Quality

 ▪ Air quality as measured by 
pollution levels is IMPROVING. 
The annual totals of unhealthy 
air quality days reported by the 
U.S. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency Air Quality Index 
(AQI) are generally following a 
downward trend, as are annual 
levels of ground-level ozone, fine 
particulates and toxic chemicals 
released by power and manufac-
turing plants.

 ▪ Yet, BETTER IS NOT GOOD 

ENOUGH to bring the region 
into attainment of EPA health-
based standards for ozone, fine 
particulates and sulfur dioxide 
in several counties in the region. 
The most “good” air quality days 
in more than a decade were 
recorded in 2015, yet on ONLY 

ONE-THIRD of the days was the 
air quality worthy of the health-
iest AQI rating.

Water Quality

 ▪ Wet weather continues to cause 
sewage mixed with storm water 
to overflow into the region’s 
rivers from inadequate munic-
ipal sewer systems, although 
data suggest RECENT INTER-

VENTIONS MAY BE HELPING to 
ease the long-standing problem.

10



 ▪ Levels of bromide and other 
salts DECREASED in the 
Monongahela and Allegheny 
rivers after the Pennsylvania 
Department of Environmental 
Protection asked oil and gas 
operators to stop taking shale-
gas-produced water to municipal 
wastewater treatment plants. 
Elevated levels of bromide 
and other salts detected in the 
Monongahela River in 2008 
prompted the action. At the 
same time, treatment plants on 
both rivers also noticed higher 
levels of bromide-containing 
disinfection by products, which 
are associated with cancers and 
other health risks.

Environmental 
Ethic

 ▪ The VAST MAJORITY of the 
region’s residents hold them-
selves responsible for helping to 
solve environmental problems. 
The dilemma for most is that 
they largely feel powerless to 
affect change. NEARLY 8 IN 10 

RESIDENTS believe there is little 
or nothing they can do to solve 
environmental problems.

Energy Use

 ▪ Total electricity production in 
the region has DECREASED, 
while the percentage generated 
from carbon-free sources has 
SLOWLY RISEN. Most car-
bon-free electricity produced 
and consumed locally is nucle-
ar-generated. Renewable sources 
account for less than one percent 
of electricity produced and less 
than two percent of the elec-
tricity consumed in the region.
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Crime

 ▪ Public safety has IMPROVED 

SIGNIFICANTLY, overall. Violent 
crime reported in the region 
DECREASED 20 PERCENT from 
2003 through 2014 and prop-
erty crime fell by more than 
24 percent. But crime remains 
disproportionately high in some 
neighborhoods. And low-income 
residents and racial and ethnic 
minorities tend to be more vul-
nerable to crime and its conse-
quences than others.

Housing

 ▪ The average value of owner-oc-
cupied homes in the region has 
INCREASED BY 22 PERCENT 

since 2005 and continues to rise. 
The average local fair market 
rent has risen 29 percent and 
is also following a STEADILY 

UPWARD TREND.

 ▪ Fewer renters are paying more 
than 30 percent of their income 
for housing than 10 years ear-
lier, but the rate remains high. 
NEARLY 46 PERCENT SPENT 

30 PERCENT OR MORE of their 
income on rent in 2014. The 
rate is higher in certain income 
brackets and survey responses 
suggest African Americans 
disproportionately endure such 
hardships.

Mobility

 ▪ Limited service and the sub-
urbanization of jobs make it 
difficult for commuters to con-
sider public transit a reasonable 
option. Fewer than 21 percent of 
the population can reach their 
jobs by transit in 90 minutes or 
less, which ranks the Pittsburgh 
MSA 69TH OUT OF THE 100 

LARGEST METRO REGIONS in 
the nation.
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 ▪ Meanwhile, southwestern 
Pennsylvanian motorists are 
SPENDING MORE HOURS sitting 
in congested traffic. Average 
annual traffic delay hours has 
risen 15 PERCENT since 2003.

 ▪ More compact, better-connected 
places that offer easy access 
to jobs, services, transit and 
amenities have lower household 
transportation costs. In the City 
of Pittsburgh, which has the best 
access to jobs and transit in the 
region, 19 PERCENT of average 
household income is spent on 
transportation. In Armstrong 
County, which is almost entirely 
car-dependent, 28 PERCENT of 
average household income is 
spent on transportation.

Cultural Life

 ▪ The arts and cultural orga-
nizations that reside in the 
region contribute significantly 
to quality of life and education 
and are a competitive strength. 
There were 79 fewer of those 
organizations operating in 2015 
than in 2010, a 5 PERCENT 

DECREASE. Major reasons for 
the decline include the lingering 
effects of economic recession 
and consolidations.

Recreational 
Opportunities

 ▪ Southwestern Pennsylvanians 
tend to give the quality of the 
recreational opportunities they 
find in local parks, playgrounds 
and trails high marks. NEARLY 

3 IN 4 RESIDENTS overall rate 
the quality of those outdoor 
amenities as excellent, very good 
or good. Only about 6 PERCENT 

rate them poor, according to the 
Pittsburgh Regional Quality of 
Life Survey.

 ▪ Survey results also suggest 
most residents base their views 
of public recreational areas on 
firsthand knowledge. NEARLY 

63 PERCENT report using them 
at least six times a year. Only 12 
percent say they never use them.
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Poverty

 ▪ The regional poverty rate is 
HIGHER than it was 10 years ear-
lier. Poverty and the risks and 
lack of opportunity it imposes 
may be blind to race, but African 
Americans are more likely to 
experience those burdens than 
other residents.

Wages

 ▪ Median household income in 
the Pittsburgh MSA ROSE 25 

PERCENT from 2005 through 
2014. The pace has slowed more 
recently, however, and income 
inequality is STEADILY RISING.
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 ▪ High school graduation rates 
are IMPROVING in the region’s 
school districts, overall. The 
percentage of students in the 
Pittsburgh MSA who graduate 
on time rose from 86 PERCENT 
in 2010–11 to 90 PERCENT in the 
2013–14 school year. 

 ▪ However, graduation rates in 
26 school districts were below 
85 percent in 2013–14. Among 
those districts, 11 graduated 
FEWER THAN 80 PERCENT of 
students on time; six graduated 
fewer than 75 percent; and in 
three districts, fewer than 70 
percent of seniors graduated  
on time.
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High above the Monongahela River in 
Hazelwood sits Pittsburgh’s last great 
brownfield. Only the weathered shell of 
Mill 19 stands as evidence of the steel and 
coke works that for a century had given 

the neighborhood bustle, prosperity and some of the 
unhealthiest air in the region. The rest of the 178 acres 
lies barren, freshly graded in preparation for its next 
chapter as a high-profile example in sustainable com-
munity development.

The vision is that of a harmonious mixture of 
housing, commerce and transportation efficiency. 
A new community integrated with the old. A place 
designed to be mindful of avoiding the environmental 
insults that past tenants had imposed. A development 
whose blueprints are accompanied by strategies to help 
shore up the city’s Hazelwood neighborhood and raise 
the quality of life of those who’ve endured the difficult 
years after steel, not displace them. 

No other shovel-ready project in southwestern 
Pennsylvania better embodies the concept of sustain-
ability, which, along with economic growth, includes 
social equity, environment and quality of life as guiding 
considerations in development. 

Southwestern Pennsylvania—only two decades 
removed from the downsizing of its industrial 
economy—was awakening to the concept of sustain-
ability when the Sustainable Pittsburgh Southwestern 
Pennsylvania Sustainability Goals and Indicators 
Report was last published in 2004. 

Twelve years later, plans for the former Hazelwood 
mill site are among the unmistakable signs that the 
city and region are embracing the principles of sustain-
ability as a road map for the future.

OUT OF THE PAST
Much of the data reflected in the previous sustain-

ability indicators report were gathered in the wake of 
a catastrophic economic downturn that left an indel-
ible mark on the region, shaping the population and 
economy of today.

Few regions have endured an economic and 
demographic upheaval as severe as the one that beset 

southwestern Pennsylvania after the decline of its steel 
and related industries. The region lost 158,000 man-
ufacturing jobs between 1970 and 1990 and the share 
of the local workforce employed in the sector tumbled 
from 28 percent to 12 percent. 

Dim job prospects, in turn, fueled population 
decline and complicated recovery by discouraging 
people from moving into the region, including people 
from other countries coming to America in search of 
opportunity.

Southwestern Pennsylvania lost nearly 290,000 
residents during the 1980s and 1990s. Many who left 
were young adults. In 1984, the peak of the exodus, 
an estimated 50,000 more residents left than were 
replaced by newcomers. More than 70 percent of them 
were under the age of 39. 

Their departure also meant the region lost their 
families and future children. As a result, the sev-
en-county Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area 
today has a higher percentage of older adults than the 
national average, despite the fact that recent years have 
seen the population stabilize and slightly more people 
move into the region than leave it. 

The share of the southwestern Pennsylvania 
population held by white residents has long been 
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A growing consortium of 

government, foundation, business 

and community leaders has rallied 

around the concept of sustainability, 

forming partnerships to explore 

its possibilities and keeping its 

principles in the forefront of 

decisions that will determine the 

course of the region’s future. 
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among the largest in metropolitan America. Today, the 
percentage of Asian and Hispanic residents is growing 
at a relatively brisk pace while the white population is 
shrinking. Yet, they account for a scant 3.7 percent of 
the region’s population combined. With African Amer-
icans making up only 8.3 percent of the population and 
people of mixed race only 2 percent, the Pittsburgh 
MSA remains one of the least diverse metropolitan 
regions in the nation.

Another profound consequence of the turmoil 
nearly a quarter of a century ago has been the shift to 
a highly diversified economy strong in sectors driven 
by innovation industries that cities from Chattanooga 
to Copenhagen with ambitions of building sustainable 
futures tend to covet.

POISED FOR INNOVATION
Southwestern Pennsylvania no longer depends on 

the fortunes of a single economic sector. The diversi-
fied economy that rose from steel’s decline includes 
strengths in education, science and technology and 
health care. 

Today, for example, the region’s education and 
health services sectors alone offer nearly three times as 
many jobs than are found in local manufacturing.

A key driver of the new economy is an established 
and expanding innovation corridor in the City of Pitts-
burgh’s university-rich Oakland neighborhood, home to 
the region’s two major research universities, Carnegie 
Mellon University and the University of Pittsburgh.

Trends in how innovation is occurring favor 
such concentrated resources. Advanced 
industries are doing more of their research 
and development through networks of 
researchers, entrepreneurs and inves-
tors, which tends to revalue proximity to 
research institutions and medical cam-
puses. Local evidence of the trend includes 
Google’s arrival in 2006 and the 2015 
opening of Uber’s Advanced Technologies 
Center in the City of Pittsburgh’s Strip 
District neighborhood.

A recent Brookings Institution study points to one 
of the reasons why innovation economies are attractive. 
While such economies demand workers with advanced 
education, half of the science, technology, engineering, 
mathematics jobs in the United States are “middle 
skill” jobs that pay $53,000 a year on average and 
typically don’t require a four-year degree, the study 
reports. 

A WORK IN PROGRESS
In April 2015, the City of Pittsburgh was host to 

the two-day “p4 Summit,” a gathering intended to 
expose local representatives of business, education, 
government, planning agencies, human services and 
others to the ideas and experiences of experts involved 
in creating sustainable cities and innovation economies 
in the United States and Europe.

The out-of-town practitioners of sustainability 
arrived in Pittsburgh to find several examples of the 
concepts and practices they came to discuss. 

Three Rivers Park, a 13-mile stretch of trails, green 
space and waterfront development along the Allegheny, 
Monongahela and Ohio rivers has replaced the aban-
doned mills and retired warehouses that had denied 
the public use of the city’s riverfront. Bicycle lanes have 
opened Downtown streets to cyclists as part of a new 
plan to make city streets more accommodating to those 
who prefer biking and walking over driving.

Less apparent is the work of writing the city’s 
first-ever comprehensive plan. The plan, when fin-
ished, is expected to set a framework for development 
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around a set of sustainable working principles already 
adopted that place an emphasis on considerations such 
as complete streets, green infrastructure, stimulating 
innovation, design excellence, and advancing social 
equity, a clean and healthy environment and strategic 
partnerships.

Along the Monongahela River just outside of 
Downtown rests Almono, the site of the former Hazel-
wood mill that the Richard King Mellon Foundation, 
Claude Worthington Benedum Foundation and The 
Heinz Endowments bought in 2002 with intentions 
of developing a model sustainable neighborhood. The 
plan calls for a mixed-use community knitted to the 
existing neighborhood that applies sustainable prac-
tices to transportation, energy use, water management 
and design. With tax-increment financing in place, the 
project awaits a developer.

Meanwhile, a community-driven strategy for 
improving conditions in Hazelwood has led to support 
for local nonprofits that have helped to hold it together 
during dark years of decline, the return of a neighbor-
hood school, the rehabilitation of vacant houses and a 
new library and community center built to green stan-
dards in a former church sold for lack of parishioners. 

In the city and beyond, a crowd-sourcing cam-
paign began last year to gather ideas for redrawing 
the regional transportation network from companies, 
human services, health care, education and others 
across 10 southwestern Pennsylvania counties.

Southwestern Pennsylvania’s growing embrace of 
the principles of sustainability is seen in the increasing 
number of green buildings in a region already consid-
ered a leader in the practice, as well as in the number 
of employers and property owners responding to public 
challenges to make buildings, businesses and neigh-
borhoods more energy efficient and sensitive to their 
environmental footprint. 

The movement has spread beyond the urban core 
with more than 50 municipalities earning sustainable 
community status based on the Sustainable Pittsburgh 
certification criteria covering issues from energy and 
land use to mobility, affordability and green infrastruc-
ture.

And a growing consortium of government, foun-
dation, business and community leaders has rallied 
around the concept of sustainability, forming partner-
ships to explore its possibilities and keeping its princi-
ples in the forefront of decisions that will determine the 
course of the region’s future. 

The piquing of local interest in sustainability 
comes at a time when the value of the principles it 
embodies is becoming more broadly acknowledged, 
particularly in business, where the “triple-bottom line” 
accounting framework for measuring performance 
goes beyond financial considerations, such as profit and 
return on investment, to include environmental and 
social dimensions.

The capital markets, for one, are paying attention 
to sustainability issues. Companies today are scored 
on their environmental, social and governance (ESG) 
performance. And providers of business information 
and analytics, such as Bloomberg LP, offer expansive 
sustainability data ranging from ESG scores and trends 
to controversy assessments identifying environmental 
and social incidents involving companies.

This report examines 29 indicators of sustain-
ability across southwestern Pennsylvania covering 
issues from housing, income and transportation to air 
and water quality, social equity and education. As the 
following pages make clear, progress made in some is 
tempered by steep challenges that remain in others.

The region, for example, still struggles to meet 
federal health-based limits for several serious air 
pollutants, such as ground-level ozone, despite the air 
being markedly better than when steel and other heavy 
industry ruled the local economy. 

Social equity issues are apparent across the region 
with lingering racial and income disparities that erode 
economic opportunity and the quality of life seen in 
indicators ranging from home ownership and housing 
affordability to education levels and health. 

But at no time in southwestern Pennsylvania has 
interest been greater in addressing such issues and 
re-imagining the region within the framework of sus-
tainability. ⚫
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Racial Equity

S TATUS:
Equity among races remains elusive 

in southwestern Pennsylvania 

GOAL:
Equitable opportunity
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TREND:  Overall, racial and ethnic 

minorities in southwestern 

Pennsylvania remain 

underrepresented in indicators 

of prosperity and opportunity, 

including homeownership, 

workforce participation and 

educational attainment. 

INDICATORS:

 ▪ Homeownership by race and ethnicity

 ▪ Educational attainment

 ▪ Household income

 ▪ Workforce participation
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

 ▪ Heart disease mortality rates
(Allegheny County)

WHAT WE ME ASURE
We look at the difference between the representa-

tion of minorities in the general Pittsburgh MSA popu-
lation and their representation in categories related to 
housing, education and workforce.

Homeownership rates by race and ethnicity are 
examined using U.S. Census Bureau American Com-
munity Survey 5-year estimates. To examine education 
levels, we look at rates of people with bachelor’s degrees 
or higher and those with a high school diploma or less. 
We also look at average household income by race and 
ethnicity. 

Minorities include African Americans, American 
Indians, Asians, Hispanics, Native Hawaiians or other 
Pacific Islanders and people of other races who live in 
the region.  

In addition, U.S. Census Longitudinal Employ-
er-Household Dynamics data provide a glimpse of 
workforce participation by race and ethnicity. As a 
health indicator, we look at heart disease mortality 
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rates in Allegheny County, the largest and most diverse 
county in the region. 

WHAT IT ME ANS
In a racially equitable society, the representation of 

minorities within each indicator category would mirror 
their representation in the general population. African 
American, Asian or other minorities accounted for 
12.9 percent of the Pittsburgh MSA population in 2010. 
Racial equity in homeownership, for example, would 
mean 12.9 percent of homeowners were minorities.

Such equity was not found in the previous South-
western Pennsylvania Regional Indicators Report, 
which examined 2000 census data. Unfortunately, 
2010 census data suggest little has changed. 

In several categories, the gaps are wide. Only about 
6 percent of the more than 700,000 homeowners in 
the region were African American, Asian, Hispanic or 
other minorities, although they represented 12.9 per-
cent of the population in 2010. They also represented 
only 9 percent of residents with a bachelor’s degree or 
higher. And Asian residents were the only minorities 
with a median annual household income above the 
regional average of about $47,000.

Moreover, minorities held only 11 percent of the 
jobs in the seven-county Pittsburgh MSA in 2013. They 

represented 13.6 percent of the population that year.
The Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Life Survey 

reveals profound racial differences among Pittsburgh 
MSA residents facing financial hardship. For example, 
nearly 18 percent of African Americans in the region 
report they often or always have trouble paying for 
housing and other basic necessities—more than twice 
the rate of hardship reported by other races, according 
to the findings of the survey conducted by the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh University Center for Social and 
Urban Research and Pittsburgh Today. Such hardship 
is more prevalent among African Americans in the 
City of Pittsburgh, where more than 26 percent report 
having trouble paying for basic necessities compared to 
fewer than 2 percent of people of other races.

Heart disease is another story. Heart disease 
deaths are disproportionately higher among white men 
and women in the United States compared with African 
Americans. Data suggest the trend holds in Allegheny 
County, where heart disease mortality rates are signifi-
cantly higher among white residents compared with 
African American residents. However, it is important 
to note that heart disease mortality is only one measure 
of health. Other indicators, such as infant mortality, 
suggest higher rates among minorities, particularly 
African Americans.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Racial equity is an element of every 

economic, social and well-being indi-
cator covered in this report. It is influ-
ential in determining the opportunities 
people find in the region, their quality of 
life and the strength of the southwestern 
Pennsylvania economy in the years  
to come. 

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
Racial inequality remains a com-

plex, stubborn problem throughout 
America and southwestern Pennsyl-
vania. We need to better understand 
the many factors at the root of racial 
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inequity and raise awareness of its profound implica-
tions for the region. 

Perhaps more importantly, we need to make 
erasing inequity a community-wide priority backed by 
a willingness to invest the time, knowledge and public 
and private dollars necessary to solve this problem that 
has persisted for generations. 

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
The racial and ethnic demographics of the Pitts-

burgh MSA are changing, just as they are across the 
nation. The share of the Pittsburgh MSA population 
comprising African American, Asian, Hispanic and 
other minority residents increased from 2000 and 
2010 and continues to do so. The percentage of white 
residents is steadily decreasing at the same time.

Minorities in the region are by no means homoge-
neous. Broad comparisons of white and minority resi-
dents across indicators obscure differences among the 
minority groups, which, in some cases, are significant. 

Asian residents, for example, had a median 
annual household income of about $57,000 in 2010, 
the highest of any racial or ethnic group in the Pitts-
burgh MSA, including white residents. And although 
they represented just 1.7 percent of the population, 
they accounted for almost 4 percent of residents with 
a bachelor’s degree or higher and less than 1 percent of 
those with a high school degree or less.  

African Americans are clearly the most vul-
nerable to racial inequity. In 2010, they represented 
8.3 percent of the Pittsburgh MSA population, but 
accounted for an estimated 4.2 percent of the region’s 
homeowners. They accounted for almost 8 percent of 
residents with a high school degree or less, the highest 
rate among racial and ethnic groups. They represented 
only about 4 percent of residents with a bachelor’s or 
higher degree. And at about $25,826, their median 
annual household income was the lowest of any racial 
or ethnic group in the region. 

Such disparities are particularly striking among 
African American men. A recent Urban Institute study 
reports that Pittsburgh’s African American men are far 
more likely than the city’s white men to live in poverty. 
They are more likely to be unemployed, even when 
they have the same levels of formal education as white 
men. And they disproportionately experience unstable 
employment and often hold jobs that do not pay fami-
ly-sustaining wages.

Drawing on 2011–13 Census data, the study reports 
that fewer than 6 of every 10 African American men in 
Pittsburgh over the age of 16 had any earnings over 12 
months during those years. Among those working, one-
third earned less than $12,500, which was roughly the 
poverty rate for one person. Moreover, two-fifths would 
not be able to support a partner and one child above the 
poverty level and fewer than half had earnings suffi-
cient to support a spouse and two children above the 
poverty level. ⚫

“
In a racially equitable society, the 

representation of minorities within 

each indicator category would 

mirror their representation in the 

general population. Such equity 

was not found in southwestern 

Pennsylvania.
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Opportunities for social mobility 
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Social Capital

TREND: Growing up in every  

county except Allegheny has a 

positive influence on estimated 

future earnings of children in  

low-income families.

INDICATOR:

 ▪ Social mobility of children growing up in a  
seven county area
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

WHAT WE ME ASURE
In a 2015 study, “The Impacts of Neighborhoods 

on Intergenerational Mobility: Childhood Exposure 
Effects and Country-Level Estimates,” Harvard Uni-
versity researchers Raj Chetty and Nathaniel Hendren 
analyzed the tax records of more than 5 million U.S. 
families from 1996–2012 to provide what is consid-
ered to be some of the best evidence to date on social 
mobility in counties throughout the nation. 

The researchers examined 1040-form federal tax 
returns and other documents and compared the long-
term results of families and children who moved to 
new ZIP codes with families who did not move. From 
the data they estimated the effect of each county in the 
United States on a child’s chances of upward mobility, 
which they measure as their estimated income in early 
adulthood. In addition, they examined factors within 
counties related to mobility, such as the quality of edu-
cation, percentage of single-parent families, segrega-
tion and social capital.  
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A county’s impact on social mobility is calculated 
as dollar estimates of the amount that each year of 
living in that county adds to or subtracts from a child’s 
annual income at age 26. Researchers also reported the 
impact of living in each county across a range of house-
hold income levels. 

We examine these data in all Pittsburgh MSA 
counties as a proxy for social capital, which studies 
suggest contribute to the mobility prospects of chil-
dren. We focus on the estimated mobility for children 
growing up in the lowest household income percentile—
about $30,000 a year or less—to better understand the 
chances low-income children have of escaping poverty 
in each county. 

WHAT IT ME ANS
The study finds that counties with higher rates of 

upward mobility share several characteristics. They 
tend to have less segregation by income and race, lower 
levels of income inequality, better schools, lower rates 
of violent crime and larger shares of two-parent house-
holds.

In six Pittsburgh MSA counties, the prospects 
for low-income children earning more than what 
would be expected in an average county were positive. 

Low-income children have the greatest chances of 
moving up the income ladder in Butler, Washington 
and Westmoreland counties. 

Only in Allegheny County do they lose ground by 
living there, the data suggest. The study suggests they 
lose an estimated $550 in future income each year 
they live in the county. Although living in Allegheny 
County appears to cost poor children in terms of future 
income, that is not the case for children growing up in 
higher-income households, whose prospects for upward 
mobility are much better.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Social capital is a key factor in the sustainability 

of the region. The social mobility research we use as 
a proxy measure of social capital shows that where 
children grow up matters in shaping their chances of 
economic success and offers insight into why that is.

Social mobility, the research suggests, is linked to 
the quality of education, race and segregation, neigh-
borhood crime rates, housing, employment, income and 
the overall well-being of families. It is a gauge of the 
opportunities and quality of life presented to everyone 
in the region.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
The county-level data indicate where 

in the region social mobility is low among 
disadvantaged youth, but we need to better 
understand the circumstances that lead to 
such outcomes and where within counties 
the problem is most acute.

Social mobility should be addressed 
at a local level by improving childhood 
environments. Much remains to be 
learned about the best ways to make such 
improvements. Data suggest, however, 
that reducing segregation and concen-
trated poverty in urban areas as well as 
improving the public schools should go a 
long way toward creating environments 
that lead to greater social mobility among 
children in those neighborhoods. 
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EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
The study provides further evidence that in addi-

tion to place, children’s race and household income 
significantly influence their prospects for upward 
mobility. 

Mobility among household income brackets dif-
fers from county to county. For example, low-income 
children in Butler County have the best prospects for 
upward mobility in the region and their ranking is 
better than 82 percent of counties nationwide. But 
mobility ranking among higher-income children in 
Butler County compares less favorably to the national 
average of their peers. In Allegheny County, the oppo-
site is the case. Children’s mobility and the county’s 
national ranking improve with each income level above 
the lowest percentile.

The Harvard study also finds that a larger per-
centage of African-American children nationwide have 
lower rates of upward mobility than white children. 
Such disparities tend to amplify racial inequality across 
generations. Researchers estimate that the counties in 
which they live account for one-fourth of the mobility 
gap separating white and African American children. ⚫

“
Counties with higher rates of 

upward mobility tend to have less 

segregation by income and race, 

lower levels of income inequality, 

better schools, lower rates of violent 

crime and larger shares of two-

parent households.
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TREND:  Lower rates of deaths 

caused by heart disease are seen in  

Allegheny County, while across  

the Pittsburgh MSA the rate of 

people reporting fair or poor 

overall health is higher. 

INDICATORS:

 ▪ Heart disease mortality rates
(Allegheny County)

 ▪ Self-reported health status in a  
seven-county area
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

WHAT WE ME ASURE
Health and longevity are important indicators of 

overall sustainability. Heart disease is a major threat 
to a long and healthy life. It remains one of the leading 
causes of death in the region.

We look at rates of death from heart disease in 
Allegheny County, the most populous and diverse 
county in the Pittsburgh MSA. The rates, which are 
reported as deaths per 100,000 people, are based on 
death certificates filed in Allegheny County as reported 
in an analysis by the county Health Department.

Self-reported health status has been found to be 
an independent variable related to rates of illness and 
death. We look at trends for adults age 18-64 in the 
Pittsburgh MSA who rated their health as only fair or 
poor. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion data are based on surveys conducted nationwide as 
part of the Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System. 
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GOAL:
Long, healthy lives

S TATUS:
Heart disease deaths in decline, but 

not the rate of poor health overall

General Health
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WHAT IT ME ANS
Allegheny County residents are dying from heart 

disease at much lower rates than were reported in 
2003, the data suggest. The decline is seen across 
race and gender, with the rate among white women 
decreasing the most dramatically. 

The rates of heart disease deaths among women 
of all races in the county have been below rates among 
men since 2008. And heart disease takes the lives of 
African American men and women at a lower rate than 
it claims white residents.

Several factors likely contribute to the improving 
trends of heart disease deaths seen across race and 
gender, including public awareness of preventive 
behaviors, diet and exercise, medical care and access to 
timely and appropriate health care. 

Yet, heart disease remains the leading cause of 
death in Allegheny County, accounting for 25 percent 
of all deaths in 2012. The age-adjusted rate of death 
due to heart disease in the county was higher than the 
average rate across Pennsylvania that year.

The trend in the rate of people in the Pittsburgh 
MSA whose health is fair or poor does not appear to 
be getting any better. The rate of those in fair or poor 
health rose from 14.6 percent of the adult population in 
2003 to 16.6 percent in 2012. It’s important to note that 
the CDC revised its survey methods in 2011 to include 

cell phones, which broadens the reach of the survey and 
produces a sample considered to be more representa-
tive of the population.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Heart disease is related to a number of other life-

style and health factors, including diet, physical exer-
cise, and being overweight or obese. There are environ-
mental conditions that studies have shown are related 
to the prevalence of heart disease, including exposure 
to certain air pollutants. Access to appropriate medical 
care is another related factor.

Also, as a factor that influences the well-being of 
residents, heart disease is an important quality of life 
indicator for the region.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
In recent years, Allegheny County has begun to 

collect, analyze and report a robust set of data related 
to the health of its residents. We need to embrace such 
practices in all Pittsburgh MSA counties to gain a more 
clear and comprehensive understanding of health 
throughout the region. 

Such data would help define immediate public 
health concerns and trends. It would allow for a 
better understanding of health at the neighborhood 
and regional level, as well as among specific popula-

tions, and help to inform strategies for 
improving the health of residents.

In addition, we need more timely 
data. Currently, it can take up to two 
years for health data, such as mortality 
statistics, to be reported. As a result, 
important trends or changes could be well 
underway by the time they are recog-
nized. Electronic death reporting, which 
is just beginning in Pennsylvania, is 
expected to expedite the process and help 
us better understand mortality trends.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
African American and Hispanic 

adults in the United States are more likely 
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 to report their general health status as fair or poor 
compared with white adults, according to the CDC. The 
prevalence of disability also tends to be higher among 
African Americans than whites.

Self-rated health status in the Pittsburgh MSA 
follows a similar trend, Pittsburgh Regional Quality 
of Life Survey data suggest. More than 21 percent of 
African Americans in the region rate their health as 
fair or poor compared with 18 percent of other  
residents. 

Greater disparity in how residents rate their 
health is seen across income levels. For example, 19 
percent of all residents of the Pittsburgh MSA with 
annual incomes under $25,000 rate their health as 
fair or poor compared with only 6 percent of residents 
earning between $75,000 and $99,999 and only 5 per-
cent of people earning more than $100,000. ⚫
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The trend in the rate of people in 

southwestern Pennsylvania in fair 

or poor health does not appear to  

be improving. 
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TREND: The rate of people with 

health insurance in the U.S. and 

Pennsylvania is rising, but the lack 

of regional data for recent years 

leaves local trends unclear. 

INDICATORS:

 ▪ Rates of people with health care insurance
(United States, Pennsylvania and Pittsburgh  
Metropolitan Statistical Area)

 ▪ Rates of people without health insurance
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

WHAT WE ME ASURE
One indicator we examine is the percentage of 

adults aged 18-64 in the Pittsburgh MSA who have 
health insurance as reported by the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, Behavioral Risk Factor Sur-
veillance System. However, 2012 is the most recent year 
for which CDC data are available at a regional level. As 
a result, the impact of the federal Patient Protection 
and Affordable Care Act (ACA) is unclear. Key provi-
sions of the law intended to enable more Americans to 
secure health insurance were either in their infancy at 
that time or went into effect after 2012.

For trends in health care access following the 
passage of the ACA we are limited to examining health 
insurance coverage data across the United States and, 
specifically, in Pennsylvania as reported by the U.S. 
Census Bureau American Community Survey. Although 
not available for metropolitan regions, these data sug-
gest general rates of insurance coverage specific to  
 

S TATUS:
State and national trends  

suggest access is increasing

GOAL:
Universal access to 
quality health care
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race and ethnicity and show how the rate of uninsured 
Pennsylvanians compares with the rest of the nation.

WHAT IT ME ANS
Health insurance impacts health, which influences 

the quality of life of individuals and families. Most 
industrialized countries provide health care or health 
insurance for all of their 
citizens through national 
programs. In the United 
States, national insurance 
programs cover a portion 
of the population, including 
low-income citizens, those 
with disabilities and seniors. 
The rest either have insur-
ance through their employer 
or buy it themselves using 
such means as the health care 
marketplaces created under 
the ACA. 

Available CDC data for 
the Pittsburgh MSA is limited 
to a period ending in 2012, 
which predates key provi-
sions of the ACA intended to 
expand coverage. The CDC 
data for that period show the 
rates of insured residents moved little in most years, 
but were higher in 2003, when about 93 percent of the 
region’s population had insurance, than in 2012, when 
an estimated 89 percent were insured. 

With regional data on uninsured residents in the 
Pittsburgh MSA unavailable for later years, the impact 
of the ACA is unclear. State and nationals trends, how-
ever, suggest the health insurance law has reduced the 
number of uninsured Americans. 

The rate of uninsured Americans fell from 14.5 
percent to 11.7 percent from 2013 through 2014, 
according to U.S. Census Bureau American Community 
Survey data. In Pennsylvania, the rate of uninsured 
residents dropped to 8.5 percent, one of the lowest 
rates in the nation.   

The ACA was signed into law in 2010. Provisions 
of the health insurance law went into effect at different 
times, including extending coverage of dependent 
children under age 26 and prohibiting insurers from 
denying coverage to Americans with pre-existing con-
ditions. In 2014, expanded Medicaid eligibility, health 
insurance marketplaces and income-based subsidies to 

buy insurance took effect. 

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Access to health insur-

ance is directly linked to 
the health and quality of life 
of people in the Pittsburgh 
MSA. Receiving appropriate 
and timely care increases 
the chances that adults and 
children will lead a healthy 
life, as well as avoid the 
significant economic cost of 
illness that can jeopardize 
family or personal finances. 
Health insurance access is 
also associated with factors 
such as employment, poverty 
and perceptions of the quality 
of life found in the region.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
We need detailed, up-to-date and more frequently 

reported data to better understand annual trends in the 
rates of uninsured residents in the region, costs borne 
by residents for coverage and the level of insurance cov-
erage they receive. Such information showing trends 
among different races and ethnicities and income levels 
throughout the region is also needed.

In addition, frequently reported data and analyses 
are needed to define the correlation between trends in 
health care access, availability of doctors and resources 
and personal health.
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EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Factors that influence whether Americans are 

covered by health insurance include whether it is part 
of their benefit package at work, whether they are eli-
gible for coverage under Medicare or Medicaid, or their 
ability to pay for insurance in ACA marketplaces or 
elsewhere. Data suggest the inability to access health 
care falls more heavily on low-income citizens and 
racial and ethnic minority populations.

In the Pittsburgh MSA, 12 percent of all residents 
interviewed in 2011 reported they could not afford to 
see a doctor when they needed to in the previous year. 
Among residents with annual incomes under $25,000, 
the proportion of residents who skipped a doctor visit 
because of cost climbs to 18.6 percent. And nearly 19 
percent of African Americans were not able to afford a 
doctor visit compared with 11 percent of other resi-
dents, according to the Pittsburgh Regional Quality of 
Life Survey.

The survey was conducted one year after the ACA 
was passed, but before many of the key provisions of 
the health insurance law were rolled out. 

Census data suggest that rates of insured citizens 
have markedly improved nationwide since then, but 
income and racial discrepancies linger. More than 16 
percent of Americans with annual incomes less than 
$25,000 were uninsured in 2014, the highest rate of 
any income bracket. More than 11 percent of African 
Americans and nearly 20 percent of Hispanics nation-
wide remained uninsured in 2014 while fewer than 8 
percent of white, non-Hispanic residents were  
uninsured. ⚫
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“
The rate of uninsured Americans 

fell from 14.5 percent to 11.7 percent 

from 2013 through 2014. But in 

Pennsylvania, it dropped to 8.5 

percent, one of the lowest rates in 

the nation.   
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TREND: Rates of infant  

mortality and low birth weight  

are declining for all races living  

in the region’s urban core.

INDICATOR:

 ▪ Infant mortality rates and rates of  
low birth weight
(Allegheny County)

WHAT WE ME ASURE
Infant mortality is a key indicator of the state of 

maternal and infant health in a region. We look at the 
rates of infant deaths in Allegheny County, the most 
populous and diverse county in the Pittsburgh Met-
ropolitan Statistical Area and a county where infant 
mortality has been a serious, lingering public health 
issue. It is also a county where the Health Department 
maintains comprehensive data on infant mortality 
and the factors associated with it, which allows for an 
insightful look at the issue.

Infant mortality is defined in the county data as 
the number of deaths of infants less than 1 year old per 
1,000 live births, which allows for an accurate compar-
ison of rates between different populations. Only births 
to mothers with an Allegheny County residency listed 
on the infant’s birth certificate are counted. 

Birth weight is an important indicator of infant 
health and is strongly associated with premature death.  
 

S TATUS:
Fewer infant deaths overall,  
but racial disparities remain

GOAL:
Safe births,  

healthy babies
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We look at rates of very low birth weight birth, which 
are babies born weighing less than 3.3 pounds. 

WHAT IT ME ANS
Infant mortality remains a serious public health 

issue in the region, nation and around the world. Local 
data, however, is encouraging.

Rates of infant deaths have decreased since 2003 
in Allegheny County, where infant mortality has 
historically been high, particularly among African 
Americans. African American infant mortality rates 
have declined more sharply than the rate in the white 
population. 

But there continues to be wide racial disparity in 
infant mortality rates. In 2012, for example, the infant 
mortality rate in the African American population 
decreased from the previous year but was still nearly 
three times higher than the rate among whites.

Several factors are known to increase the risk of 
infant death. One of the most telling is birth weight: the 
lower the birth weight is, the greater risk of premature 
death. The rate of low birth weight births—between 3.3 

and 5.5 pounds—decreased slightly from 2008  
through 2012. 

A more sizable decrease occurred in the rate of 
very low birth weight births (under 3.3 pounds), driven 
by much lower rates among African Americans. The 
majority of infant deaths occur among infants of very 
low birth weight. Although the gap in low-birth weight 
rates has narrowed, significant disparities still exist 
between white and African American populations. 

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
The causes of infant death range from disease 

and congenital abnormalities to low birth weight and 
Sudden Infant Death Syndrome. 

Infant mortality is linked to conditions and behav-
iors during pregnancy, including smoking and access to 
prenatal care. It is also associated with socio-economic 
factors and environmental factors, such as income 
level, poverty and air pollution. 

As a consequence, infant mortality is an indicator 
of not only maternal and child health status, but also of 
the well being of the general Pittsburgh MSA popula-

tion. Higher infant mortality rates often 
indicate a less healthy population overall 
and greater levels of adverse social and 
environmental conditions.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
In recent years, Allegheny County 

has begun to collect, analyze and report 
a robust set of data related to the health 
of its residents. We need to embrace such 
practices in all Pittsburgh MSA counties 
to gain a more clear and comprehensive 
understanding of health throughout the 
region. 

Such data would provide opportuni-
ties to perform detailed assessments of 
infant mortality in the region, lead to a 
better understanding of the problem and 
inform new policies and strategies to fur-
ther reduce infant mortality and ensure 
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 that newborns survive to celebrate their first birthday.
In addition, we need more timely data. Cur-

rently, it can take up to two years for health data, such 
as mortality statistics, to be reported. As a result, 
important trends or changes could be well underway 
by the time they are recognized.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Stark racial disparities in infant health linger 

despite recent improvement. 
African Americans in Allegheny County were 

2.7 times more likely to experience the heartbreak 
of an infant death than white families in 2012, the 
most recent year data are available. And while the 

infant mortality rate in the white population meets the 
national Healthy People 2020 goal of 6 or fewer deaths 
per 1,000 live births, the rate in the African American 
population falls far short. 

Wide racial disparity is also seen among key risk 
factors. Nearly 14 percent of African American births 
in Allegheny County, for example, were either low birth 
weight or very low birth weight births compared with 
6.6 percent of white births.

Disparities are also apparent across income levels. 
The risk of infant death, for example, is four times 
greater among low-income families who rely on Med-
icaid as their health insurance and do not participate 
in the federal Women and Infant Children nutrition 
program than among families with private health 
insurance. ⚫
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Despite significant improvement 

infant mortality rate among African 

Americans in Allegheny County, 

they are still 2.7 times more likely 

to experience the heartbreak of an 

infant death than white families.
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TREND: The overall suicide rate 

in the county has risen in recent 

years, but the rate of suicide  

among African American  

women has decreased.

INDICATOR:

 ▪ Suicide rates 
(Allegheny County)

WHAT WE ME ASURE
We look at rates of suicide in Allegheny County, 

the most populous and diverse county in the Pitts-
burgh MSA. The rates, which are reported as suicides 
per 100,000 people, were obtained from the Allegheny 
County Health Department. Rates of mental distress 
and impairment as reported by the Health Department 
are also examined.

In addition, we look at demographic and socio-
economic factors related to suicide victims, such as 
age, neighborhood, race, gender and involvement in 
mental health and other human services. These data, 
which are based on county medical examiner records 
and other sources, were the subject of a recent study of 
suicide conducted by the county Department of Human 
Services.

WHAT IT ME ANS
Suicide was the 10th leading cause of death in 

America and the fourth leading cause of death for 

S TATUS:
Overall suicide rate is rising and is 
higher than the national average 

GOAL:
Universal mental health 

and well-being
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adults aged 18-65 years in 2014, according to Centers 
for Disease Control data. In Allegheny County, more 
than 2,100 suicides occurred from 2002 through 2014, 
for an average of 163 suicides per year.

At an average of 13 suicides per 100,000 residents, 
the suicide rate in Allegheny County is higher than 
the national average of 11.6 per 100,000 people and is 
increasing.

Men are much more likely than women to commit 
suicide, which is the case throughout the United States. 
White men have the highest rate of suicide and it has 
changed little since 2003. Suicide among African 
American men in the county has trended lower since 
2004, dropping to 13.2 per 100,000 people in 2013 
compared with 22.1 per 100,000 among white men. 
African American women have the lowest suicide rates.

County adults diagnosed with severe mental illness 
have accounted for a smaller share of the population in 
recent years. From 2002 to 2010, the rate fell from 9 
percent of residents to 4 percent, according to Health 
Department reports. However, the number of involun-
tary mental health commitments has risen since 2012 
after several years of remaining stable.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Suicide is a major public health issue 

in southwestern Pennsylvania and across 
the nation. It is an indicator of the pop-
ulation with mental illness, diagnosed 
and otherwise, as well as issues such as 
access to psychological assessment and 
treatment, quality of mental health care 
and the availability of services for ade-
quately addressing related issues, such as 
substance abuse. 

Data also suggest suicide is asso-
ciated with household income levels, 
particularly poverty.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
In recent years, Allegheny County 

has begun to collect, analyze and report 
a robust set of data related to the health 

of its residents. We need to embrace such practices in 
all Pittsburgh MSA counties to gain a more clear and 
comprehensive understanding of health throughout the 
region. 

In addition, we need more timely data. Currently, 
it can take up to two years for health data, such as mor-
tality statistics, to be reported. As a result, important 
trends or changes could be well underway by the time 
they are recognized. Electronic mortality reporting, 
which is just beginning in Pennsylvania, is expected 
to expedite the process and help us better understand 
mortality trends.

We also need to better understand suicide 
throughout the region to target at-risk populations for 
interventions and lower the chances they will take their 
own lives. For example, we need to learn more about 
the large numbers of suicide victims who were never 
involved with mental health and other human services 
that might have helped them survive.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Men are significantly more likely to commit suicide 
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than women. And the rate of suicide among white 
men is disproportionately high. Only 1.1 per 100,000 
African American women in Allegheny County commit 
suicide, which is the lowest rate across race and gender.

Suicide rates for white men and women are sig-
nificantly higher than for African Americans of the 
same gender. However, African Americans are more 
likely than white residents to be diagnosed with severe 
mental illness. 

And they are more likely than whites to be invol-
untarily committed for emergency mental health eval-
uation and treatment under Section 302 of the state 
Mental Health Procedures Act. From age 15 to 54, for 
example, the rates of involuntary commitment among 
African American residents are at least twice as great 
as those for whites.

The data also suggest income is associated with 
suicide. In Allegheny County, the highest rates of 
suicide occur in several communities with signifi-
cant populations of low-income residents, such as the 
municipalities of McKeesport and Wilkinsburg, and  
the City of Pittsburgh neighborhoods of Marshall- 
Shadeland and California-Kirkbride. ⚫
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TREND: Little change in voter 

registration and turnout  

patterns: Rates peak in  

presidential election years, 

drop during gubernatorial and 

Congressional elections and drop 

steeply in municipal elections.

INDICATORS:

 ▪ Registered voters and voting rates during  
presidential, gubernatorial and  
Congressional election years

(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

 ▪ Turnout rates in municipal election years 
(four MSA counties)

WHAT WE ME ASURE
Two measures are used as indicators of the level 

of participation in governance among residents of 
the Pittsburgh MSA. Voter registration data show the 
percentage of eligible voters who are registered to vote 
each year. We also look at the percentage of registered 
voters who cast ballots in presidential, gubernatorial, 
Congressional and municipal election years from 2004 
to 2014.

The indicators are based on population data 
from the U.S. Census Bureau American Community 
Survey, and voter registration and election returns 
data reported by the Pennsylvania Department of State 
and by county election departments and bureaus. We 
use the population of MSA residents aged 18 years and 
older to determine eligible voters in the region. 

Municipal election data involve statistics reported 
by individual county election departments and 
bureaus. Not all county websites report data that 
includes voter turnout percentages or data for every 

S TATUS:
Registered voters and voting  

rates remain low in  
non-presidential elections

GOAL:
More voters voting;  

more democracy
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municipal election year. To get a glimpse of municipal 
election turnout, we looked at voter turnout in the four 
MSA counties where comparable data are available 
for elections held in 2011, 2013 and 2015: Allegheny, 
Beaver, Butler and Westmoreland. 

WHAT IT ME ANS
The percentage of voting age adults registered 

to vote is smaller in 2014 than in 2005. Data suggest 
annual registration rates are influenced by the popu-
larity of the election at hand. 

Voter registration spiked across the region for the 
2008 presidential election, for example, when Demo-
cratic Illinois Senator Barack Obama became the first 
African American to win the White House. More than 
94 percent of voting-aged adults in the region were reg-
istered to vote in that election compared to 89 percent 
the year before, when the political races were mostly 
local. 

Over the following three years, registration rates 
fell to 87 percent before rebounding for the 2012 
presidential election, when data suggest 90.5 percent 
of voting-age population in the Pittsburgh MSA was 
registered to vote. 

The percentage of registered 
voters in the Pittsburgh MSA who 
cast ballots has steadily declined 
since the 2004 presidential elec-
tion, when 69.3 percent voted. The 
decline in voter turnout during 
presidential election years is 
slight. 

Turnout in Congressional 
mid-term and gubernatorial 
election years has historically 
been lower than presidential years 
and has fallen more sharply. In 
2006, for example, 51.6 percent 
of registered voters in the region 
cast ballots in an election that 
featured mid-term Congressional 
races and a gubernatorial race. In 
2014, turnout fell to 41.8 percent 

of registered voters casting ballots in an election that 
determined Congressional representatives and a  
governor.

Voter turnout by far is the lowest in years when 
ballots feature mostly local offices, such as school 
board, and city, borough and county elected positions. 
Turnout in the four MSA counties we examined never 
exceeded 36 percent of registered voters in municipal 
elections held in 2011, 2013 and 2015. In Allegheny 
County, turnout ranged from less than 21 percent of 
registered voters to 27 percent; in Beaver County, it 
ranged from 30 percent to just under 36 percent; in 
Butler, less than 20 percent to less than 29 percent of 
registered voters cast ballots; and in Westmoreland 
County, voter turnout ranged from less than 26 percent 
to less than 32 percent.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Voter registration is an indicator of how informed 

and engaged residents are in governance and issues 
that affect their lives and communities. 

Voting helps to ensure that election results reflect 
the will of the people. Data that show poor voter 

turnout might suggest 
obstacles exist for some 
people to participate in 
government in the most 
basic way. Failing to vote, 
for whatever reason, denies 
people a voice in matters 
that affect the quality of 
their lives.

WHAT WE NEED  
TO KNOW

Once registered, a 
voter who is still living in 
the voting district remains 
registered. While loss to 
death and moving from 
the district reduce the 
registration numbers, a 
significant cause of the drop 
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in those numbers suggest the failure of newly eligible, 
young voters to make up for those losses by registering, 
particularly in non-presidential election years. A better 
understanding of the patterns of youth registration and 
factors that influence them is needed.

We also need a better understanding of voting 
patterns in different neighborhoods and among low-in-
come and under-represented minority populations 
who tend to have lower turnout rates in local, state and 
national elections than other registered voters. In par-
ticular, it is important to determine whether they fail to 
vote by choice or because they encounter obstacles  
to voting.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
The right to vote is at the heart of American 

democracy. It is voluntarily done in the United States, 
unlike many other nations where citizens are required 
to cast ballots. Data suggest large numbers of Amer-
icans fail to cast votes in national, state and local 
elections. Some citizens are much less likely to vote 
than others.

Low-income citizens are among them. According 
to U.S. Census data, 47 percent of Americans eligible to 
vote who have household incomes of less than $20,000 
a year cast ballots in 2012. The same election year, 80 
percent of Americans with incomes of $100,000 or 
more voted.

A similar trend prevails in the Pittsburgh MSA 
and 25 neighboring counties in Pennsylvania, Ohio and 
West Virginia, according to data from the Pittsburgh 
Regional Quality of Life Survey published in 2012 by 
Pittsburgh Today and the University of Pittsburgh Uni-
versity Center for Social and Urban Research. 

Only 38 percent of residents in the region with 
annual family incomes of less than $25,000 report 
voting in every election. And more than 23 percent 
of those earning less than $25,000 never vote. By 
comparison, 67 percent of residents in the region with 
incomes of $100,000 or higher vote in every election 
and fewer than 7 percent never vote. 

Racial differences in voter participation also exist. 
The Pittsburgh Quality of Life Survey, for example, 
found significantly fewer African Americans vote in 
every election than other racial groups.

And a national survey by researchers at California 
Institute of Technology and Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology suggests minorities are more likely to not 
vote for reasons other than choice. Black and Hispanic 
voters, for example, were three times as likely as whites 
to not receive a requested absentee ballot. They were 
also much more likely to experience long lines at the 
polling place and transportation problems. White 
eligible voters were the most likely to not vote because 
they disapproved of the candidates running. ⚫
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TREND: 

The number of women elected  

to Congress, state executive 

positions and to the  

Pennsylvania state legislature  

is gradually rising.

INDICATOR:

 ▪ The number of women elected to  
U.S. Congress, state executive offices  
and to the state legislature 

WHAT WE ME ASURE
Data necessary to understand the extent to which 

women and minorities are represented in state, local 
and federal government in the Pittsburgh Metropol-
itan Statistical Area are elusive. Even at the state level, 
there is no central source of annual, updated, compre-
hensive data on diversity of elected officials, particu-
larly by race. 

We look at one of the few sources of annual infor-
mation available: The number of women across Penn-
sylvania holding elected office in the U.S. Congress, in 
state executive positions and in the state legislature. 
The data are gathered and reported by the Center for 
American Women and Politics at the Rutgers University 
Eagleton Institute of Politics.

In addition, we look at the percentage of those 
elected positions held by women and state population 
trends by gender from 2003–15. 

S TATUS:
More females are being elected 

statewide; trends among minority 
officials unclear 

GOAL:
Diversity of elected 

officials that matches the 
diversity of the region’s 

population
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WHAT IT ME ANS
Women have accounted for 51 percent or more of 

the Pennsylvania population since 2000. In 2015, racial 
and ethnic minorities made up more than 17 percent 
of the population in the state. Despite accounting for 
more than half of the state’s residents, women hold only 
a fraction of the state and federal elected offices across 
Pennsylvania. 

From 2003 to 2015, only one or—at most—two 
women were members of Pennsylvania’s U.S. Con-
gressional delegation. Those numbers were among 
the lowest in the nation’s 50 states. During the same 
period, only one or two women held elected executive 
offices in the state, such as lieutenant governor, state 
treasurer, attorney general and auditor. The year 2010 
is the only exception: women did not hold a single 
elected state executive office that year.

The number of women legislators elected in Penn-
sylvania has shown gradual growth. In 2015, 48 women 
served as state legislators compared with 35 in 2003. 
Still, women accounted for only 19 percent of state 
legislators in 2015, despite representing more than half 
of the state population.

Insufficient data prohibit a reliable assessment of 
minority representation rates.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Representation in elected office is a 

key indicator of the participation of resi-
dents of all races and genders in govern-
ment. It is also related to several economic, 
social and quality of life issues. The avail-
able evidence, as limited as it is, shows 
large segments of the population are not 
represented in elected positions, denying 
government and the formulation of public 
policy the benefit of their experiences and 
perspectives.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
Data related to political offices held 

by women and minorities is woefully 
lacking on a regional level. The previous 

Southwestern Pennsylvania Sustainability Goals and 
Indicators Report published in 2004 relied on a study 
by University of Pittsburgh researchers of the diversity 
of elected officials in the Pittsburgh region in 2002. 
That one-year snapshot has not been updated to include 
later years, leaving current trends in the region unclear.

We need annual data showing the number of 
women and minorities in the region who hold elected 
office at all levels—from federal office to municipal 
elected positions. Such data allow for tracking progress 
or the lack of it. This basic data is necessary to explore 
issues such as why women and minorities are unable 
to secure a number of seats in government that comes 
close to matching their share of the population.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Women and minorities represent a significant 

share of the Pittsburgh MSA population as well as the 
population of the state and nation. Yet, efforts to gather 
and assess data related to their role in government have 
not provided a clear picture of whether they are making 
progress or losing ground in winning elected office.

What data and anecdotal evidence are available 
suggest that when progress is made it is slow in coming 
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and that women and racial and ethnic minorities 
remain greatly unrepresented in government relative 
to their share of regional and state populations.

As a result, their experiences, perspectives and 
interests are underrepresented in the debates that 
take place in the halls of government and shape public 
policy. And there is evidence to suggest there are sharp 
differences across gender and race when it comes to 
perspectives on governance. 

Women in the Pittsburgh MSA, for example, are 
more likely than men to support spending more on 
schools, public safety and human services, responses 
to the Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Life Survey sug-
gest. African Americans favor spending more money 
on police, schools, human services, economic devel-
opment, and parks and recreation than other races. In 
some cases the gap is significant: Spending more on 
human services was favored by 67 percent of African 
Americans—almost double the percentage of residents 
of other races who felt the same way. ⚫
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TREND: Improving overall over 

the past decade, but ozone, fine 

particulate, and sulfur dioxide 

levels in several counties across  

the region continue to exceed 

federal health-based  

pollution limits.

INDICATORS:

 ▪ U.S. Environmental Protection Agency  
Air Quality Index
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

 ▪ Ground-level ozone, 8-hour annual average

 ▪ Particulate matter, annual average

 ▪ Sulfur dioxide, 1-hour standard

WHAT WE ME ASURE
The Air Quality Index (AQI) is reported daily to 

inform the public of the quality of their air and the level 
of health risk it poses. The index includes five major air 
pollutants regulated under the Clean Air Act: ground-
level ozone, particulate matter, carbon monoxide, 
sulfur dioxide and nitrogen dioxide. The AQI reports 
use color-coded categories ranging from good to very 
unhealthy, which includes air considered hazardous. 
The higher the AQI value, the greater the air pollution 
and the health risk. The air quality data are collected at 
outdoor monitors across the region.

We look at AQI annual summaries to determine 
the number of days in a year the air was reported as 
being good, unhealthy for sensitive groups of people, 
unhealthy and very unhealthy. The EPA data reflect 
changes in federal pollution standards up to 2015, 
including a more stringent 8-hour annual average stan-
dard for ozone enacted that year. 

P
LA

N
ET

 ▪
 A

ir
 Q

u
al

it
y

S TATUS:
Despite improvement, air quality 

remains a serious concern 
throughout the region

GOAL:
Clean, healthy air  

every day

Air Quality



49

In addition, we look at EPA annual data for 
ground-level ozone pollution and fine particulate pollu-
tion, two long-standing problems in the region. 

Ground-level ozone is created by reactions of 
nitrogen oxides and volatile organic compounds from 
vehicle exhaust, industrial emissions, gasoline vapors, 
chemical solvents and natural sources in the presence 
of sunlight. The federal annual 8-hour standard is .070 
parts per million or lower. 

Fine particulate matter, known as PM2.5, includes 
solid and liquid droplets suspended in air that have a 
diameter of 2.5 micrometers or less. Research links 
PM2.5 to serious health conditions, including heart 
and lung disease, adverse birth outcomes, cancer and 
premature death. The EPA annual standard for PM2.5 
is 12 micrograms per cubic centimeter or less.

WHAT IT ME ANS
Air quality has improved across the region for 

more than two decades due to a number of factors, 
including the decline of local steel and other heavy 
manufacturing, tighter local and national regulations, 
advocacy efforts to improve compliance, technological 
advances and industry investment. The number of 
unhealthy days in the region for all groups of people as 

calculated by the AQI has generally followed a down-
ward trend since 2003, as have annual measures of 
ozone and PM2.5.

But better air is not necessarily healthy air when 
evidence linking pollution to disease, disability and 
premature death is considered. Studies increasingly 
report stronger evidence tying lower levels of air pol-
lutants to disease. Exposure standards once considered 
adequate to protect human health are regularly ren-
dered obsolete in light of new, more ominous evidence 
of a pollutant’s potential to harm. 

Since 2003, for example, the highest number of 
“good” air quality days in the region was recorded in 
2015. Yet, only one-third of the days that year fell into 
the healthiest AQI category.

National comparisons of air quality data suggest 
southwestern Pennsylvania tolerates levels of air pollu-
tion that are higher than what residents in most other 
regions are exposed to. 

All seven Pittsburgh MSA counties were listed as 
being in nonattainment with National Ambient Air 
Quality Standards for ground-level ozone in 2015. 
Allegheny County was one of only 20 U.S. counties in 
nonattainment of the current PM2.5 standard. And 
the air in parts of Allegheny, Armstrong and Beaver 

counties failed to meet the federal sulfur 
dioxide limit. Moreover, studies suggest 
the current standards these places fail to 
meet are, in fact, too lenient to adequately 
safeguard public health.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Air quality is directly related to public 

health and quality of life. A large body of 
medical research strongly links pollut-
ants such as ozone and fine particulates 
to higher risks of respiratory ailments, 
cancer, cardiovascular disease and other 
illnesses and premature death. 

In addition, increased health risks 
translate to higher health care costs. And 
poor air quality diminishes Pittsburgh’s 
“most livable city” image and is a com- 

P
LA

N
ET

 ▪
 A

ir
 Q

u
al

it
y

5

0

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

*The Pittsburgh area count covers an area 15 miles in diameter of downtown Pittsburgh

data source: Audubon Society of Western Pennsylvania

‘04‘03 ‘05 ‘06 ‘07 ‘08 ‘09 ‘10 ‘11 ‘12 ‘14‘13

38

19

16
18

19

2627

16

19

7

15

22

19 19

21

15

14

18

18 19

13 13

32

21

pileated woodpecker sightings
great blue heron sightings

Bird Counts
Sightings of each species during annual Christmas Bird Count, Pittsburgh area*

Sustainability Report 2016: PLANET

data source: United States Environmental Protection Agency; Toxic Inventory Release

Toxic Chemical Emissions
Total emissions, in millions of pounds, Pittsburgh MSA

44.3

40.6 40.6

37.2 36.6
39.0

27.0

21.6

15.6
13.0 11.9 11.0

0

10

20

30

40

50

‘04‘03 ‘05 ‘06 ‘07 ‘08 ‘09 ‘10 ‘11 ‘12 ‘14‘13

data source:  U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, AirData Air Quality Index Report

Ground-Level Ozone
8-hour annual average in parts per million, Pittsburgh MSA

0.00

0.02

0.04

0.06

0.08

0.10

‘04‘03 ‘05 ‘06 ‘07 ‘08 ‘09 ‘10 ‘11 ‘12 ‘14 ‘15‘13

EPA Air Quality Standard 
for 8-hr ground-level 
ozone: 0.070 ppm

0.091

0.082

0.092
0.088

0.086
0.085

0.077

0.083
0.081

0.085

0.078

0.071
0.074

Air Quality Index, Pittsburgh MSA
 number of  number
 unhealthy number of of very number 
 days for unhealthy unhealthy of good
year sensitive groups days days days

2003 127 20 3 23

2004 110 25 0 38

2005 118 32 1 29

2006 97 19 0 45

2007 87 28 0 46

2008 90 12 0 31

2009 66 7 0 46

2010 65 18 0 89

2011 54 6 0 78

2012 58 9 0 77

2013 23 1 0 116

2014 21 1 0 106

2015 30 2 0 122

The index estimates the daily health risk based on levels of ground-level ozone, 
particulate matter, carbon monoxide, sulfur dioxide and nitrogen dioxide.

data source:  U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, AirData Air Quality Index Report

In micrograms per liter

Bromide Levels in Rivers

Bromide concentrations calculated from water samples taken at drinking water plants 
on the Allegheny and Monongahela rivers.

data source:  Data collected by Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority and 
Carnegie Mellon University

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

allegheny

maximum

median

monongahela

2014

151

221

20132012

59

242

2011

240

299

2010

310

NA NA NA

data source: Allegheny County Sanitary Authority; National Centers for Environmental Information.

0

20

40

60

80

100

0

20

40

60

80

100

‘01‘00 ‘02 ‘03 ‘04 ‘05 ‘06 ‘07 ‘08 ‘09 ‘11 ‘13‘12‘10
*The recreational season is May 1- Oct. 1.

26.4

51%

49%

60%

79%

91%

35%

40%

41%

34%
20.4 18.1

25.2

36.3

20.4 20.9
17.6 20.0 19.8 20.3 20.5 20.4

25.1 22%

40%

49%

42%

34%

cso alerts, % of 
recreational season*

total rainfall in 
recreational season*
in inches

Allegheny, Monongahela and Ohio rivers

Combined Sewer Overflow

Citizen Influence
Pittsburgh MSA

data source: The Pittsburgh Regional 
Environment Survey

“Do you think environmental problems 
are something you personally can ...”

69.2%

9.5%

21.3%

Do nothing about

Do a lot about

Do a little about

Saving Energy
Pittsburgh MSA

data source: The Pittsburgh Regional Environment Survey

“During winter months, do you turn 
down your heat or set your thermostat 
at a lower temperature during hours 
when you’re asleep or not at home?”

“During summer months, do you 
turn down your air conditioning 
during hours when you’re asleep or 
not at home?”

NO

37.3% YES

62.7%

NO

36.4% YES

63.6%

‘04‘03 ‘05 ‘06 ‘07 ‘08 ‘09 ‘10 ‘11 ‘12 ‘14‘13

0

10

20

30

40

50

60%

Electricity Consumed
Southwestern Pennsylvania region*

Percentage of locally consumed electricity generated in region from carbon-free 
and renewable sources. Carbon-free include renewable and nuclear sources.

*Allegheny, Armstrong, Beaver, 
Butler, Fayette, Greene, Indiana, 
Lawrence, Washington and 
Westmoreland counties.

% carbon free                            % renewable sources

42

47 47

40

50 49
47

50 50
47

49 49

data source: U.S. Energy Information Administration

1.8 1.6 1.8 1.5 1.8 1.5 1.7 1.4 1.8 1.7 2.0 1.6

Electricity Produced
Southwestern Pennsylvania region*

‘04‘03 ‘05 ‘06 ‘07 ‘08 ‘09 ‘10 ‘11 ‘12 ‘14‘13
0

10

5

20%

15

Percentage of total electricity generated in region from carbon-free and renewable 
sources. Carbon-free include renewable and nuclear sources.

*Allegheny, Armstrong, Beaver, Butler, Fayette, Greene, Indiana, Lawrence, 
Washington and Westmoreland counties.

% carbon free                            % renewable sources

14 15 15
13

17 16 16 17 17 17 17
19

data source: U.S. Energy Information Administration

0.6 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.6



50

petitive disadvantage in attracting and 
retaining talent, businesses, visitors and 
investment. 

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
Better data are emerging that pin-

point trends in areas within the region 
where pollution is more concentrated 
than others. However, more data and 
analyses are needed to track the local 
public health impact of air pollution. 

For example, the growth of the shale 
gas industry in recent years raises con-
cerns about its impact on air quality. Yet, 
data that could shed light on how such 
operations affect public health have not 
been routinely collected and studied. 

There is also a need to help residents understand 
that improved air quality does not mean the air is 
healthy and that we tolerate levels of air pollution 
greater than what are found in most other regions. 
Nearly 65 percent of residents across the Pittsburgh 
MSA describe air quality as either a minor problem or 
not a problem at all, according to a 2013 environment 
survey conducted by Pittsburgh Today and the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh University Center for Social and 
Urban Research.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Air quality is influenced by a number of factors and 

varies across southwestern Pennsylvania. Pollution, 
however, generally occurs in greater concentrations in 
urban areas, valleys, communities downwind of power 
plants and other sources of industrial emissions and 
during certain types of weather conditions, such as 
sunny, muggy days and periods of temperature inver-
sion. 

Cities and boroughs along the region’s rivers are 
among the municipalities most at risk of having greater 
concentrations of air pollution. Many have endured 
decades of economic hardship. In dozens of cases, these 
communities where pollution is often the highest have 

a disproportionately high share of low-income  
households.

However, pollutants such as PM2.5 and ground-
level ozone waft across the whole region indiscrim-
inately affecting people of all races, ethnicities and 
income levels. ⚫
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TREND: The total amount of 

toxic chemical releases from 

manufacturing, power and  

other facilities in the Pittsburgh 

MSA has decreased every year  

but two since 2003. 

INDICATOR:

 ▪ Annual total on-site emissions of toxic  
chemicals released to air, water and land by  
utilities, manufacturing and other facilities

(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

WHAT WE ME ASURE
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Toxic 

Release Inventory (TRI) tracks management of certain 
toxic chemicals considered a threat to public health and 
the environment. Facilities in a range of industry sec-
tors are required to report how much of each chemical 
is released into the air, water or placed in some type 
of land disposal each year, and how much is managed 
through recycling, energy recovery and treatment.

For this report, we look at the TRI on-site releases, 
which include fugitive emissions to the air from the 
facility, discharges into streams, rivers and lakes, and 
land disposal at the facility.

More than 650 chemicals must be reported and 
many of them are identified carcinogens. Benzene, 
carbon tetrachloride, dioxin, formaldehyde, and silver, 
zinc, nickel and thallium compounds are among the 
chemicals covered in the TRI program. 

Facilities that report to TRI are typically larger 
facilities involved in manufacturing, metal mining, 
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electric power generation, chemical manufacturing and 
hazardous waste treatment.

This indicator is a measure of the region’s prog-
ress in reducing the production, use and release into 
the environment of toxic substances. It is helpful in 
assessing health risks, as well as informing public 
policy and the development of technologies that could 
reduce exposure.

WHAT IT ME ANS
The amount of toxic chemicals released from 

southwestern Pennsylvania facilities into the envi-
ronment fell by 75 percent from 2003 
to 2014. The EPA reports a reduction of 
annual on-site releases from 44.3 million 
pounds to 11 million pounds during that 
period. 

Releases of toxic chemicals sharply 
declined after 2008, when nearly 40 
million pounds found their way into the 
air, water and land. The following year, 27 
million pounds were released, a drop of 
more than 30 percent. By 2011, releases 
had fallen by 60 percent from 2008 levels.  

The trend is driven by steep reduc-
tions in on-site releases of toxic chem-
icals into the air. From 2003 to 2014, 
releases into the air fell by more than 85 

percent. Airborne releases accounted for 73 percent of 
the total amount of toxic chemicals released into the 
environment in 2003. By 2014, emissions into the air 
accounted for 43 percent of all on-site releases.

The EPA largely attributes the decline in chemical 
releases reported in the region after 2008 to a sharp 
drop in hydrochloric acid releases from the Keystone 
Generating Station, a coal-fired power plant in Arm-
strong County where emissions control technologies 
had been employed around that time. Hydrochloric 
acid emissions at the plant fell from 16 million pounds 
in 2008 to 9.8 million pounds in 2009, then to 78,000 
pounds in 2010. 

Facilities also are disposing of lower amounts of 
toxic chemicals in on-site land. Total pounds of on-site 
land disposal have decreased from 7.8 million pounds 
to 2 million pounds since 2014. However, little progress 
has been seen with reducing toxic chemicals released 
into the water.

Significant reductions in toxic chemicals released 
into the environment as reported by the EPA likely 
lower the degree of risk to human health associated 
with such emissions. 

However, toxic chemical releases are one of several 
threats to the local environment and human health. 
The region, for example, continues to fall short of 
meeting the EPA’s most recent health-based limits for 
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Bromide concentrations calculated from water samples taken at drinking water plants 
on the Allegheny and Monongahela rivers.

data source:  Data collected by Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority and 
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“
Toxic chemical emissions have 

declined since 2008, driven by 

reductions in on-site releases from 

industrial and power plants. But the 

region still falls short of meeting 

limits for ground-level ozone and 

fine particulate air pollution.
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two serious air pollutants, ground-level ozone and fine 
particulates (PM2.5).

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Contamination of our water, air and land is con-

nected to our health and well-being and the quality 
of our environmental resources. It is also a factor 
that may influence the region’s ability to attract new 
job-creating businesses and residents, particularly 
young adults.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
Understanding the factors that have contributed to 

significant reductions in toxic chemical releases might 
inform innovation and public policy and help continue 
the positive trends experienced in the region in recent 
years.

We also need to recognize that manufacturing 
and other industrial facilities are not the only sources 
of air toxics and include those emission sources in 
regional strategies to improve the air. Diesel particulate 
matter, for example, is an air toxic emitted by a range of 
common sources, such as buses, construction equip-
ment, trucks and trains.

Other poorly understood issues include which 
neighborhoods encounter the greatest exposure to toxic 
chemicals and the impact on the health of people who 
reside in them.  

The region also needs to continue to explore ways 
to encourage businesses and industries to further 
reduce the toxic chemicals they produce and use, and 
promote development of alternatives and new solutions. 

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
The risk of exposure to toxic chemicals released by 

manufacturing plants and other facilities is greater in 
neighborhoods closer to the source of the emissions. 

Several facilities that produce toxic emissions are 
located in the region’s river valleys and near communi-
ties that have experienced industrial decline and pop-
ulation loss. Several have a higher than average share 
of low-income households. Residents of those commu-
nities are exposed to greater health risks due to their 

proximity to toxic chemical emissions sources, which 
also tend to discourage neighborhood investment and 
contribute to issues such as vacancy, blight and low 
property values. ⚫
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GOAL:
Clean water for 

 recreational use

S TATUS:
Continuing challenges to the quality 

of water in our rivers require 
focused attention 

Water Quality
COMBINED SEWER OVERFLOW
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TREND: Stable. Wet weather 

continues to impair waterways  

for recreational use. 

INDICATOR:

 ▪ Recreational days lost due to wet-weather- 
induced sewer overflows in regional rivers

WHAT WE ME ASURE
We measure how frequently and for how long the 

rivers in the region receive raw sewage mixed with 
storm water when municipal sewer systems that com-
bine the two overflow.  

The Allegheny County Sanitary Authority 
(ALCOSAN) monitors the conditions at their plant 
during the recreational season to determine whether 
wet weather will likely result in sewers overflowing into 
the rivers. The season runs from May 1 to Oct. 30. 

Raw sewage may contain bacteria and viruses 
that could cause illness. When discharges are likely, 
ALCOSAN raises orange “CSO”—combined sewer 
overflow—flags at locations on the Allegheny, Monon-
gahela and Ohio rivers to alert recreational river users 
to limit their contact with the water. The flags fly for 48 
hours after the wastewater collection system returns to 
normal operation. 

ALCOSAN records the number and duration of 
wet weather alerts each year. We summarize these data 
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by considering the relative amount of time during the 
recreational season that water-contact recreation is 
limited. This is reported as the percentage of time the 
flags were flown during the season. 

We also track the rainfall during the recreational 
season. Very high rainfall years are expected to lead 
to more frequent impairment in the rivers. If rainfall 
is elevated and sewer overflows are not more frequent 
than usual, it may indicate engineering interventions 
are improving conditions.

WHAT IT ME ANS
Rainfall levels in the region during the recreational 

season from 1995 to 2004 were above normal, with a 
mean of 22.5 inches, about 1.5 inches higher than the 
long-term average for the region. Significant year-to-
year variability was experienced with a high in 2004 
of 36.3 inches of rain and a low in 1999 of 17.8 inches. 
Levels in 2005–14 were more typical with an average 
of 20.64 inches and a range from 17.6 inches in 2007 to 
25.1 inches in 2012. 

It is not surprising that impaired recreational days 
were much higher in 2003 and 2004 when rainfall 
levels were higher. A period of average and below 
average rainfall during the recreational season from 

2005 to 2011 was accompanied by lower percentages of 
time with CSO flags flown.

In recent years, including 2012 and 2015, 
above-average rainfall levels did not result in a return 
to higher percentages of time the rivers were impaired. 
This suggests engineered interventions deployed 
through wet weather planning, such as repairing 
sewers and building green infrastructure, are having a 
positive effect on water quality.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Human waste in the region’s rivers is a public 

health issue. Sewage contains pathogenic organisms 
that can cause illness. Reducing the amount of time 
river water poses this risk is important to protect the 
health of those who use the waters for recreation. 

The quality of the recreational waters in the region 
is also tied to social and economic indicators. Enjoy-
ment of outdoor recreation, including water-associ-
ated activities, is strongly linked to quality of life and 
tourism.

Improvements in water quality and reductions in 
sewer overflows are also indicators of the effective-
ness of the public agencies and sewer authorities who 
manage the water sources.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
We need better measurements and 

models to predict water quality impair-
ments that affect recreational use of our 
rivers. The CSO flag indicator is based 
on limited data and strongly associated 
with rainfall. It is not directly linked to 
water quality measurements showing the 
water is unsafe. Near real time testing for 
indicator organisms, such as Escherichia 
coli—E. coli—could improve risk assess-
ment and inform flag indicator duration.

CSO control involves building new 
infrastructure—including gray infrastruc-
ture, such as pipes and storage tanks, and 
green infrastructure, such as green roofs 
and rain gardens. The multimillion-dollar 
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Bromide Levels in Rivers

Bromide concentrations calculated from water samples taken at drinking water plants 
on the Allegheny and Monongahela rivers.
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investments planned in the region in coming decades 
are designed to improve water quality by reducing the 
frequency, duration and volume of combined sewer 
overflows. Evaluating the effectiveness of these inter-
ventions will be important.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
We lack the data to make equity analyses associ-

ated with combined sewer overflows. In general, clean 
water supports recreational water use for all citizens of 
the region. ⚫
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“
Data suggests recent engineered 

interventions are helping to ease the 

threat of sewers overflowing into 

the region’s rivers.
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TREND: Bromide levels in the 

region’s major rivers have 

improved in recent years, but  

the future is uncertain due to 

potential new sources. Measures 

of all salts have also improved in 

the main rivers since 2009, but are 

generally unchanged in streams.

INDICATORS:

 ▪ Concentration of bromide in the rivers

 ▪ Conductivity as a surrogate for total  
dissolved solids in rivers and creeks

WHAT WE ME ASURE
We measure the concentration of bromide in river 

water. Bromide is a naturally occurring trace ele-
ment found in many water sources, including oceans, 
groundwater, rivers and rain. Natural levels are usually 
very low. Bromide is found at higher concentrations 
in coal, wastewater from oil and gas development and 
in some mine drainage. In addition, bromide is widely 
used for a number of different applications, such as 
flame retardants, pesticides, dyes and pharmaceuticals. 

Drinking water treatment plants are designed to 
remove many contaminants from river water through 
filtration and to kill bacteria through disinfection. 
During this process, chemicals are formed called disin-
fection by-products (DBPs). DBPs are regulated by the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency due to scientific 
evidence that finds the use of water containing high 
DBP levels to be associated with increased risks of 
cancer and birth defects. 

S TATUS:
Salt levels remain stable in the main 

rivers but are elevated in  
some creeks 

GOAL:
High quality water to 

support ecosystem health 
and human use
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Water Quality
BROMIDE AND TOTAL DISSOLVED SOLIDS
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Treatment plants work to keep DBP levels low 
while using enough disinfectant to kill harmful bac-
teria. When bromide is elevated in water, it reacts with 
the disinfecting chemicals and forms more DBPs. 

We also measure the conductivity of water at U.S. 
Geological Survey gauge stations on the Allegheny, 
Monongahela and Ohio rivers; the smaller Beaver, 
Casselman, Conemaugh and Youghiogheny rivers; and 
Connoquenessing, Mahoning and Ten Mile creeks in 
the region.

Measurements of how well the water 
conducts electricity allows for estimates 
of how much salt is dissolved in the water. 
Saltier water conducts electricity better. 
Total dissolved solids (TDS) are the sum of 
all the different salts that might be in the 
water.

Several sources contribute to TDS in 
groundwater, rivers and streams. Some 
rocks dissolve naturally and result in higher 
levels of minerals like calcium. Mining coal 
can bring up groundwater that is higher in 
metals like iron and aluminum. Road salt 
can cause snowmelt to contain high levels 
of sodium and chloride. Industrial activ-
ities, such as coal-fired power plants and 

wastewater treatment plants, can also add TDS  
to rivers.

Some naturally occurring salts, such as calcium 
and bicarbonate, do not negatively affect aquatic 
organisms or cause problems in drinking water treat-
ment plants. Other salts, such as chloride, can interfere 
with growth and reproduction of fish and amphibians 
when they are elevated in surface waters. Still other 
salts, such as bromide, pose challenges to treating 
drinking water.

WHAT IT ME ANS
In 2008, dissolved solids increased in the Monon-

gahela River. At times that year and in 2009, conduc-
tivity levels in the Monongahela River exceeded 720 
micro Siemens per centimeter, the threshold at which 
drinking water may have a noticeable taste to con-
sumers.

Drinking water utilities also noticed that DBP 
levels were increasing and more of the DBPs contained 
bromide. Historical data suggest bromide levels are 
quite low in rivers and lakes in the United States. The 
median surface water bromide level is 30 micrograms 
per liter, according to a national survey of water utili-
ties conducted by the EPA.
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Bromide Levels in Rivers

Bromide concentrations calculated from water samples taken at drinking water plants 
on the Allegheny and Monongahela rivers.

data source:  Data collected by Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority and 
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“
Following an investigation 

into rising salt and bromide 

concentrations in local rivers, the 

state asked oil and gas producers 

voluntarily stop taking shale gas 

produced water to wastewater 

treatment facilities. Data shows 

water quality is improving.
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However, water sampling done by the Pittsburgh 
Water and Sewer Authority (PWSA) on the Allegheny 
River and Carnegie Mellon University on the Mononga-
hela River showed higher-than-expected bromide con-
centrations in both rivers in 2011. At a drinking water 
plant on the Monongahela, the median was 89 micro-
grams per liter; at a PWSA plant on the Allegheny, the 
median concentration was 98 micrograms per liter. In 
some cases, concentrations were high enough to cause 
the plants to adjust processes to ensure drinking water 
met regulatory limits.

Following an investigation into the rising salt and 
bromide concentrations, the Pennsylvania Department 
of Environmental Protection (DEP) in 2011 requested 
that oil and gas producers voluntarily stop taking shale 
gas produced water to wastewater treatment facilities 
that had permits allowing high salt discharge.

Data suggest the action led to a decline in bromide 
concentration in the Monongahela River from a mean 
of 89 micrograms per liter in 2011 to 25 micrograms 
per liter in 2012. A smaller decline was recorded in the 
Allegheny River through 2014. Both rivers also showed 
lower maximum reported concentrations of bromide.

In regard to TDS, following intermittent elevated 
conductivity in 2008–10, levels in the Mononga-
hela River have been lower and consistently under 
720 micro Siemens per centimeter. In general, the 
Allegheny River has a lower conductivity than the 
Monongahela River and the Ohio River looks like a 
mixture of the two rivers, as expected.

Greater variability in conductivity is seen in 
smaller rivers and creeks in the region. For example, 
the Youghiogheny River is very low in salts with con-
ductivity recorded from 2011 to 2015 never rising above 
200 micro Siemens per centimeter. In the Conemaugh 
River, conductivity ranges from 175 to 1070 micro 
Siemens per centimeter. Similarly, Ten Mile Creek is 
considerably higher than Mahoning Creek.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Bromide in source water increases the formation of 

DBPs that contain bromide, which are more toxic than 
other DBPs. Using water with higher levels of DBPs is 
associated with greater health risks.

Reductions in bromide and TDS in rivers and 
streams is an indication of effective regulation of pollu-
tion discharges and water management.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
Recent changes in air quality regulations may 

increase the use of bromide at coal-fired power plants, 
which could increase the discharge of bromide-con-
taining wastewaters to rivers. We need to know which 
plants will be increasing bromide use and how their 
wastewater discharges will affect down-river drinking 
water treatment plants.

Conductivity remains elevated in some regional 
creeks and rivers. Additional study is needed to deter-
mine if the elevated dissolved solids are associated with 
any risk to aquatic life or any challenges to drinking 
water treatment.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
We lack the data to make equity analyses related to 

the effect bromide and other salts in source water have 
on drinking water, including the formation of DBPs 
during treatment and the risks.

Additional data analysis is also needed to evaluate 
whether there are disparities in the quality of drinking 
water among residents of the region. Self-reports sug-
gest the possibility. About 25 percent of residents with 
annual incomes under $25,000 describe the quality of 
their drinking water as a “severe problem,” while only 3 
percent to 9 percent of people earning $75,000 or more 
say the same about their water, the Pittsburgh Regional 
Environment Survey reports. Also, 34 percent of non-
white residents say their drinking water is a problem 
compared with 10 percent of white residents. ⚫
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TREND: Recent improvements  

in bird counts are seen, but  

mussel populations are  

reportedly low in one of the  

region’s three major rivers. 

Ecologists view such species 

as indicators of overall health 

of several forest and water 

ecosystems native to our region.

INDICATOR:

 ▪ The health of select regional indicator species,  
specifically the pileated woodpecker, great blue 
heron and fresh water mussels

WHAT WE ME ASURE
We measure the number of pileated woodpecker, 

great blue heron and fresh water mussels in the region 
as determined by various methodologies and  
organizations. 

The pileated woodpecker and great blue heron data 
is reported by the Audubon Society of Western Penn-
sylvania and gathered during its annual Christmas 
bird count. The Pittsburgh area count covers an area 
15 miles in diameter of Downtown Pittsburgh. The 
data allow for year-to-year comparisons. Data include 
the number of birds counted each year and “number of 
sightings per party hour.” 

Freshwater mussel data are reported by the Penn-
sylvania Natural Heritage Program, a partnership that 
includes the Western Pennsylvania Conservancy, the 
Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural 
Resources, and the state Fish and Boat and Game 
commissions. Survey methods have improved over 
the past decade. Today, divers conduct more rigorous 
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scuba surveys compared with previous methods that 
collected mussels with brail hooks dragged along a 
riverbed. The available mussel data represent the total 
number of species identified in surveys done from 
2000–15. As such, the data do not allow for year-to-
year comparisons and trends.

WHAT IT ME ANS
A significant increase in sightings of the pileated 

woodpeckers was reported in 2014—the most recent 
year data are available—compared with sightings 
reported in 2003. Sightings tend to rise and fall from 
year to year, sometimes dramatically. Even a longer 
look at the data, however, suggests the pileated wood-
pecker continues to recover from historic lows. One 
study suggests, for example, that the bird was near 
extinction in 1933.

The number of great blue heron sighted in south-
western Pennsylvania during the most recent year also 
represents a significant increase over 2003 sightings, 
but the trend is generally stable when sightings-per-
party-hour data are considered.

Mussel populations vary across the Ohio, 
Allegheny and Monongahela rivers. The greatest 
diversity is reported in the Ohio River, where 22 spe-
cies were identified from 2000 to the present. In the 

Allegheny River, 19 species of mussels were identified 
and only seven were identified in the Monongahela 
River. The latest mussel counts are smaller than 
historic highs. For example, mussel counts have been 
as high as 40 species found in the portion of the Ohio 
River in Pennsylvania. However, mussels have been 
found in greater frequency in the Ohio in recent years. 
Factors that likely contribute to the recent increase 
in species found include water quality improvement 
since the mid-1990s, increased fish populations and 
improved survey methods.

But precisely how regional mussel populations are 
affected by changes in water quality is unclear. The 
mussel surveys are not designed to collect long-term 
species data that can be correlated with the improve-
ment or impairment of water quality.

Despite the limitations, available data suggest 
several important improvements in the mussel pop-
ulations. For example, the state-endangered pistol 
grip and pimple back mussels have been identified in 
the Ohio River for the first time since the early 1900s, 
according to the Western Pennsylvania Conservancy. 
Other rare species found in greater frequency include 
the three-horn wartyback mussel.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Healthy ecosystems supporting 

diversity of life are directly related to 
human health. Natural systems filter 
and clean water and air, enrich and hold 
fast the soil critical to growing food and 
help make communities more attractive 
places.

Areas of natural beauty and healthy 
wildlife and plant life can become desti-
nations for tourists and residents alike. 
And tourism dollars related to outdoor 
recreation account for a significant share 
of the economy in several of the region’s 
counties.
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WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
The health of the birds and mussels reported in 

this section is only a snapshot of the region’s eco-
system and an extremely narrow lens through which 
to examine the diversity of flora and fauna. Moreover, 
available data related to the health of freshwater 
mussels in the region, for example, are so limited it is 
unclear whether variations in the diversity of spe-
cies found in the rivers is a result of the frequency of 
surveys or other more critical factors, such as water 
quality. 

Data collection and analysis on the health of the 
region’s wildlife and plant life is fragmented, peri-
odic and often fail to reliably report long-term trends, 
despite the best efforts of organizations and govern-
ment agencies that take on the complex task of docu-
menting nature. 

A more comprehensive picture of regional eco-
system health covering a broader range of flora and 
fauna is needed, which requires coordinated research, 
more frequent surveys and funding to adequately cover 
the costs. The data also need to be centralized and 
made more accessible to be useful to a wider audience 
that includes the public and policymakers.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
The health and diversity of wildlife, plant life, as 

well as air and water quality, have implications for 
human health and the economy. The implications are 
not exclusive to any race or economic class, but are 
shared by all who live and do business in southwestern 
Pennsylvania. ⚫
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TREND: More than 8 in 10  

residents hold citizens like 

themselves responsible for  

solving environmental  

problems. However, fewer  

than 1 in 5 are active in the 

environmental movement. 

INDICATOR:

 ▪ The Pittsburgh Regional  
Environmental Survey

WHAT WE ME ASURE
To understand the environmental ethic of the 

Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area, we use find-
ings from the Pittsburgh Regional Environment Survey 
conducted by Pittsburgh Today, a regional indicators 
program at the University of Pittsburgh University 
Center for Social and Urban Research. The telephone 
survey, which used random digit dialing sampling 
of both landline and cellular telephones, is the most 
comprehensive survey of region’s residents on environ-
mental topics to date. 

The survey provides insight into the environ-
mental knowledge of residents, attitudes and views on 
environmental issues, environmental behaviors, and 
perceptions of the state of the environment, such as 
the quality of the region’s air and water. The findings 
are drawn from a sample of 805 residents randomly 
selected throughout the seven-county Pittsburgh MSA 
who were interviewed in May and June of 2013.
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WHAT IT ME ANS
More than 72 percent of the region’s residents con-

sider themselves “somewhat knowledgeable” of envi-
ronmental issues and another 9 percent say they are 
“extremely knowledgeable.” About 
18 percent admit having no knowl-
edge of environmental issues, such 
as air and water quality.

They do not exclude citizens 
like themselves from sharing the 
burden of solving environmental 
problems. More than 86 percent 
agree that individual citizens 
should be responsible for doing so.

Fewer than 19 percent of all 
residents say they address that 
responsibility as an active par-
ticipant in the environmental 
movement. Another 46 percent say that while they are 
sympathetic to the movement to protect the environ-
ment, they are not actively involved. 

The dilemma for most is that they largely feel pow-
erless to effect change. Nearly 79 percent of residents 
believe there is little or nothing they can do to solve 
environmental problems. The survey suggests the level 
of pessimism transcends geographic boundaries and 
that senior citizens and young adults are the least likely 
to believe they can personally bring about solutions.

They do, however, take some steps to reduce stress 
on the environment. More than 9 in 10 turn off lights 
and electronics in unoccupied rooms, and 3 in 4 take 

shorter showers and other water-saving steps, have 
recently upgraded to an energy-saving appliance, and 
routinely recycle glass, plastic and newspapers. And 
most lower their thermostats at night in the winter and 

reduce their use of air conditioning 
at night in the summer, although 
about one-third of residents take 
neither of those energy-saving 
steps.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
The value that citizens place 

on a healthy environment influ-
ences a broad range of factors, such 
as public perception of environ-
mental issues, regulatory policy, 
energy and water consumption, 
public knowledge of nature and the 

threats to it, spending and voting decisions, conserva-
tion, and the recreational use of parks, rivers and other 
natural resources. 

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
We need to understand the factors that lead people 

to take actions to address environmental problems 
and protect our natural resources, which survey data 
suggest most believe is the responsibility of citizens 
like themselves.

Survey data also suggests a need to better educate 
the public about environmental conditions and issues 
in the region. For example, 65 percent of residents 

see air quality as a minor problem or not a 
problem at all. Yet, southwestern Pennsylvania 
is routinely on the wrong end of air quality 
rankings of U.S. metropolitan regions and 
falls short of meeting federal health-based air 
quality standards for ground-level ozone and 
fine particulate pollution.

And in Allegheny County, only 48 percent 
of residents describe sewage runoff into the 
rivers as a severe or moderate problem and 18 
percent don’t believe it’s a problem at all. In 
fact, sewage runoff is so severe that the county 
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sanitary authority and 83 municipalities are under a 
federal consent order to solve the problem, and the cost 
to do so is expected to exceed $2 billion.

If environmental education and awareness play 
a key role in raising the value the public places on 
a healthy environment, the region is missing an 
opportunity to develop such an ethic at a young age. 
Like most places, southwestern Pennsylvania lacks a 
coordinated, robust, region-wide approach to teaching 
children in and outside of school about the natural 
environment and the need to protect it.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
The Pittsburgh Regional Environmental Survey 

allows for analysis across race, education, age and 
income. For the most part, such analyses yield few 
significant differences in perceptions and behaviors of 
different demographic categories.

Survey data do, however, reveal trends among 
some income groups. For example, those who earn less 
than $25,000 a year—the lowest income level in the 
survey—are the least likely of the income groups to feel 
individual citizens are responsible for solving environ-
mental problems and to be active in the environmental 
movement. They are the least likely to take steps that 
require purchases, such as buying energy-saving light 
bulbs and upgrading to energy-saving appliances. And 
they are much less likely to regularly recycle news-
paper, glass and plastic. ⚫
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“
Fewer than 19 percent of all 

residents describe themselves 

as active participants in the 

environmental movement.
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TREND: Total electricity  

production has decreased,  

while the percentage generated 

from carbon-free sources  

has slowly risen. The  

percentage generated from 

renewable sources remains  

flat in the region, which  

produces more than 42 million 

metric tons of carbon dioxide 

equivalent emissions a year.

INDICATORS:

 ▪ Total electricity produced and consumed  
annually in southwestern Pennsylvania

 ▪ Percentage generated from carbon-free and  
renewable sources

 ▪ One-year estimate of total greenhouse gas emis-
sions associated with end-use energy consumed in 
the region

WHAT WE ME ASURE
Estimates of electricity generated, which is mea-

sured in annual megawatt hours, offer a broad look 
at annual production trends in a 10-county south-
western Pennsylvania region that includes Allegheny, 
Armstrong, Beaver, Butler, Fayette, Greene, Indiana, 
Lawrence, Washington and Westmoreland.

In addition, the percentage of electricity generated 
from carbon-free sources and renewable sources is 
calculated from the amount of energy produced locally 
and consumed locally. “Carbon-free” includes both 
renewable and nuclear power production, but does not 
include carbon emissions associated with the construc-
tion, operation and decommissioning of electricity 
production operations. Renewable sources include 
biomass, hydropower, landfill gas, solar and wind.
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S TATUS:
More electricity is being generated 
from carbon-free sources, but little 
of it comes from renewable sources

GOAL:
100% clean,  

renewable energy use

Energy Use
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Annual generation estimates are derived from U.S. 
Energy Information Administration data and include 
utility and non-utility electric generation from sources 
with one megawatt or greater generation capacity. Esti-
mates exclude renewable energy production by house-
holds and small commercial businesses for their own use.

An analysis of carbon dioxide equivalents per 1,000 
metric tons produced in 2011 commissioned by Sustain-
able Pittsburgh provides a one-year snapshot of green-
house gas emissions associated with the consumption 
of electricity and fossil fuels in the region’s residential, 
commercial, industrial and transportation sectors.

WHAT IT ME ANS
From 2003–14, the region reduced local production 

of electricity by more than 10 million annual mega-
watt-hours and made small gains in the total generated 
from carbon-free sources. Most of the increase in elec-
tricity from carbon-free sources has been the result of 
increased nuclear production.

In fact, production from utility-scale renewable 
sources fell slightly. Renewable energy remains less than 
1 percent of the region’s energy portfolio.

In 2014, for example, carbon-free sources accounted 
for 19 percent of the 82.1 million annual megawatt-hours 
of electricity produced in the region, while only 0.6 
percent came from renewable sources. Data suggest such 
production from renewable sources is woefully low when 

compared with the nation as a whole. In 2015, more than 
13 percent of electricity produced in the United States 
came from renewable sources.

Southwestern Pennsylvania produces more than 
three times more electricity than is consumed locally. 

A large share of the energy consumed in the region is 
from local carbon-free sources. In 2014, for example, an 
estimated 49 percent of the electricity consumed locally 
was from carbon-free sources, mostly nuclear. Only 1.6 
percent of electricity consumed locally was from renew-
able sources.

Energy from carbon-free and renewable energy 
sources reduces the load of greenhouse gases in the 
atmosphere. Greenhouse gases emitted by human activ-
ities include carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide and 
fluorinated gases, all of which trap heat in the atmo-
sphere and trigger changes in climate. In 2011, the region 
produced 42.2 million metric tons of carbon dioxide 
equivalent, an indicator of greenhouse gas emissions.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Energy production and consumption relates closely 

to economic activity as a critical component of industry 
and business, jobs and prospects for growth. Energy 
conservation, efficiency and use of carbon-free energy 
sources—particularly renewable sources—hold promise 
for mitigating the impacts of burning fossil fuels that 
significantly contributes to poor air quality and cli-

mate-changing greenhouse gases.
The shift to a low-carbon energy economy 

risks disrupting the workforce, particularly in 
a region that historically has heavily relied on 
employment in traditional sources of energy. 
That, in turn, challenges public and private 
stakeholders to find ways to adapt and grow a 
sustainable economy and prepare those dis-
placed for new opportunities.

The connection between energy produced 
from fossil fuels and air quality and health 
risks are increasingly clear. Poor air quality 
is linked to serious health conditions, such as 
higher rates of heart and lung disease, adverse 
birth outcomes, cancer and premature death.
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Greenhouse gas emissions are drivers of climate 
change, the impact of which affects all walks of life. The 
2015 update of the Pennsylvania Climate Action Plan 
includes a range of projected consequences of gradual 
warming. Higher temperatures, for example, would 
be expected to raise demand for electric power, while 
extreme weather can affect the reliability of energy 
delivery and increase blackouts. 

Such climate changes threaten to increase heat-re-
lated deaths, but decrease cold-related deaths in Penn-
sylvania. By 2100, the number of excessive heat days is 
projected to increase by a factor of 10 in Pittsburgh and 
Philadelphia. The risk of vector-borne diseases, such as 
West Nile disease, is expected to increase. And water 
quality is expected to decline, posing risks to drinking 
water.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
We need to know more about trends in greenhouse 

gas emissions on the regional level and whether we are 
becoming more or less efficient within individual eco-
nomic sectors, particularly those that tend to emit more. 
We need to develop data sufficient to pro-
duce reliable estimates and benchmark the 
region’s greenhouse gas emissions against 
national and global levels.

We also know little about how patterns 
of land use are contributing to greenhouse 
gas emissions and how those emissions can 
be managed with land use and transporta-
tion strategies.

In addition, we need to know more 
about local energy sources, make sure that 
energy is used in the most efficient manner 
possible and move toward a system that 
matches a resilient mix of sustainable 
sources of energy production to optimized 
local demand for that energy rather than 
continuing a legacy system of energy wasted 
in production and at the point of use.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Greenhouse gases, other air pollutants and the 

consequences of climate change pose economic, health 
and other threats to all residents of southwestern Penn-
sylvania. Some populations, however, are exposed to 
higher levels of risks.

For example, facilities that emit higher levels of air 
pollutants are often located in low-income communi-
ties, where land is inexpensive. Low-income residents, 
as a result, tend to be more exposed to the health and 
environmental risks associated with poor air quality. 
Residents with fewer resources and those with limited 
access to health care are more vulnerable to the health 
impacts of poor air quality and climate change. The 
elderly and residents with cardiovascular problems face 
a greater risk of heat-related death, the rate of which is 
projected to rise as the climate continues to warm.

On the other hand, they and all residents in the 
region stand to benefit from reducing environmental 
degradation through greater reliance on carbon-free 
and, in particular, renewable energy sources. ⚫
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GOAL:
Efficient lifestyles;  

sustainable levels of  
consumption

S TATUS:
Municipal waste tonnage has 

decreased, but recycling  
efforts are spotty 

Waste and Recycling

TREND: Municipal waste  

tonnage has decreased since  

2003 in all but one county. At  

the same time, the amount of  

all materials recycled has  

declined in three Pittsburgh  

MSA counties. 

INDICATORS:

 ▪ Total annual tonnage of municipal solid  
waste generated in each of the seven  
Pittsburgh MSA Metropolitan Statistical  
Area counties

 ▪ Total annual tonnage of waste recycled  
in counties

WHAT WE ME ASURE
We look at two indicators to gauge consumption 

and efforts to lower the volume of the regional waste 
stream. Both are based on data collected annually from 
municipalities by the Pennsylvania Department of 
Environmental Protection and available in solid waste 
and recycling reports.

Municipal solid waste generally refers to rubbish, 
trash or garbage produced by households and small 
businesses. Materials range from paper, bottles and 
food to yard, retail and office waste and durable goods, 
such as tires and furniture. Municipal solid waste 
does not include industrial or construction/demolition 
waste. The annual municipal solid waste data reported 
by the state reflects the tonnage of waste received by 
landfills. We looked at the county-level solid waste 
data in the Pittsburgh MSA, which includes Allegheny, 
Armstrong, Beaver, Butler, Fayette, Washington and 
Westmoreland counties.
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The other indicator is the tonnage of waste recy-
cled annually as reported by each Pennsylvania munic-
ipality under state Act 101 of 1988. The data are used 
in statewide analyses of recycling programs. Recycled 
waste included in the state data ranges from cans, bot-
tles and paper to asphalt, construction and demolition 
waste and electronics, including televisions. 

WHAT IT ME ANS
The amount of solid waste sent to landfills has 

generally decreased in Pittsburgh MSA counties since 
2003. The only increase was seen in Beaver County, 
where tonnage has risen more than 11 percent.

It is important to note that municipal solid waste 
tonnage is sensitive to economic conditions. Annual 
tonnage fell 18 percent in Butler County from 2007 
through 2009, for example, when the region and nation 
were in economic recession.

While Beaver County’s tonnage of municipal solid 
waste has risen since 2003, greater amounts of waste 
are also being recycled. Tonnage of recycled waste 
has also risen in three other counties. Beaver County 
reported recycling 548,791 tons of waste in 2013, the 
highest total among MSA counties. The amount of recy-
cled waste has decreased in Fayette, Washington and 
Westmoreland counties to well below amounts recycled 
in 2003.

Construction and demolition waste and unsorted 
“single stream” waste account for large shares of what 
is typically recycled in MSA counties each year. In 
2014, for example, single stream waste accounted for 
nearly 23 percent of what was recycled in Allegheny 
County and construction and demolition waste 
accounted for another 19 percent.

Disposal and recycling trends in some counties are 
dramatic. In Allegheny County, for example, landfills 
received 24 percent less solid waste in 2014 compared 
to 2003, and tonnage of recycled waste increased by 90 
percent.

Trends in solid waste disposal and recycling vary 
from year to year and sometimes the changes are 
significant. In addition to economic conditions, the 
reasons for the differences include less consumption 

and more effective recycling efforts, as well as special 
circumstances. For example, a major reason for the 
spike in statewide recycling tonnage during 2012 was 
a spate of severe weather, including Hurricane Sandy, 
which caused widespread damage and resulted in more 
yard and wood debris, metal siding, shingles and other 
recyclable materials being discarded.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
The waste stream represents a loss of resources 

and poses environmental risks. Materials thrown away 
are often replaced with new materials, which require 
energy and other resources to produce. Landfills con-
sume large tracts of land to accommodate the millions 
of tons of solid waste generated in the region. And land-
fill contents carry a risk of contaminating soil, ground 
water and nearby streams.

Recycling represents opportunities to reduce the 
impact of consumption by slowing the waste stream, 
reducing landfill volumes and reusing materials. 
Studies suggest that recycling waste creates signifi-
cantly more jobs than sending waste to landfills. Recy-
cling data also help assess the effectiveness of recycling 
programs the state requires many municipalities to 
have in place.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
We need to know more about why municipal solid 

waste levels have fallen in most counties in recent years 
and the factors that have led three counties to recycle 
less, as well as what aspects of recycling programs are 
more effective than others and why.

“
The amount of solid waste sent to 

landfills has generally decreased in 

Pittsburgh MSA counties  

since 2003. 
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And more readily accessible data should help 
increase awareness among municipal officials, property 
managers and the general public of how much solid 
waste they produce and how much it is costing them, 
which tends to encourage strategies for reducing it.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Regional survey results suggest household income 

levels influence residential recycling. People with an 
annual income under $25,000, for example, were 
significantly less likely than those in higher income 
brackets to say they regularly recycle newspaper, glass 
and plastics, according to the findings of the Pittsburgh 
Regional Environmental Survey conducted by Pitts-
burgh Today and the University of Pittsburgh Univer-
sity Center for Social and Urban Research.

In many cases, solid waste landfills are found 
where land is inexpensive and incomes are modest, 
increasing the likelihood that residents of those com-
munities will be disproportionately exposed to the 
health and environmental risks associated with land-
fills and the materials disposed in them. ⚫
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TREND: Rates of violent and 

property crime continue to 

decrease in the Pittsburgh MSA.

INDICATOR:

 ▪ Property and violent crimes reported
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

WHAT WE ME ASURE
We look at the total rates for property crimes and 

violent crimes reported to police annually throughout 
the Pittsburgh MSA. These indicators are based on 
annual FBI Uniform Crime Reports, which the fed-
eral bureau collects from states. In Pennsylvania, the 
data are gathered from all municipal law enforcement 
agencies in the state through the Pennsylvania Uniform 
Crime Reporting system, which is managed by the 
Pennsylvania State Police.

This indicator shows broad trends in reported 
crime across the region. Crime rates are calculated 
as the number of crimes per 100,000 people that are 
reported during a year.

Violent crime includes murder and non-negligent 
manslaughter, rape, robbery and aggravated assault. 
Property crime includes burglary, larceny-theft, motor 
vehicle theft and arson.
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WHAT IT ME ANS
When Pittsburgh rises to the top of various “best 

places to live” lists, one indicator often cited is the 
region’s relative safety as measured by crime rates, 
which typically are among the lowest of U.S. metropol-
itan areas.

The rates of both property and violent crimes 
reported in the Pittsburgh MSA have, for the most 
part, steadily decreased from year to year, falling to 
levels significantly lower than those reported in 2003. 
Violent crime dropped 20 percent from 2003 through 
2014, while reported property crime fell by more than 
24 percent.

Crime rates are not consistent across the region. 
As a rule, crime is higher in more densely populated 
areas. And crime is disproportionately high in certain 
neighborhoods.

Many social and economic factors influence 
crime. Several characteristics associated with safer 
neighborhoods are found in southwestern Pennsyl-
vania. A relatively stable economy and unemployment 
lower than the national average are among them. The 
region has a high rate of residents with a high school 
diploma compared to other U.S. metro areas. And 
the population tends to be less transient. Nearly 90 
percent of residents have lived in the region for longer 
than 10 years and 80 percent for longer than 20, the 
Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Life Survey conducted 

by the University of Pittsburgh and Pittsburgh Today 
suggests.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Crime and arrest rates are key indicators of the 

safety, social justice and the overall quality of life 
people find in a region. Crime is related to social fac-
tors, such as poverty, education, health and family sta-
bility. It also has economic implications. Communities 
with high crime rates—particularly violent crime—tend 
to struggle with unemployment, disinvestment and 
lower property values.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
The capability to gather and analyze 

local crime data is increasing. We need to 
increase the use of data to pinpoint trends 
in individual municipalities, neighbor-
hoods and across income and education 
levels and other social and economic 
differences. It is also important to work 
toward making neighborhood-level crime 
data more accessible to the public in all 
corners of the region.

In addition, further analysis is needed 
of issues such as the pathways to crime, 
particularly among young people, and how 
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well interventions aimed at curbing crime 
and violence are working. 

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
No one is immune to crime. However, 

certain neighborhoods have disproportion-
ately high crime rates. Also, low-income 
residents and minorities, particularly 
African American residents, tend to be 
more vulnerable to crime and its conse-
quences than other residents.

The Pittsburgh Regional Quality of 
Life Survey found that residents of the 
Pittsburgh MSA with the lowest income—
under $25,000 a year—are more likely 
than most to feel their neighborhood is less 
safe than others. They are also the more likely than 
residents in higher income brackets to report having 
been a victim of violent crime in the past year and to 
say police do a poor job protecting their communities.

The survey also finds stark racial differences in 
views and experiences related to crime. African Ameri-
cans are more likely than residents of other races to feel 
their neighborhood isn’t as safe as others. And more 
than 1 in 20 African Americans report having been a 
victim of a violent crime during the previous year—
nearly three times the rate of victimization reported by 
residents of other races. ⚫
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TREND: The overall rate of  

renters and homeowners whose 

housing costs exceed 30 percent  

of their annual income is slowly  

decreasing.

INDICATORS:

 ▪ Percentage of annual income residents  
spend on housing
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

 ▪ Fair market rent and median home values

WHAT WE ME ASURE
We look at trends in how affordable housing is 

to residents of the Pittsburgh MSA using U.S. Census 
Bureau data reported in American Community Survey 
estimates.

Specifically, we look at the percentage of home-
owners and renters whose housing costs consume more 
than 30 percent of their annual income. We also look 
for disparities in housing affordability across income 
levels within the population.

Families who pay more than 30 percent of their 
income for housing are considered cost burdened by 
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment. Such families may have difficulty affording other 
necessities, such as food, clothing, transportation and 
medical care. 

In addition, Census Bureau median home values in 
the region and HUD fair market rent data offer a look 
at broad trends in the regional housing market.
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More residents are finding  

affordable housing, but stark  
disparities remain

GOAL:
Good and affordable 

housing for all

Housing
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WHAT IT ME ANS
The average value of owner-occupied homes in 

the region has increased by 22 percent since 2005 and 
continues to rise. The average local fair market rent has 
risen 29 percent and is also following a steadily upward 
trend.

Meanwhile, the rate of homeowners and renters 
whose housing costs account for 30 percent or more 
of their income has slowly decreased. But significant 
percentages of both continue to struggle with housing 
costs considered to be a financial burden.

Homeowners are less likely than renters to face 
such hardship. In 2014, housing costs took 30 percent 
of the income of nearly 19 percent of 
homeowners, down from 24.5 percent in 
2005. 

Fewer renters are paying more than 
30 percent of their income for housing 
than 10 years earlier, however the rate has 
fallen only slightly. Moreover, the rate of 
renters facing such a financial dilemma 
remains strikingly high. Nearly 46 percent 
of renters spent 30 percent or more of 
their income on housing in 2014. And in 
certain income brackets the rate hardship 
is much greater.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Housing is a basic human need. 

Struggling to afford adequate housing has 

many implications. It affects household finances and 
people’s ability to afford other basic necessities. Stress 
caused by such circumstances can affect physical and 
mental health. Housing affordability has implications 
for consumer spending and the economy and is a factor 
contributing to the quality of life people can expect in 
the region. 

Housing affordability also connects to a wide 
range of market factors. Increasingly, evidence 
suggests that access to public transportation and the 
energy efficiency of a house or apartment significantly 
affect overall household costs. 

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
We need to better understand the dynamics of 

housing costs, particularly at the neighborhood level 
and across household income brackets. We need to 
know more about what drives rates of homeowners 
and renters who are paying too great of a share of their 
income on housing, and the consequences.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Although fewer households overall are facing pay-

check-straining housing costs, there are wide dispari-
ties in the affordability of housing, particularly across 
income levels. 
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Nationwide, HUD estimates that 12 
million renters and homeowners pay more 
than 50 percent of their annual incomes 
for housing and notes that a family with 
one full-time minimum-wage worker 
cannot afford the local fair-market rent 
for a two-bedroom apartment anywhere 
in the country.

In southwestern Pennsylvania, the 
housing costs of nearly 75 percent of 
homeowners earning under $20,000 
demanded 30 percent or more or their 
income in 2014, putting them at risk 
of not being able to afford other basic 
necessities. By comparison, fewer than 3 
percent of residents earning $75,000 or 
more found themselves in such financial 
straits.

The rate of low-income renters paying a dispropor-
tionate share of their income on housing has decreased 
significantly since 2005. Even so, 82 percent of renters 
with incomes under $20,000 spent 30 percent or more 
of that money on housing in 2014 compared with only 
2.5 percent of renters earning $75,000 or more.

Even a significant share of those who move to the 
next rung of the income ladder find it tough to pay the 
rent. More than 41 percent of Pittsburgh MSA residents 
who earn between $20,000 a year and $35,000 pay 30 
percent or more of their income for rent.

High rates of renters paying housing costs that 
imperil their finances suggest African Americans, who 
have lower homeownership rates, disproportionately 
endure such hardships. Nearly 61 percent of African 
Americans in the Pittsburgh MSA rent their housing 
compared to fewer than 17 percent of white residents, 
according to Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Life  
Survey data. ⚫
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TREND: Transit use has  

declined in recent years while 

traffic delays have increased in  

a region where it takes 4 of 5 

workers 90 minutes or longer  

to get to work using public 

transit, and where housing and 

transportation costs consume  

more than half of the average 

household income. 

INDICATORS:

 ▪ Housing and Transportation Affordability Index
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

 ▪ Transit use per capita

 ▪ Rate of jobs accessible in 90 minutes or less  
via public transit

 ▪ Walk and bike scores for the region

 ▪ Average hours per year of driving delays

WHAT WE ME ASURE
To examine public transit use, we look at the 

average number of trips per capita each year in 
Allegheny County, the region’s most densely populated 
county. We also look at the percentage of workers 16 
years old and older in the Pittsburgh MSA who com-
mute using public transit.

An important role of public transit is connecting 
workers to jobs and opportunities. This issue is exam-
ined using calculations made by the Brookings Insti-
tution based on employment, transit and household 
demographics data that determine the percentage of 
the regional workforce able to reach their jobs in 90 
minutes or less using public transit.

Annual traffic delay is used as a measure of the 
level of congestion motorists experience across the 
Pittsburgh MSA. This indicator shows a yearly sum of 
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all per-trip delays during peak traffic periods, which 
are from 6 a.m. to 10 a.m. and from 3 p.m. to 7 p.m. 

The most recent walk and bike scores offer a 
snapshot of alternative modes of transportation in 
the region. The scores are calculated by Walk Score, a 
Seattle, Wash.-based company. Several factors are con-
sidered in the scores, including distance to amenities, 
block lengths, types and frequency of public transit, 
bike infrastructure and road connectivity. 

In addition, we look at household transporta-
tion costs as they relate to living in Pittsburgh MSA 
counties using the Housing and Transportation 
Affordability Index as calculated by the Center for 
Neighborhood Technology. The index considers a range 
of housing, demographic and transportation data to 
estimate affordability of place.

WHAT IT ME ANS
Transit use per capita in Allegheny County fell by 

about 6 percent between 2003 and 2013. The county 
operates the largest, most comprehensive public trans-
portation system in the region. 

The decrease likely reflects to some degree service 
cuts the Port Authority of Allegheny County imple-
mented from 2007 to 2013 in response to budget 
shortfalls. The number of bus routes was reduced by 
more than half and fares were raised. Both discourage 
ridership. Port Authority finances have since stabilized 
under the state transportation-funding plan adopted  
in 2013.

Region wide, the percentage of workers commuting 
by public transit has risen slightly. Yet, at best, fewer 
than 6 percent of all workers aged 16 and older in the 
region commute by public transit.

Limited service and the suburbanization of jobs 
are factors that make it difficult for commuters to con-
sider public transit as a reasonable option. In the Pitts-
burgh MSA, more than 71 percent of jobs are found in 
neighborhoods with transit service. But fewer than 21 
percent of the population are able to reach those jobs 
by transit in 90 minutes or less, according to Brookings 
research. 

Meanwhile, motorists in the region are spending 
more hours sitting in traffic. Annual traffic delay hours 
have risen 15 percent since 2003 to an average of 39 
a year. The increase has occurred despite the region’s 
population having remained relatively flat.

More compact, better-connected places that offer 
convenient access to jobs, services, transit and ameni-
ties have lower household transportation costs. In the 
City of Pittsburgh, which has the best access to jobs 
and transit in the region, 19 percent of average house-
hold income is spent on transportation. In Allegheny 
County, it’s 22 percent. But in Armstrong County, 
which is almost entirely car-dependent, 28 percent of 
average household income is spent on transportation.

When combined, housing and transportation costs 
consume 51 percent of the average household income in 
the Pittsburgh MSA.

Trends suggest alternative modes 
of transportation and commuting are 
gaining momentum, particularly in the 
City of Pittsburgh. U.S. Census Bureau 
data suggest that more than 11 percent 
of Pittsburgh commuters walk and 1.5 
percent bike. Only Boston, Washington, 
D.C., and San Francisco have higher 
rates of combined bike and pedestrian 
commuting. Pittsburgh is the 25th most 
walkable of 141 U.S. and Canadian cities 
ranked by Walk Score. The city’s bike 
score, however, ranks 83rd despite the 
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Sustainability Report 2016: PLACE
Fair Market Rent
By unit bedrooms, Pittsburgh HMFA*

data source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, Office of Policy Development and Research. 
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improvement and expansion of bike infra-
structure in recent years.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Mobility is a key economic factor in 

the region. The efficiency of mobility in 
terms of time and resources affects factors 
ranging from air quality and public health 
to access to jobs, land use, the afford-
ability of communities, and employment 
and population patterns.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
To better understand transportation 

needs around the region, we need more 
localized assessment of public transportation related to 
different locations and populations, for example, and 
whether more efficient and expanded options would 
encourage wider use, and reduce congestion and air 
pollution. We also need to learn how to increase con-
nectivity between people, jobs and amenities, particu-
larly in places outside of the urban core where residents 
are greatly dependent on driving.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Transportation is a key factor related to employ-

ment and economic opportunity, as well as access to 
goods, services and activities. Certain populations are 
more vulnerable to limited transportation options, 
including seniors, people with disabilities and low-in-
come residents. 

Race and income factor into public transit use. The 
Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Life Survey suggests 
residents with annual incomes under $25,000 are 
nearly three times more likely to use public transit five 
days a week than residents with greater incomes. And 
34 percent of African Americans in the Pittsburgh 
MSA use public transit five days a week compared to 6 
percent of other races.

Such populations are much more likely to be more 
adversely affected by cuts in transit routes, other ser-
vice restrictions and higher fares. In addition, limited 
public transit options outside of the City of Pittsburgh 
tend to put many jobs and opportunities beyond their 
reach. ⚫
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data source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
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TREND: Compactness index 

suggests little change occurred 

among MSA counties during  

the last decade. Housing density  

has risen in four counties in  

the region.

INDICATORS:

 ▪ Compactness index for the seven counties 
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

 ▪ Population and housing density trends in  
the MSA and individual counties

 ▪ Vacant housing rates
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

WHAT WE ME ASURE
As one indicator of land use, we looked at the com-

pactness index for Pittsburgh MSA counties in 2000 
and 2010 calculated by University of Utah Metropolitan 
Research Center as part of an assessment of sprawl in 
U.S. metropolitan areas. 

Compactness index scores are calculated using a 
range of measures, including gross population den-
sity, percent of population in low-suburban densities, 
employment density, block sizes and other street 
connectivity measures, walkability, diversity of land 
use and concentration of activities, such as in a central 
business district. The higher a county’s composite 
index, the more compact, connected and less sprawling 
it is considered to be. The index is based on data from 
the U.S. Census Bureau, U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture, U.S. Geological Survey and other sources.

We also look separately at population density 
and housing density data, common measures used in 
assessing sprawl. They measure the estimated number 
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of people and number of housing units per square mile. 
The U.S. Census Bureau’s Census on Population and 
Housing data are examined from 1990 to 2010.

Vacant property is an inefficient use of land. 
Vacancy rates in the Pittsburgh MSA were obtained 
from U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey 
one-year estimates. The census counts vacant housing 
units, but not vacant lots. Housing data include apart-
ments in between tenants.

WHAT IT ME ANS
The previous Sustainable Pittsburgh indicators 

report for the region published in 2004 looked at 
acres of developed land as an indicator of sprawl. It 
reported that developed land significantly increased 
in all Pittsburgh MSA counties from 1982–97, noting 
that population in Allegheny County, the region’s urban 
core, had sharply dropped while neighboring counties 
were experiencing growth.

The compactness index is drawn from a broad 
set of land use measures. It shows little change in the 
compactness index scores of MSA counties. Allegheny, 
Armstrong, Butler, Fayette and Westmoreland counties 
improved their compactness scores between 2000 and 
2010. Beaver and Washington counties had lower index 
scores.

In most cases, however, the differences in the 
2000 and 2010 county indices are relatively small. Not 
surprisingly, Allegheny County, which includes the City 
of Pittsburgh, has the highest index score.

Looking at population density alone, U.S. Census 
data suggest population density was lower in five MSA 
counties in 2010 than it was a decade earlier. Only in 
Butler and Washington counties did population density 
increase during those 10 years.

Housing density, however, increased in Allegheny, 
Butler, Washington and Westmoreland counties. The 
rate of increase ranged from 1 percent in Allegheny 
County to 12 percent in Butler County. Housing density 
remained relatively unchanged in Armstrong and 
Beaver counties, while Fayette County saw a 6 percent 
decrease in housing units per square mile.

Vacant housing remains a stubborn, costly 
problem. The vacancy rate has risen slightly since 2005 
to stand at 10.3 percent of housing in the Pittsburgh 
MSA. Vacant housing and properties are inefficient 
uses of land, denying governments of property tax rev-
enues, discouraging investment, eroding local property 
values, and posing health and safety risks.

Several local governments recently took steps 
to more effectively address vacancy. Land banks, for 
example, have been adopted to make the acquisition 
and sale or vacant property easier in the City of Pitts-
burgh and 41 Allegheny County municipalities repre-
sented by the Steel Valley-Twin Rivers and Turtle Creek 
Valley councils of government.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
How neighborhoods are planned, built and devel-

oped affect the daily lives of residents in ways that 
range from how much families pay for housing and 
transportation, to the time it takes to get to work, local 
economic opportunities, to health and the integrity of 
the region’s environment. Studies suggest that eco-
nomic mobility, transportation options, and the health 
and safety of residents improve in better connected, 
less sprawling areas.

Researchers, for the most part, consider places 
with higher population and housing density to be more 
sustainable than places where population, businesses 
and amenities are widely dispersed and dependent on 
motor vehicles.
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A sprawling region, on the other hand, 
expends more resources on infrastructure 
and services. In many cases, sprawl is 
associated with rapid population growth—
something that southwestern Pennsyl-
vania has not experienced. Instead, sprawl 
within the region is often spatially asso-
ciated with migration out of the region's 
urban centers.

How land is used is connected to sev-
eral quality of life factors. The U.S. Centers 
for Disease Control, for example, reports 
that access to green spaces increases the 
likelihood of exercise, which is linked to 
reducing obesity and other health con-
cerns. Parks tend to spur new develop-
ment, raise local property values and serve 
as places to bring people together. Trees 
help scrub pollution from the air. Vacant 
and abandoned property, on the other hand, is associ-
ated with maintenance and other municipal costs, as 
well as lowering property values, complicating commu-
nity redevelopment and other unwanted consequences.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
We need a comprehensive understanding of how 

land across southwestern Pennsylvania is being used. 
Comprehensive region-wide land use data that are 
regularly and uniformly collected and shared would 
help identify trends in land use patterns and expose 
opportunities for more effective use of land, inform 
community plans and highlight the impact of sustain-
able development.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
We lack the data to do an equity analysis of land 

use in the region. In general, however, equitable access 
to jobs, basic necessities, such as groceries, and ame-
nities, become greater concerns the more sprawling 
and less connected places are. In less-dense, more 
sprawling places, people are entirely reliant on auto-
mobile travel. And low-income residents are the most 

likely to be burdened by the lack of transportation 
options.

Sprawl tends to result in jobs being located outside 
of central communities, making it difficult for lower 
income persons living in urban areas to access those 
opportunities. Such circumstances, for example, dis-
proportionately affect certain populations, particularly 
African American residents of the region, according to 
the 2008 report, Inclusion in the Workforce: Posi-
tioning the Pittsburgh Region to Prosper and Compete 
published by Sustainable Pittsburgh. ⚫
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Fair Market Rent
By unit bedrooms, Pittsburgh HMFA*

data source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, Office of Policy Development and Research. 
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TREND: The number of arts  

and cultural organizations has 

declined since 2010, but overall 

attendance, corporate donations 

and subscription sales are 

increasing.

INDICATORS:

 ▪ Trends in the number of arts and  
cultural organizations

 ▪ Financial health

 ▪ Paid attendance

 ▪ Economic impact

WHAT WE ME ASURE
We look at several statistical indicators for an 

understanding of the state of arts and culture in a 
nine-county southwestern Pennsylvania region defined 
by the Greater Pittsburgh Arts Council, which includes 
Allegheny, Armstrong, Beaver, Butler, Fayette, Greene, 
Lawrence, Washington and Westmoreland counties. 

The number of arts and cultural organizations in 
2010 and 2015 offer a broad measure of growth trends 
in the sector. The budget status of organizations, 
particularly how many incurred deficits, is examined 
as a measure of financial health. Attendance, earned 
income, corporate donations and individual giving 
are used as indicators of financial health and public 
support.

In addition, we look at employment, audience 
spending and what arts and cultural organizations 
spend as indicators of the sector’s impact on the local 
economy.
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S TATUS:
Slightly fewer arts and cultural  

organizations, but network  
is largely stable

GOAL:
A rich, vibrant and 
diverse cultural life

Cultural Life
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WHAT IT ME ANS
Southwestern Pennsylvania lost 79 arts and cul-

tural organizations between 2010 and 2015, a 5 percent 
decrease. The major reasons for the decline include the 
lingering effects of the 2007–09 economic recession 
and consolidations.

Decreases were seen across all sizes of organiza-
tions, with the exception of those with medium-sized 
budgets ranging from $250,000 to under $1 million. 
The number of those organizations increased 10 per-
cent.

Small arts organizations, which typically have no 
endowment on which to rely, are the most vulnerable 
to economic downturns. Nearly 67 percent of arts orga-
nizations in the region operate with annual budgets of 
less than $250,000.

The majority of organizations of all sizes either 
broke even financially or had a budget surplus in 2015. 
But 43 percent ran deficits and half of those organiza-
tions had deficits exceeding 10 percent of their budget. 

Corporate donations have risen 17.6 percent and 
subscriptions are up 16 percent since 2009. Earned 
income for the region’s arts and cultural organizations, 
however, has grown only 1.4 percent and individual 
gifts have dropped more than 20 percent.

The economic impact of arts and culture in the 
region is not insignificant. In 2010, organizations and 

their patrons spent an estimated $702 million in the 
region. And the 21,000 full-time equivalency jobs in 
the sector generated more than $76 million in state and 
local tax revenue.

Slightly more than 5 million people paid to attend 
arts and cultural events in 2014, which was 45 per-
cent greater than the combined attendance of Pirates, 
Steelers and Penguins games that year.

Where people live in the region influences atten-
dance of arts and culture events and their views on the 
quality of the offerings, according to the findings of the 
Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Survey conducted by 
Pittsburgh Today and the University of Pittsburgh Uni-
versity Center for Social and Urban Research. City of 
Pittsburgh residents, for example, are more than twice 
as likely to attend a play, film, gallery, museum or other 
arts event than people who live elsewhere in the region. 
And city residents are more likely to rate the quality of 
local arts as excellent.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Arts and cultural organizations make significant 

contributions to the region’s quality of life. They add 
vibrancy and are key attractions, drawing visitors to 
the region whose dollars fuel a robust and growing 
local tourism industry.

Arts and culture are also linked to education. 
Studies suggest learning in the arts is 
linked to cognitive skills and capacities. 
Arts participation has been found to 
impact SAT scores: the more arts classes, 
the higher the scores. And national sur-
veys suggest participation in arts helps to 
persuade students at risk of dropping out 
of high school to stay in school.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
We need to encourage and support 

new arts and cultural organizations and 
continue to invest in existing ones. That is 
particularly important among minorities 
and in neighborhoods in need of revital-
ization. Minority artists and distressed 
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Sustainability Report 2016: PLACE
Fair Market Rent
By unit bedrooms, Pittsburgh HMFA*

data source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, Office of Policy Development and Research. 
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 neighborhoods traditionally have found it difficult to 
attract arts funding.

We also need to learn more about the local audi-
ence, particularly non-traditional audiences, to better 
understand programming preferences and identify 
barriers to participation. Finally, we must make sure 
the arts are an integral part of children’s education and 
experiences.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Recent survey data reported by the National 

Endowment for the Arts suggest income and access 
influence whether people attend arts and cultural 
events. Low-income U.S. citizens, for example, are 
more likely than other Americans to attend the arts 
because admission is either free or priced low. And 
44 percent of low-income Americans interested in 
attending the arts say difficulties getting to events and 
venues prevent them from going. 

Race and ethnicity also influence attendance. 
National data suggest, for example, that celebrating 
their cultural heritage is a major reason why 23 percent 
of African Americans attend the arts—a rate more than 
five times greater than what is reported by whites.

Culturally specific arts programming is limited 
in southwestern Pennsylvania, however. Only 25 of 
the 1,054 arts and cultural organizations in the region 
specialize in programming for African American 
audiences, and only eight offer programming specific to 
Hispanic or Asian audiences.

Some recent developments suggest such deficits 
might be more effectively addressed in coming years. 
For example, the recent rescue of the August Wilson 
Center in Downtown Pittsburgh from bankruptcy by 
local foundations, and its subsequent restructuring 
and reopening in 2015, has restored its chances of 
becoming the showcase of African American arts it was 
conceived to be before construction costs overrun and 
recession forced it to close. ⚫
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“
The major reasons for the five 

percent decline in the number of 

arts and cultural organizations in 

the region include the lingering 

effects of economic recession and 

consolidations. 



89

P
LA

C
E 

▪
 R

ec
re

at
io

n
al

 O
p

p
or

tu
n

it
ie

s

TREND: Annual data on use of 

recreational amenities across 

southwestern Pennsylvania are  

not available. Survey data  

suggest some outdoor amenities 

are widely used, although where 

people reside in the region and 

their level of income tend to 

influence how frequently they  

use them.

INDICATOR:

 ▪ Survey data related to use of public  
recreational amenities
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

WHAT WE ME ASURE
Without annual data specific to the Pittsburgh 

MSA, we cannot track trends related to public access to 
parks, rivers, streams and other recreational amenities 
and how often they are used.

Instead, we look at responses to questions related 
to parks and recreation asked as part of the 2013 
Pittsburgh Regional Environment Survey to gain some 
insight into the relationships between residents and 
their parks, playgrounds, nature reserves, rivers, lakes 
and streams.

The survey conducted by Pittsburgh Today and 
the University of Pittsburgh’s University Center for 
Social and Urban Research interviewed 805 residents 
randomly selected throughout the seven-county Pitts-
burgh MSA between May and June 2013. In addition 
to overall data, the survey offers data specific to race, 
income, education, age, gender and geography. We look 
at responses to questions related to parks and 
 

S TATUS:
Region’s outdoor recreational  

amenities are popular and prized

GOAL:
Universal access to high 

quality amenities

Recreational 
Opportunities
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 recreation, including frequency of use and quality of 
recreational opportunities. In addition, we look at how 
residents rate parks and recreation in the Pittsburgh 
Regional Quality of Life Survey by the same authors.

WHAT IT ME ANS
The quality of recreational opportunities found in 

local parks and playgrounds and along trails is highly 
rated by most residents of the Pittsburgh MSA. Nearly 
3 in 4 residents overall rate the quality of those outdoor 
amenities as excellent, very good or good. Only about 6 
percent rate them poor.

The survey also suggests most residents base their 
views of public recreational areas on firsthand knowl-
edge. Nearly 63 percent report using them at least six 
times a year. Only 12 percent said they never use them. 
Residents who get the most use out of recreational 
areas live in Allegheny County, where 40 percent of 
residents say they visit them at least 20 times a year. 

Southwestern Pennsylvanians use the region’s 
ample rivers, streams and lakes less often than land-
based outdoor amenities. Only 37 percent of residents 
overall say they use water resources for recreation more 
than five times a year. Nearly one-third of residents 
don’t use them at all. 

Residents also tend to be protective of their state 
parks, wildlife and nature reserves and 
game lands. For example, more than 
70 percent of Pittsburgh MSA residents 
oppose drilling for natural gas on those 
public lands. 

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Recreational opportunities offered 

by parks, playgrounds, trails, rivers and 
streams are important indicators of the 
quality of life available in the region. 
The better the quality of the recreational 
offerings, the more of a regional attrac-
tion they become.

Perhaps more important, recre-
ational amenities that require physical 
activity are related to public health. 

Physical exercise reduces rates of overweight children 
and adults, obesity and illnesses such as diabetes and 
heart disease.

And the quality of outdoor activities is connected 
to clean air and water, which is a concern in a region 
that, for example, continues to not meet federal air 
quality measures and whose waters are compromised 
by combined sewer overflows.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
The Pittsburgh Environment Survey offers a point-

in-time snapshot of what Pittsburgh MSA residents 
think about the quality of the region’s recreational 
amenities, as well as how often they use them. We need 
to continue to periodically survey residents on these 
and related questions to provide insight into changing 
behaviors and attitudes.

Annual data related to the use of local recreational 
amenities, such as state, city and municipal parks, 
and nature reserves are needed to understand trends 
related to access. Such data are also important in iden-
tifying barriers that may prevent residents from using 
those amenities.

Sustainability Report 2016: PLACE
Fair Market Rent
By unit bedrooms, Pittsburgh HMFA*

data source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, Office of Policy Development and Research. 
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EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Without more expansive data, we cannot deter-

mine whether certain segments of the population lack 
access to recreational amenities. However, survey data 
suggest income levels—and, in some cases, race—influ-
ence perspectives on the quality of those amenities and 
how often people use them for recreation.

Residents with annual incomes under $25,000 are 
the most likely to rate the quality of public recreation 
areas such as parks, playgrounds and trails as either 
fair or poor. Nearly 37 percent define them in those 
terms—about twice the rate of people with incomes 
between $50,000 and $100,000. Almost 22 percent of 
lower income residents say they never use public recre-
ation areas like parks, playgrounds and trails, and 49 
percent never make recreational use of rivers, streams 
and lakes.

No racial differences are seen in the use of rec-
reation areas such as parks, trails and playgrounds. 
About 63 percent of both Pittsburgh MSA residents 
who identify themselves as white and those who iden-
tify themselves as non-white report using those out-
door amenities at least six times a year. However, the 
quality of recreational opportunities is perceived much 
differently: 46 percent of non-white residents describe 
them as fair or poor, while fewer than 23 percent of 
white residents feel the same way about local parks, 
playgrounds and trails. ⚫

“
Nearly 3 in 4 residents rate the 

quality of local parks and trails as 

excellent, very good or good. Only 

about six percent rate them poor.
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TREND: Rising, but still below  

the national average

INDICATOR:

 ▪ Composite Cost of Living Index 
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

WHAT WE ME ASURE
We measure the cost of living in the Pittsburgh 

MSA in comparison with some 300 other urban areas 
in the United States using the annual Composite Cost 
of Living Index as calculated by the Council for Com-
munity and Economic Research.

The index measures regional differences in the 
cost of consumer goods and services based on more 
than 90,000 prices covering housing, utilities, gro-
ceries, transportation, health care, and miscellaneous 
goods and services.

An index value of 100 represents the average cost 
of living across all U.S. urban areas and is consid-
ered the national average. A value of 95, for example, 
indicates a cost of living that is 5 percent less than the 
national average.

In addition, median family income data from the 
U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey offer 
a glimpse of how local income compares with trends in 
the cost of living. The Census Bureau defines a family 
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Cost of living is increasing, 

 but so is family income

GOAL:
Affordability to allow for 
a basic, decent lifestyle 

for all residents

Cost of Living
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as being two or more people related by birth, marriage 
or adoption living in the same household.

WHAT IT ME ANS
The cost of living in the Pittsburgh MSA fell in 

2009 and 2010 in the wake of a worldwide recession. 
Starting in 2011, however, the cost of living in the 
region has climbed at a significant pace.

At the end of 2014, the cost of living in the region 
was nearly 4 percent higher than in 2008. Even then, 
the cost of living in southwestern Pennsylvania was 
less than the national average.

Median family income is also on the rise, but at a 
more rapid pace. In 2014, the median family income 
in the Pittsburgh MSA reached $70,025, nearly 13 
percent higher than in 2008. Moreover, the median 
family income in the region was well above the national 
average of $65,910 in 2014. Local family income has 
been above the national average for the past five years.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
The quality of life among people in the region is 

related to the affordability of goods and services they 
need, particularly basic necessities, such as nutritious 
food, housing, utilities, clothing and transportation. 
Cost of living and income indicators also relate to the 
level of disposable income families have to buy other 
goods, pay for higher education and healthcare or 
simply take in a movie or show or eat at a restaurant.

Recent trends that show local median family 

income rising more than three times faster than the 
cost of living suggest that conditions related to the 
affordability of a basic, decent lifestyle are improving 
for many families in southwestern Pennsylvania.

Other evidence, however, shows a significant 
number struggle to make ends meet. Some 20 percent 
of people in the Pittsburgh MSA have trouble paying 
basic monthly costs, such as housing, utilities and food, 
according to the findings of the Pittsburgh Regional 
Quality of Life Survey of more than 1,800 residents 
conducted by the University of Pittsburgh University 
Center for Social and Urban Research and the regional 
indicator project, Pittsburgh Today.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
Annual data that reliably reflect the cost of living 

of all residents is needed to better under-
stand the circumstances people face 
across the region. 

The Composite Cost of Living Index 
is not a measure of absolute cost of living. 
For example, it does not include the 
taxes people pay. It also fails to take into 
account the cost burdens of large seg-
ments of the population, including people 
who don’t have professional or manage-
rial jobs and those living in poverty.

In addition, further study is needed 
to understand the circumstances of a 
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“
At the end of 2014, the cost of 

living in the region was nearly 

four percent higher than in 2008. 

Even then, the cost of living in 

southwestern Pennsylvania was less 

than the national average.
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significant number of resident survey responses that 
indicate many continue to struggle to pay for basic 
necessities despite regional trends in cost of living and 
family income that suggest conditions are improving. 

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Indicators such as the Composite Cost of Living 

Index and Census Bureau income data provide a broad 
view of affordability. Survey data, however, underscore 
the obvious: The ability to afford basic necessities and 
provide for a decent quality of life is not uniformly 
shared among families in southwestern Pennsylvania.

There are clear geographic differences. Nearly 30 
percent of residents report difficulty paying for essen-
tials in the 25 Pennsylvania, Ohio and West Virginia 
counties surrounding the Pittsburgh MSA, Pittsburgh 
Regional Quality of Life Survey results suggest. In 
Allegheny County, 20 percent report similar  
circumstances.

Racial differences are even starker. Nearly 37 
percent of African Americans in the Pittsburgh MSA 
and 25 neighboring counties at least sometimes have 
trouble paying monthly bills for basic necessities 
compared with 22 percent of residents of other races. 
In the City of Pittsburgh, nearly 28 percent of African 
Americans say they often or always struggle every 
month to afford the basic necessities of life, while only 
2 percent of other city residents report the same level of 
hardship. ⚫
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TREND: Regional unemployment 

has slowly improved since the  

2007–09 recession.

INDICATOR:

 ▪ Annual unemployment rates
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

WHAT WE ME ASURE
We examine trends in the annual unemployment 

rate for the seven-county Pittsburgh MSA as reported 
in the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Local Area 
Unemployment Statistics Database. The unemployment 
rate is a measure of people who are jobless, actively 
seeking work and available to take a job. 

The unemployment rate is the number of unem-
ployed people as a percentage of the labor force. The 
labor force is the sum of employed and unemployed 
people in the region. In other words, the labor force 
level is the number of people who are either working or 
actively seeking work.

Among the limitations of the BLS unemployment 
rate is that it does not include certain jobless people, 
such as chronically unemployed and “discouraged 
workers,” who have stopped looking for work.
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WHAT IT ME ANS
The rate of unemployment in southwestern Penn-

sylvania has trended lower than the national jobless 
rate in the years since the worldwide Great Recession, 
which the U.S. National Bureau of Economic Research 
determined ran from late 2007 into June 2009.

Although no region is immune to such a strong 
economic downturn, the Pittsburgh MSA fared better 
than most U.S. metropolitan regions during the reces-
sion and several years afterward. For example: Unem-
ployment in southwestern Pennsylvania during that 
period peaked at 8 percent in 2010, the same year the 
national rate reached 9.8 percent.

Among the reasons for the Pittsburgh MSA’s 
resiliency is the diversity of the regional economy that 
replaced its historic reliance on heavy industry and 
boasts strengths in technology, medicine, education, 
energy and finance.

As in most regions, minority residents have dispro-
portionately higher rates of unemployment than whites 
in the Pittsburgh MSA. Nationwide, unemployment 
among African Americans tends to be about twice as 
high as the rate among whites. 

Regional BLS unemployment data by race are 
typically drawn from small samples of residents that 
raise questions about their accuracy. However, the 
2012 Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Life Survey, which 
over-sampled African Americans in the region, pro-
vides a more precise reading of unemployment among 
races. Unfortunately, it tends to confirm the rule of 
thumb.

The survey published by Pittsburgh 
Today and the University of Pittsburgh 
University Center for Social and Urban 
Research found the unemployment rate 
among African Americans in the Pitts-
burgh MSA was 14.1 percent over the 
three months in late 2011 when the survey 
was conducted compared to 6.7 percent of 
residents of other races. The national rate 
among all Americans was 7.4 percent.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Unemployment directly relates to a number of 

important economic indicators, such as household 
income and poverty. The unemployment rate defines 
the portion of the population who are not able to share 
in the opportunities the region’s economy provides and 
who are at risk for dire social and health outcomes.

Unemployment tears at family stability and has 
implications for mental and physical health. It robs 
the region of potential workers, is a drag on consumer 
spending, adds to the cost of government, is a driver of 
crime, and is a high-profile barometer of the strength of 
the economy.

The decline of the region’s steel industry offers 
examples of the consequences of widespread job loss 
on the region and its communities, which include sharp 
demographic shifts and population loss. And munic-
ipalities and neighborhoods where unemployment 
remains high continue to struggle with disinvestment, 
weak tax bases, high rates of vacant and blighted prop-
erties and dysfunctional housing markets.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
More precise data and greater research is needed 

to better understand the differences in work opportu-
nities found among people in different counties and 
neighborhoods and, in particular, among people of 
different races.

P
ER

FO
R

M
A

N
C

E 
▪

 U
n

em
pl

oy
m

en
t

Sustainability Report 2016: PERFORMANCE

0

20

40

60

80

100

Cost of Living
Composite Cost of Living Index, Pittsburgh MSA

data source: U.S. Council for Community and Economic Research, Arlington, Va.

20152008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

92.8 91.9 91.5 94.8 94.5 93.9 96.4 98.6

Median household income, Pittsburgh MSA

Household Income

‘05 ‘06 ‘07 ‘08 ‘09 ‘10 ‘11 ‘12 ‘13 ‘14

52,293

51,291

50,489

48,854

46,700

46,349
47,775

45,630

43,260

41,719

0

$10,000

$20,000

$30,000

$40,000

$50,000

$60,000

Percentage of Population in Poverty, Pittsburgh MSA

data source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 1-year estimates, 
Pittsburgh MSA

11.4 11.7 11.2
11.9 12.3 12.2 12.6 12.1

12.8 12.4

0

3

6

9

12

15%

‘05 ‘06 ‘07 ‘08 ‘09 ‘10 ‘11 ‘12 ‘13 ‘14

Unemployment
Annual average unemployment rate, Pittsburgh MSA

Data are not seasonally adjusted.

data source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment Statistics data source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey one-year estimates

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8%

5.8 5.7
5.2

4.7 4.4
5.1

7.3
8.0

7.4 7.2 6.9

5.6

‘05‘04‘03 ‘06 ‘07 ‘08 ‘09 ‘10 ‘11 ‘12 ‘13 ‘14

Graduation Rate
High school graduation rates; Pittsburgh MSA

data source: Source: Pennsylvania Department of Education 4-year aggregate high school 
graduation rates.

Population Diversity
Percent of population by race, 
2014, Pittsburgh MSA

0% 20 40 60 80 100

2011-12

2010-11

2012-13

2013-14 90%

90%

89%

89%
8.2% black or african american

2.0% asian

1.4% hispanic or latino

1.9% multi-racial

 

 

86.5%
white alone,
not hispanic

or latino
data source: U.S. Census 
Bureau, American Community 
Survey 5-year estimates, 
Pittsburgh MSA



99

Beyond simply the numbers, more analysis is 
needed to understand disparities in employment 
among races and neighborhoods to inform policies and 
strategies to address the reasons behind them.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Unemployment is significantly higher for African 

Americans than for whites in southwestern Penn-
sylvania, as it is across the nation. That also makes 
African Americans more likely than whites to struggle 
to make ends meet and enjoy the benefits that employ-
ment and a career offer.

The Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Life Survey, for 
example, reported the unemployment rate of African 
Americans in the Pittsburgh MSA was more than 
double the rate among residents of other races. 

African American men disproportionately expe-
rience the harsh realities of unemployment. A recent 
Urban Institute study reports that among people in the 
region who have at least a high school diploma or its 
equivalent, the unemployment rate was 12.2 percent for 
African American men and 5.1 percent for white men. 
African American men are also underrepresented in 13 
of the 20 employment sectors in the region.

While such data underscores the importance of 
training to help connect African American men to 
meaningful employment, the study found that sev-
eral structural barriers tend to discourage them from 
taking advantages of training programs available in 
the region. A common barrier reported is that many 
men earning low wages struggle to make ends meet 
and cannot afford the cost of enrolling in programs to 
develop skills, or cannot afford to take time off from or 
quit their jobs to pursue training. ⚫
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TREND: Average and median 

household incomes are  

increasing, but the pace is  

slowing and income inequality  

is rising.

INDICATORS:

 ▪ Median household income,  
adjusted for inflation

 ▪ The U.S. Census Bureau Gini Index,  
a measure of income equality

WHAT WE ME ASURE
Most income data in the United States is reported 

at the household level. We look at three indicators 
drawn from U.S. Census Bureau American Community 
Survey data in the seven-county Pittsburgh Metropol-
itan Statistical Area.

Household income is calculated as the income 
of every resident over the age of 15, including wages 
and salaries, unemployment insurance, disability 
payments, investments and other kinds of routinely 
received income.

The mean, or average, household income is the 
total household income divided by the number of all 
households. This indicator is influenced by high-in-
come households, which tend to skew the average 
upward.

Median household income offers a more gran-
ular picture of how individual households fare. This 
indicator established a mid-point, or median, income 
for the region and divides all households into two equal 
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halves: those above the median income and those 
below.

The Gini Index is a U.S. Census Bureau indicator 
of the extent to which the distribution of income among 
households in a region deviates from perfectly equal 
distribution. Index scores range from 0 to 1 with 0 
representing perfect income equality—the incomes of 
all households are equal—and 1 representing perfect 
income inequality—a single household has all of the 
income. A rising index score suggests greater income 
inequality, while a decreasing index score suggests a 
trend toward greater income equality.

WHAT IT ME ANS
Only conditions brought on by the 2007–09 reces-

sion have interrupted a steady increase in household 
income across the Pittsburgh MSA.

Even with a two-year decline, the average house-
hold income rose 28.5 percent from 2005 through 
2014, according to Census data. Median household 
income, which better reflects individual households, 
grew a bit more slowly, increasing 25 percent over 10 
years.

Median household income in the region continues 
to lag the national median. However, it has grown at 
a faster pace than the nation as a whole. In 2005, the 
national median household income was $46,326, which 
was 11 percent greater than in the region. By 2014, the 
national median income was only 2.5 percent higher 
than the region’s.

Income inequality in the Pittsburgh MSA has risen 
steadily. The region’s Gini Index score rose from 0.458 
in 2006 to 0.468 in 2014, a 2 percent increase, which 
indicates the income gap has widened. Rising income 
inequality is a national trend. The Gini index suggests, 
however, that income distribution in the region is more 
balanced than the nation as a whole.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Wages and income are economic indicators 

strongly associated with opportunity and the quality of 
life found within a region, as well as health. The greater 
their incomes, for example, the more likely people are 
to be able to afford quality housing and higher  
education.

Income is linked to poverty and a family’s ability 
to afford basic necessities. It is related to health and 
the ability to afford quality health care. The Pittsburgh 
Regional Quality of Life Survey suggests, for instance, 
that self-reported health ratings improve as income 
levels increased. And rates of stress, obesity and being 
overweight decreased as incomes rise.

Income levels influence the regional economy in 
general and factors such as housing prices, tax revenue 
and retirement savings, more specifically. Wages also 
contribute to a region’s ability to attract and retain 
workers, which impacts issues such as population and 
economic growth.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
We need a deeper understanding of 

the wage inequality seen among neighbor-
hoods and different groups of people—par-
ticularly, the reasons behind it—to better 
inform strategies for addressing the issue.

No group deserves intensive study 
more than the region’s African American 
workers, who data show are more likely 
than other races to be clustered in some of 
the lowest-paying industry sectors in the 
region and less likely to work in several of 
the highest-paying sectors.
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EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Evidence suggests a significant share of the 

region’s households have incomes low enough to leave 
them unstable. One fifth or more residents report 
having trouble paying basic monthly costs, such as 
housing, utilities and food, the Pittsburgh Regional 
Quality of Life Survey reports. The people in such 
circumstances range from 23 percent of residents in 
the seven-county Pittsburgh MSA to 30 percent of the 
residents in the 25 neighboring Pennsylvania, Ohio 
and West Virginia counties.

African Americans are the most vulnerable. For 
example, nearly 28 percent of African Americans in 
the City of Pittsburgh reported often or always having 
trouble affording basic necessities compared to 2 per-
cent of non-African Americans.

African Americans in the region are the only 
minority workers with average incomes lower than 
their white co-workers in every industry sector, 
according to Census Bureau data. They claim their 
largest share of jobs in the administrative and support 
sector and the waste management services sector, 
where workers earn some of the lowest monthly 
incomes. They are heavily concentrated in the accom-
modation and food service industry, where employee 
income is the lowest of all sectors.

African Americans do much better in health care 
and social work, where they hold 10 percent of the jobs 
and earn better-than-average incomes. Even then, the 
average income for African American workers in those 
jobs is much lower than what their white co-workers 
earn. ⚫

P
ER

FO
R

M
A

N
C

E 
▪

 W
ag

es

“
Only conditions brought on by 

recession have slowed a steady 

increase in household income 

across the region. But income 

inequity is also rising. 



103

TREND: Although the poverty  

rate fluctuates over time, it has 

slowly increased over the past  

14 years.

INDICATORS:

 ▪ Number of residents who are living in poverty
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

 ▪ Percentage of population living in poverty

WHAT WE ME ASURE
We use U.S. Census Bureau American Community 

Survey data to show the general trends in the number 
of residents in the Pittsburgh MSA living in poverty 
and the percentage of the region’s population they 
represent. The American Community Survey is drawn 
from a sample of the population to provide annual 
estimates of demographic, economic and other charac-
teristics of the population.

Poverty is defined by federal income guidelines 
that are adjusted every year. For 2016, for example, the 
poverty line is an annual income of $24,300 or less for 
a family of four and $11,880 or less for an individual. In 
2014, the most recent year data are available, a family 
of four earning $23,850 or less and individuals earning 
$11,670 or less were considered living in poverty.

WHAT IT ME ANS
Poverty remains a stubborn problem for most 

regions in the United States and the Census data 
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suggest southwestern Pennsylvania is no exception.
The number of Pittsburgh MSA residents in pov-

erty and the percentage of the population they repre-
sent have risen fairly steadily, albeit slowly, over the 
past 10 years. From 2005 to 2014, residents living in 
poverty increased from 262,415 to 285,914. The esti-
mated poverty rate rose from 11.4 percent of the pop-
ulation to 12.4 percent. The poverty rate for children 
under the age of 18 is typically greater. For example, 
an estimated 17.5 percent of children in the Pittsburgh 
MSA were living in poverty in 2014.

The poverty rate across the Pittsburgh MSA in 
2014 was the fifth lowest among the 15 metropolitan 
regions benchmarked by Pittsburgh Today, a regional 
indicators project at the University of Pittsburgh Uni-
versity Center for Social and Urban Research. Min-
neapolis-St. Paul had the lowest poverty rate among 
benchmark regions at 10.3 percent. The highest rate 
was reported in Detroit, where an estimated 16.1 per-
cent of the population lived in poverty.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
The poverty rate is an indicator of not only people 

facing economic hardship, but also those who are most 
likely to experience conditions associated with poverty 
ranging from health risks and hunger to joblessness 
and homelessness. 

Poverty robs people of opportunity. Neighborhoods 
with greater poverty typically struggle with such debil-
itating conditions as high rates of vacant and blighted 

property, low property values, population loss and 
disinvestment, and too often suffer disproportionate 
environmental burdens.

Poverty also jeopardizes the future growth and 
prosperity of the region. 

Children who encounter the kind of hardships 
associated with poverty are more likely to underachieve 
in school, fail to graduate on time and not pursue 
a higher education. In a 2011 study, the Allegheny 
County Department of Human Services reported that 
48 percent of Pittsburgh Public School students who 
receive human services are proficient in reading on 
the Pennsylvania System of State Assessment tests 
compared to 67 percent of other students. And only 28 
percent of students with experience in the child welfare 
system earned a GPA of 2.5 or higher compared to 72 
percent of students not in the system. Children from 
economically disadvantaged families are dispropor-
tionately represented in the population of children who 

receive human services at some point in 
their lives.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
A deeper understanding of the causes 

of poverty and how it relates to conditions 
that invite poor outcomes will better 
inform the public, policymakers and 
researchers about the corrosive influence 
it has on a significant share of the popula-
tion, their neighborhoods and the region. 

The Census-based poverty rate is an 
indicator of the scope of poverty in the 
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region. But it fails to provide insight into the relation-
ship between poverty and education, housing, health, 
delinquency and crime and other critical issues it 
influences. Recent years have seen more data gathered 
and analyses done that shed light on some of those rela-
tionships, such as studies resulting from data-sharing 
agreements between the Allegheny County Department 
of Human Services and more than one dozen local 
school districts. Regionally, however, such research  
is limited.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Poverty and the risks and lack of opportunity that 

accompany it may be blind to race, but in metropolitan 
regions such as Pittsburgh, African Americans are the 
most likely population to experience those burdens.

The Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Life Survey, 
for example, found that more than 36 percent earned 
less than $25,000 a year compared with 19 percent of 
other races. Nearly 18 percent of African Americans in 
the region reported they often or always have trouble 
paying their monthly rent or mortgage, utilities and 
other bills for basic necessities—a rate of financial 
hardship more than twice that reported among other 
races. In the City of Pittsburgh, 28 percent of African 
Americans said they often or always had such difficulty, 
compared to only 2 percent of city residents of other 
races. ⚫
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TREND: Local government  

remains highly fragmented,  

but intergovernmental  

cooperation improving.

INDICATOR:

 ▪ Metropolitan Power Diffusion Index data 
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

WHAT WE ME ASURE
The Metropolitan Power Diffusion Index (MPDI) 

is an indicator of government fragmentation and local 
government spending on basic municipal services. The 
index was developed by the Center for Metropolitan 
Studies at the University of Pittsburgh Graduate School 
of Public and International Affairs. It calculates a 
single score for each U.S. metropolitan and  
micropolitan statistical area based on individual gov-
ernment data from the U.S. Census Bureau Census of 
Governments, which is gathered on all state and local 
governments every five years.

Regional scores are based on the number of local 
governments in the Pittsburgh MSA that provide 11 
common services, and how much money each spends 
to provide the services. The services include fire and 
police protection, central staff services, public build-
ings, highways, housing, community development, 
libraries, sewerage, waste management and water 
utilities.
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The more local governments there are which 
are spending greater amounts of money for common 
services, the higher the region’s MPDI score. The MPDI 
score is an indicator of the degree of government frag-
mentation in a region and the overlapping costs of pro-
viding those services that effective intergovernmental 
cooperation could help to reduce.

WHAT IT ME ANS
The Pittsburgh MSA contains more than 460 

municipalities and more than 900 distinct government 
entities, which include general-purpose governments, 
such as counties, municipalities and boroughs; school 
districts; and special-purpose governments, which are 
public bodies such as parking and sewage authorities 
with limited mandates.

The region is one of the most decentralized in the 
nation. Chicago is the only U.S. region more decen-
tralized than the Pittsburgh MSA, according to MPDI 
scores based on 2007 data, which is the latest 10-year 
MPDI data available. A separate fragmentation index 
published by University of Chicago researchers in 2015 
came to the same conclusion.

Moreover, data suggest the local governments 
in the Pittsburgh MSA have become a bit more frag-
mented and less efficient in spending for basic services 
over the 30-year period for which MPDI data are 
available. 

Government effectiveness and efficiency tend to 
suffer in highly fragmented regions. 

While the idea of trimming the number of local 
governments in southwestern Pennsylvania has failed 
to get much traction, there is anecdotal evidence that 
intergovernmental cooperation is increasing. And 
regional cooperation is one antidote for the ills, finan-
cial and otherwise, that are associated with govern-
ment fragmentation.

For example, the Congress of Neighboring Com-
munities was created in 2009 to enable the City of 
Pittsburgh to work more closely with the 37 municipal-
ities it shares a border with on common issues, such as 
water and sewage, public transportation, emergency 
medical services, economic development, and blighted 

and abandoned property.
The city and 83 Allegheny County municipali-

ties are collaborating on solving municipal sewage 
discharges into the rivers, which they are required to 
resolve under a federal consent order.. The effort has 
led to cost-sharing measures and a joint engineering 
analysis of 4,000 miles of sewer pipeline that crosses 
municipal boundaries, which alone saved the govern-
ments $12 million.

And the Steel Valley, Twin Rivers and Turtle Creek 
Valley councils of government are collaborating on 
finding solutions to the high rates of vacant property in 
the eastern suburbs of Pittsburgh. For example, they 
jointly commissioned a study that showed vacancy 
and blight collectively costs the 41 municipalities they 
represent $255 million a year. In response, the munici-
palities joined in creating one of the first land banks in 
Pennsylvania to address the problem.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Government fragmentation has many diffi-

cult-to-manage consequences. By its nature, it tends 
to encourage more costly and less efficient and effec-
tive delivery of the basic services residents rely on 
government to provide. It also complicates regional 
approaches to sustainable development, making it more 
difficult to rally governments and community leaders 
around economic, social, and environmental coordina-
tion and shared strategies.
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its nature tends to encourage 
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and effective delivery of the 

basic services residents rely on 

government to provide.
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In addition, it leads to fiscal disparities among 
municipalities, and southwestern Pennsylvania has 
more than its share of fiscally distressed cities and 
boroughs, particularly in the river valleys that have 
experienced steady deindustrialization and limited 
reinvestment. Fragmentation also makes fiscal mer-
cantilism more likely, encouraging competition among 
municipalities at the expense of regional cooperation, 
which also contributes to sprawling land use patterns 
and socio-economic segregation.

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
We need more and more-frequent data for a better 

understanding of the costs of decentralized government 
and to identify opportunities for reducing those costs 
through regional cooperation. We also need to develop 
a method for tracking cooperation among governments 
in the region that is a reliable indicator of how effective 
intergovernmental processes and agreements are.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Cooperation among local governments in the 

region benefits all residents. It plays a particularly 
important role in offsetting the consequences of highly 
decentralized, fragmented government, which charac-
terizes southwestern Pennsylvania.

One consequence is that it can widen fiscal dispar-
ities among municipalities and school districts, which 
tend to more sharply divide the region’s population. 
National studies suggest, for example, that highly frag-
mented regions are more racially and socially segre-
gated than more consolidated regions. ⚫
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TREND: Graduation rates  

are slowly, but steadily  

improving overall.

INDICATOR:

 ▪ Four-year graduation rates for  
schools in the area
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

WHAT WE ME ASURE
We look at the aggregate four-year graduation rates 

of 132 school districts in the seven-county Pittsburgh 
MSA using data reported by the Pennsylvania Depart-
ment of Education. 

In general, the state uses a methodology that 
calculates graduation rates based on the percentage of 
students who graduate within four years of entering 
high school. It also tracks the status of students and 
accounts for those who transfer in and out of schools 
and districts. We look only at graduation rate data 
under this methodology, which are available from the 
2010–11 school year through the 2013–14 school year. 

These data are an indicator of the rate at which 
students succeed in graduating on time. It should be 
noted that not all students who are counted as failing 
to graduate are dropouts. Some may be held back a year 
and graduate with a later class. Also, students who do 
drop out might later earn a GED.
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In addition to graduation rates, we look at educa-
tional attainment in the Pittsburgh MSA population 
aged 25 years and older, including attainment rates for 
racial and ethnic populations as reported by the U.S. 
Census Bureau. 

WHAT IT ME ANS
The aggregate four-year graduation rate across the 

Pittsburgh MSA improved from 86 percent of students 
in 2010–11 to 90 percent in the 2013–14 school year. 

Not surprisingly, graduation rates in some districts 
are much higher than the regional average and rates in 
others are significantly lower. Graduation rates in 26 
school districts were below 85 percent in 2013–14. Of 
those districts, 11 reported rates below 80 percent; six 
had rates of less than 75 percent; and in three districts 
fewer than 70 percent of seniors graduated on time. 

Few regions have a higher rate of residents with 
at least a basic education than southwestern Penn-
sylvania. In 2014, only 7 percent of the 
Pittsburgh MSA population did not have at 
least a high school diploma or GED. How-
ever, significant differences in educational 
attainment exist across racial and ethnic 
populations.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
Graduation rates are one indicator of 

the effectiveness of educational systems 
in the region. The general educational 
performance of students is not unrelated to 

resources available to districts, financial and other-
wise, and funding discrepancies exist among districts.

Education is also a barometer of the region’s eco-
nomic viability and the prospects and quality of life of 
its residents. 

Dropping out of school or otherwise failing to earn 
a diploma robs students of opportunity and puts them 
at greater risk of being unemployed or working low-
paying jobs. Without a high school diploma, they are 
less likely to achieve a higher level of education. And 
low educational attainment is related to poverty, crime 
and incarceration rates, and is a key factor in deter-
mining the quality of the lives people lead. 

Southwestern Pennsylvanians without at least a 
bachelor’s degree, for example, are less likely to own 
a home and more likely to be unemployed than those 
with a higher education, Pittsburgh Regional Quality 
of Life Survey data suggest. They are three times more 
likely to have trouble paying their monthly bills and 
twice as likely as residents with at least a bachelor’s 
degree to report being a victim of violent crime.

Higher educational attainment rates among resi-
dents increase the availability of skilled workers. That 
is particularly important to southwestern Pennsyl-
vania, which boasts a strong innovation economy and 
has aspirations of expanding it.

 WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
Students fail to graduate on time for a number of 

reasons. We need to identify factors that result in some 
school districts reporting rates lower than the MSA 
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average, particularly districts where rates of on-time 
graduation are significantly lower.

Such investigations need to extend beyond the 
schools and include examining household, social and 
community-specific factors that might contribute to the 
problem. A better understanding of those factors could 
inform strategies for improving the chances of students 
graduating on time.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Graduation and education attainment rates vary 

among racial and ethnic populations in the region. 
Data show minorities overall are less likely to graduate 
high school on time and to have a high school diploma 
than white residents. As a result, their opportunities 
for a rewarding job and career and for achieving a high 
quality of life are more limited.

For example, the graduation rate for African 
American students was below the median rate for the 
region in all but 50 of 132 school districts in 2014. The 
graduation rate among Hispanic students was below 
the median in all but 57 districts.

The Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Life Survey 
reports that 18 percent of African Americans have a 
bachelor’s degree or higher degree compared to 41 per-
cent of white residents. Such educational attainment 
gaps likely contribute to income differences among 
races. Nearly 37 percent of African Americans, for 
example, have incomes under $25,000 a year compared 
to 15 percent of white residents. ⚫
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TREND: The rate of Pittsburgh  

MSA residents without access  

to the Internet has decreased  

only slightly overall, but data  

is limited. 

INDICATORS:

 ▪ The percentage of the population without  
Internet access
(Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area)

 ▪ Presence of a computer in MSA households

WHAT WE ME ASURE
We look at the number and percentage of the gen-

eral Pittsburgh MSA population who have access to the 
Internet via a subscription and other means, as well as 
those who have no access. The indicator offers a broad 
look at the ability of the region’s population to connect 
to the Internet and access the resources it offers. 

Pittsburgh MSA data are obtained from the Census 
Bureau American Community Survey (ACS) one-year 
estimates for 2013 and 2014, the most recent years 
available. The Census Bureau began asking about com-
puter and Internet use in the 2013 survey as part of the 
2008 federal Broadband Data Improvement Act.

For income and racial and ethnic differences in 
Internet use, we rely on national trends reported by the 
Pew Research Center based on a compilation of 97 sur-
veys of the general U.S. public conducted from 2000 to 
2015. Census data on Internet access specific to racial 
and ethnic populations within the Pittsburgh MSA are 
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 limited and burdened by fairly significant margins of 
error and not used in this analysis.

WHAT IT ME ANS
Access to computers and high-speed Internet con-

nections has never been more important in the United 
States. Americans use computers and the Internet to 
communicate, complete schoolwork, find jobs, stay 
abreast of news and current events, access healthcare 
information, watch movies, earn income, and make and 
maintain social contacts, to name a few of the ways that 
the nation has grown to rely on digital technologies.

Census data on Internet access is only available 
for 2013 and 2014, offering a small sample size from 
which to draw conclusions. Moreover, changes in the 
percentage of the region’s population with and without 
access are small enough to fall within the margin of 
error of the survey.

While the data suggest a slight decrease in the rate 
of residents who report not having Internet access—
from 23 percent to fewer than 22 percent of the popu-
lation—the difference is small enough to fall within the 
margin of error. Those rates, however, suggest Internet 
access is a bit more widespread in the Pittsburgh 
MSA population than across the nation. In 2013, for 
example, an average of more than 25 percent of the U.S. 
population did not have access.

WHAT IT CONNECTS TO
The importance of having access to the Internet is 

increasing as the region and its people come to rely on 
technology more and more. Access to the Internet and 
computers that deliver it is directly related to educa-
tion and influences other important factors, such as 
employment, public awareness, social connections and 
the quality of life. 

WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW
Given the rising importance of technology in 

people’s lives, we need to better understand the portion 
of the regional population that reports having no 
access to the Internet, as well as those households that 
are without a computer, smart phone or other mobile 

device capable of accessing the Internet. Such data 
would help answer questions such as whether people 
are without Internet service by choice, or because of 
cost, availability or other reasons.

EQUIT Y ANALYSIS
Region-specific data suggesting differences of 

Internet access among racial and ethnic minorities and 
income levels in the Pittsburgh MSA are limited and 
have margins of error high enough to raise questions 
about the accuracy of local comparisons drawn from 
them.

National data and studies suggest access to the 
Internet is unevenly spread among the general U.S. 
population and that race, ethnicity and household 
income are factors. The Pew Research Center, for 
example, found that African Americans and Hispanics 
have been less likely than whites and Asian Americans 
to be Internet users, but that the gaps are narrowing.

A study of 97 nationwide surveys conducted by Pew 
researchers since 2000 suggest 78 percent of blacks 
and 81 percent of Hispanics nationwide were using the 
Internet in 2015 compared with 97 percent of Asian 
Americans and 85 percent of whites. Also, Americans 
who earn more than $75,000 are more likely to be 
Internet users than those earning less than $30,000. 
However, the gaps among income levels have narrowed 
significantly in 15 years with Internet use growing most 
dramatically among lower-income households.

Similar trends are seen in nationwide U.S. Census 
data from surveys of households with desktop and 
laptop computers, tablets, smart phones and other 
devices capable of accessing the Internet. Those data 
find that among those U.S. households, Internet use is 
most common among relatively young people, Asian 
and white households, households with high incomes, 
those in metropolitan areas and among people with 
higher education levels. ⚫
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Sources/Notes

A wide range of data sources were examined 
to prepare this report. In every indicator 
chapter, we looked at the most recent data 
available. Data showing multiple-year 
trends were used when available. In many 

cases, comparing the data in this report with data in 
the previous edition published in 2004 was not possible 
due to a number of factors, including changes in the 
methodology used by the data source, use of propri-
etary indices in the previous report that are no longer 
available and the addition of new indicators to this 
report that were not examined in the 2004 edition.

The range of data sources is broad. Those sources 
include two major regional surveys that are cited in 
several chapters: The Pittsburgh Regional Quality 
of Life Survey published in 2012 and the Pittsburgh 
Regional Environment Survey published in 2013. Both 
were conducted by the University Center for Social 
and Urban Research (UCSUR) at the University of 
Pittsburgh and Pittsburgh Today, a regional indicators 
project of UCSUR.

The Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Life Survey 
involved interviews with more than 1,800 residents, 
which were completed in November 2011. The ran-
domized telephone survey is the most comprehensive 
to date to report perceptions, attitudes and behav-
iors related to quality of life issues in the region. It 
over-sampled African Americans and involved resi-
dents of the City of Pittsburgh, the seven Pittsburgh 
Metropolitan Statistical Area counties and 25 nearby 
counties in Pennsylvania, Ohio, West Virginia and 
Maryland known as the Power of 32 region. Topics 
included local neighborhoods, the environment, gov-
ernment, the arts, transportation, education, public 
safety, housing, the economy, health and demographics,

The Pittsburgh Regional Environment Survey was 
a random representative survey conducted in May and 
June 2013. The findings are drawn from 805 interviews 
conducted by telephone using random digit dialing 

sampling of both landline and cellular telephones in 
households throughout the Pittsburgh MSA. Questions 
covered a range of topics, including environmental 
knowledge; attitudes and perceptions; environmental 
behaviors; and air and water quality. 

Data sources and notes related to individual indi-
cator chapters follow.

PEOPLE

Racial Equity

 ▪ Chart: Income differences. Median household income by race 
and ethnicity, Pittsburgh MSA, 2010. Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 
American Community Survey 5-year estimates. Margins of error 
are: +/- $305 for all races; +/- $322, white; +/- $942, African 
American; +/- $5,264 Asian; and +/- $4,900, Hispanic.

Other data referenced in this section include:

 ▪ Homeownership by race and ethnicity, Pittsburgh MSA, 2010. 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 5-year 
estimates.

 ▪ Workforce participation by race and ethnicity, Pittsburgh MSA, 
2013. Source: U.S. Census Bureau Longitudinal Employer-House-
hold Dynamics data.

 ▪ Pittsburgh Today & the University of Pittsburgh University 
Center for Social and Urban Research (2012). The Pittsburgh 
Regional Quality of Life Survey. http://pittsburghtoday.org/spe-
cial-reports/the-pittsburgh-regional-quality-of-life-data-tables/

 ▪ Educational attainment for residents of the Pittsburgh MSA 
aged 25 or older, BA and higher, and high school diploma or less, 
2010. U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 5-year 
estimates.

 ▪ Heart disease death rates (per 100k population), Allegheny 
County, 2010. Allegheny County Health Dept., Dept. of Biostatis-
tics, Mortality Report.

 ▪ Pittsburgh’s Racial Demographics 2015: Differences and 
Disparities, University of Pittsburgh Center for Race and Social 
Problems.

 ▪ Simms, M., McDaniel, M., Fyffe, S., & Lowenstein, C. (2015). 
Barriers & Bridges: An Action Plan for Overcoming Obstacles 
and Unlocking Opportunities for African American Men in 
Pittsburgh. The Urban Institute, with support from The Heinz 
Endowments.
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Social Capital

 ▪ Chart: Social capital. The data used in the chart and 
throughout the chapter related to social mobility were obtained 
from: Chetty, R., & Hendren, N. (2015). The Impacts of Neigh-
borhoods on Intergenerational Mobility: Childhood Exposure 
Effects and County-Level Estimates. Harvard University/National 
Bureau of Economic Research, May 2015. www.equality-of-op-
portunity.org/images/nbhds_paper.pdf

 ▪ Data in the chart are specific to low-income children, who 
are defined as those who grow up in families whose income 
falls in the 25th percentile of the national income distribution. 
Researchers also report the impact of living in each county across 
a range of household income levels.

 ▪ A county’s impact on social mobility is calculated as a dollar 
estimate of the amount that each year of living in that county 
adds to or subtracts from a child’s annual income at age 26. The 
researchers examined 1040-form federal tax returns and third-
party returns, such as W-2 forms, and compared the long-term 
results of families and children who moved to new ZIP codes with 
families who did not move. From the data, they estimated the 
effect of each county in the United States on a child’s chances of 
upward mobility, which they measure as their estimated income 
in early adulthood. In addition, they examined properties within 
counties related to mobility, such as the quality of education, per-
centage of single-parent families, segregation and social capital.

 ▪ Additional information in this chapter was obtained from: 
Chetty, R, Hendren, N., Kline, P., & Saez, E. (2014). Where is 
the Land of Opportunity? The Geography of Intergenerational 
Mobility in the United States. National Bureau of Economic 
Research, Working Paper No. 19843, issued in January 2014. 
http://scholar.harvard.edu/files/hendren/files/mobility_geo.pdf

General Health

 ▪ Chart: Self-Reported Health Status, Pittsburgh MSA, per-
centage of adult population or adults age 18-64, 2003–12. Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, Behavioral Risk Factor 
Surveillance System, www.cdc.gov/brfss/

 ▪ Heart Disease Death Rates (per 100,000 population), 
Allegheny County. Allegheny County Health Department, Depart-
ment of Biostatistics. www.achd.net/biostats/. The mortality data 
reported by the county are based on 100 percent of known death 
certificates filed for Allegheny County residents, regardless of 
where the death occurred. 

 ▪ 2012 Allegheny County Mortality Report. Allegheny County 
Health Department, Bureau of Assessment, Statistics & Epide-
miology. www.achd.net/biostats/pubs/pdf/2012_Mortality_
Report.pdf

Health Care Access

 ▪ Chart: Health care coverage. U.S. Census Bureau American 
Community Survey data for uninsured people at the time they 
were interviewed, U.S. and Pennsylvania totals, 2013–14.

 ▪ Smith, J., & Medalia, C. U.S. Census Bureau, Current Popula-
tion Reports, P60-253, Health Insurance Coverage in the United 
States: 2014, U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C., 
2015.

 ▪ Percentage of adults aged 18-64 with health care insurance, 
Pittsburgh MSA, from 2003–12. Source: Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance 
System. www.cdc.gov/brfss/. These data predate implementation 
of key provisions of the federal Patient Protection and Affordable 
Care Act.

Infant Health

 ▪ Chart: Infant mortality rates (per 1,000 live births), Allegheny 
County, 2003–12. Data provided by the Allegheny County Health 
Department, Department of Biostatistics.

 ▪ Balke, M. (2015). 2008–12 Infant Mortality Birth Cohort Study 
Allegheny County, PA. Allegheny County Health Department, 
Maternal & Child Health, Bureau of Assessment, Statistics, and 
Epidemiology. www.achd.net/biostats/pubs/pdf/2015_Birth_
Cohort_Report_FINAL.pdf

 ▪ 2012 Allegheny County Mortality Report. Allegheny County 
Health Department, Bureau of Assessment, Statistics & Epide-
miology. www.achd.net/biostats/pubs/pdf/2012_Mortality_
Report.pdf

Mental Health

 ▪ Chart: Suicide rate per 100,000 population, Allegheny County, 
2003–13. Data provided by the Allegheny County Health Depart-
ment, Department of Biostatistics.

 ▪ Suicide in Allegheny County, 2002 through 2014. Research 
report, Allegheny County Department of Human Services, 
February 2016. www.alleghenycounty.us/Human-Services/
Resources/Research/Behavioral-Health-and-Disabilities.aspx

 ▪ Documét P., Bear T., & Green H. (2012). Results from the 
2009–10 Allegheny County Health Survey (ACHS): Measuring the 
Health of Adult Residents. Pittsburgh: Allegheny County Health 
Department, The Evaluation Institute.

 ▪ Involuntary Commitment Petitions in Allegheny County. 
Research report, Allegheny County Department of Human 
Services, Office of Data Analysis, Research and Evaluation 
(December 2015). www.alleghenycounty.us/Human-Services/
Resources/Research/Behavioral-Health-and-Disabilities.aspx

Voting

 ▪ Chart: Percentage of eligible voters who voted, Pittsburgh MSA, 
2004–14 presidential and gubernatorial elections. PA Department 
of State, Voting & Elections. Presidential and gubernatorial elec-
tion years also include election two local Congressional seats.

 ▪ Percentage of voting-age residents registered to vote in 
Pittsburgh MSA, 2005–14. PA Department of State, Voting & 
Elections; U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 
5-year estimates.

 ▪ Percentage of registered voters voting in municipal elections, 
2005–15, by Pittsburgh MSA county. Source: Election bureaus 
and divisions in Allegheny, Armstrong, Beaver, Butler and 
Westmoreland County. Data reported by other MSA counties were 
incomplete.
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 ▪ U.S. Census Bureau. Voting and Registration in the Election of 
November 2012 - Detailed Tables. www.census.gov/hhes/www/
socdemo/voting/publications/p20/2012/tables.html

 ▪ Alvarez, R., Ansolabehere, S., Berinsky, A., Lenz, G., & Stewart, 
C. (2008). Survey of the Performance of American Elections: 
Final Report. The Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cam-
bridge, Mass. 

Equity of Political Representation

 ▪ Chart: Women elected to PA legislature. Data compiled by the 
Center for American Women and Politics, Rutgers University 
Eagleton Institute of Politics. http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/
state_fact_sheets/pa. The data reflects the number of women 
elected to the state legislature and percentage of 253 total seats 
held by women.

PL ANET

Air Quality

 ▪ Chart: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Air Quality 
Index, annual summary reports for the Pittsburgh MSA, 
2003–15.

 ▪ The Air Quality Index (AQI) includes levels of five major air 
pollutants regulated under the Clean Air Act: ground-level ozone, 
particulate matter, carbon monoxide, sulfur dioxide and nitrogen 
dioxide. The AQI reports air quality using color-coded categories 
ranging from good to unhealthy for sensitive groups of people, 
unhealthy and very unhealthy, which includes air considered 
hazardous. The higher the AQI value, the greater the air pollution 
and health risk. The AQI index data reflect changes in federal 
pollution standards that were made up to 2015, including a tighter 
8-hour annual average standard for ozone enacted that year. 

 ▪ Chart: Ozone—8-hour annual standard. U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency, AirData Monitor Values for the Pittsburgh 
MSA 2003–15. The values shown are the highest reported during 
the year by all monitoring sites in the Pittsburgh MSA, which 
includes Allegheny, Armstrong, Beaver, Butler, Fayette, Wash-
ington and Westmoreland counties.

 ▪ The source of PM 2.5 annual average cited for the Pittsburgh 
MSA from 2003–15 is the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 
AirData Monitor Values. 

 ▪ Pittsburgh Today, University of Pittsburgh University Center 
for Social and Urban Research (2013). The Pittsburgh Regional 
Environment Survey. http://pittsburghtoday.org/special-re-
ports/the-pittsburgh-regional-environment-survey/

Toxic Emissions

 ▪ Chart: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Toxic Release 
Inventory, Pittsburgh MSA, 2003–14.

 ▪ TRI on-site releases include emissions to the air from the 
facility, discharges into streams, rivers and lakes, and land 
disposal at the facility. Facilities that report to TRI are typically 
involved in manufacturing, metal mining, electric power gener-
ation, chemical manufacturing and hazardous waste treatment. 
More than 650 chemicals are required to be reported, including 
identified carcinogens such as benzene, carbon tetrachloride, 
dioxin, formaldehyde, and silver, zinc, nickel and thallium com-
pounds. 

 ▪ Facility specific data was obtained from U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency Toxic Release Inventory Facility Profile report 
for Keystone Power Plant, Shelocta, PA. Toxic chemical on-site 
releases data is from 1998–2014.

Water Quality

 ▪ The data analyses for the water quality chapters were per-
formed by Jeanne VanBriesen, Ph.D., P.E., Duquesne Light Com-
pany Professor of Civil and Environmental Engineering and the 
Director of the Center for Water Quality in Urban Environmental 
Systems (Water QUEST) at Carnegie Mellon University.

 ▪ Chart: Water Quality-Combined sewer overflow. Combined 
sewer overflow alerts 1995–2015. CSO alert status data obtained 
from Allegheny County Sanitary Authority (ALCOSAN). Rainfall 
data for the Pittsburgh International Airport were obtained from 
the National Centers for Environmental Information. CSO is mon-
itored in parts of the Allegheny, Monongahela and Ohio rivers.

 ▪ Chart: Water Quality-Bromide and total dissolved solids. Bro-
mide concentrations at drinking water plants on the Monongahela 
River and Allegheny River for each water year (2010–14). Data 
collected by Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority and Carnegie 
Mellon University. [Water years run from Oct. 1 of the previous 
year to Sept. 30 of the current year. For example, Water Year 2011 
includes data from Oct. 1, 2010 to Sept. 30, 2011.]

 ▪ States, S., G. Cyprych, M. Stoner, F. Wydra, J. Kuchta, J. 
Monnell, and L. Casson, Marcellus shale drilling and brominated 
THMs in Pittsburgh, PA, drinking water. Journal of the American 
Water Works Association, 2013. 105(8): p. E432-E448. http://
www.awwa.org/publications/journal-awwa/abstract/arti-
cleid/38156568.aspx

 ▪ Wilson, J. and J. VanBriesen, Source water changes and energy 
extraction activities in the Monongahela River, 2009–12. Envi-
ronmental Science and Technology, 2014. 47(21): p. 12575-12582. 
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/es402437n

 ▪ Data cited on median surface water bromide level in U.S. rivers 
and lakes cited in the chapter was obtained from: USEPA, ICR 
Auxiliary 1 Database Version 5.0 Query Tool Version 2.0, 2000, 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.

 ▪ Self-reported drinking water assessments by income and race 
in the Pittsburgh MSA were obtained from: Pittsburgh Today, 
University of Pittsburgh University Center for Social and Urban 
Research (2013). The Pittsburgh Regional Environment Survey. 
http://pittsburghtoday.org/special-reports/the-pittsburgh-re-
gional-environment-survey/
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Ecosystem Health

 ▪ Chart (bird count): Pileated Woodpecker and Great Blue Heron. 
Data obtained from Audubon Society of Western Pennsylvania, 
Christmas Bird Counts 2003–14. The Pittsburgh area count 
covers an area 15 miles in diameter of downtown Pittsburgh. It 
includes a diverse set of habitats and neighborhoods ranging from 
Oakmont, Fox Chapel, McCandless and North Park to Ben Avon, 
McKees Rocks and Homestead. http://netapp.audubon.org/
cbcobservation/

 ▪ Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission (2011). Three Rivers 
Management Plan: A strategy for managing fisheries resources on 
the Allegheny, Monongahela and Ohio Rivers. Pennsylvania Fish 
and Boat Commission, Bureau of Fisheries, Fisheries Manage-
ment Division Area 8, Somerset, PA.

Environmental Ethic

 ▪ Chart: Citizen influence. Pittsburgh Today, University of 
Pittsburgh University Center for Social and Urban Research 
(2013). The Pittsburgh Regional Environment Survey. Data reflect 
responses to the question: “Do you think environmental problems 
are something you personally can…[Do a lot about; Do little 
about; Do nothing about].” http://pittsburghtoday.org/special-re-
ports/the-pittsburgh-regional-environment-survey/

 ▪ Chart: Saving energy. Pittsburgh Today, University of Pitts-
burgh University Center for Social and Urban Research (2013). 
The Pittsburgh Regional Environment Survey. Data reflects 
percent of residents who say they turn down heat in winter at 
night and turn down their air conditioning at night in summer to 
save energy.

Energy Use

 ▪ Chart: Regional electricity production, southwestern Pennsyl-
vania, 2003–14. Annual generation estimates are derived from 
the U.S. Energy Information Administration data and include 
utility and non-utility electric generation from sources with one 
megawatt or greater generation capacity. The counties included in 
the estimates are Allegheny, Armstrong, Beaver, Butler, Fayette, 
Greene, Indiana, Lawrence, Washington and Westmoreland.

 ▪ Chart: Percentage of energy produced from carbon-free and 
renewable sources, southwestern Pennsylvania, 2003–14. Annual 
generation estimates are derived from the U.S. Energy Infor-
mation Administration data and include utility and non-utility 
electric generation from sources with one megawatt or greater 
generation capacity. The percentage of electricity generated from 
carbon-free sources and renewable sources is calculated from the 
amount of energy produced locally and the amount consumed 
locally. The counties included in the estimates are Allegheny, 
Armstrong, Beaver, Butler, Fayette, Greene, Indiana, Lawrence, 
Washington and Westmoreland.

 ▪ Carbon-free sources include both renewable and nuclear power 
production, but do not include the carbon emissions associated 
with the construction, operation and decommissioning of any 
electricity production operation. Renewable sources include 
biomass, hydropower, landfill gas, solar and wind.

 ▪ Greenhouse gas estimates are measured in carbon dioxide 
equivalents per 1,000 metric tons for all greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions associated with end-use energy consumed within the 
10-county region. Carbon dioxide equivalent is a measure used 
to compare the emissions from various greenhouse gases based 
upon their global warming potential. The carbon dioxide equiv-
alent for a gas is derived by multiplying the tons of the gas by the 
associated global warming potential. https://www3.epa.gov/
climatechange/glossary.html#C

 ▪ The analysis of carbon dioxide equivalents produced in 2011 
referred to in this chapter provides a snapshot of greenhouse gas 
emissions associated with the consumption of electricity and 
fossil fuels in the region’s residential, commercial, industrial 
and transportation sectors. The estimate does not include GHG 
emissions from mining, waste management, agriculture, forestry, 
and land use change, which together comprised 14 percent of 
Pennsylvania’s GHG emissions in 2005. Ethos Collaborative and 
Fourth Economy Consulting performed the analysis for Sustain-
able Pittsburgh. www.energy4p32.org/baseline.html

 ▪ Draft Climate Change Action Plan Update, 2015. Pennsylvania 
Department of Environmental Protection. http://www.elibrary.
dep.state.pa.us/dsweb/Get/Document-110839/DRAFT%20
2015%20Climate%20Change%20Action%20Plan%20Update.pdf

 ▪ Pennsylvania Climate Impacts Assessment Update. Envi-
ronment and Natural Resources Institute, Pennsylvania State 
University, May 2015.

Waste and Recycling

 ▪ Municipal solid waste data for Pittsburgh MSA counties 
2003–14 were obtained from the Pennsylvania Department of 
Environmental Protection municipal solid waste reports. The 
annual municipal solid waste data reported by the state reflects 
the tonnage of waste received by landfills in each Pittsburgh MSA 
county. www.dep.pa.gov/Business/Land/Waste/SolidWaste/
MunicipalWaste/Pages/MW-Disposal-Info.aspx#.VvLnV_krLcu 

 ▪ Tonnage of recycled waste for Pittsburgh MSA counties 
2003–14 were obtained from the Pennsylvania Department of 
Environmental Protection. www.dep.pa.gov/Business/Land/
Waste/Recycling/Pages/default.aspx#.VvLltPkrLct

 ▪ Pittsburgh Today, University of Pittsburgh University Center 
for Social and Urban Research (2013). The Pittsburgh Regional 
Environment Survey. http://pittsburghtoday.org/special-re-
ports/the-pittsburgh-regional-environment-survey/

PL ACE

Crime

 ▪ Chart: Annual rates of property and violent crime in the Pitts-
burgh MSA. Data obtained from the FBI Uniform Crime Reports, 
U.S. Department of Justice.
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Housing

 ▪ Chart: Fair market rents, Pittsburgh MSA, 2003–16. U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development, Office of Policy 
Development and Research. www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/
fmr.html

 ▪ Chart: Rates of homeowners and renters in the Pittsburgh MSA 
paying 30 percent or more of their annual income for housing 
were obtained from U.S. Census Bureau American Community 
Survey one-year estimates.

 ▪ Median housing value and vacant housing rates in the Pitts-
burgh MSA were obtained from U.S. Census Bureau American 
Community Survey one-year estimates.

 ▪ Pittsburgh Today & the University of Pittsburgh University 
Center for Social and Urban Research (2012). The Pittsburgh 
Regional Quality of Life Survey. http://pittsburghtoday.org/spe-
cial-reports/the-pittsburgh-regional-quality-of-life-data-tables/

Mobility

 ▪ Chart: Transit use per capita, Allegheny County, 2003–13. 
National Transit Database, U.S. Department of Transportation.

 ▪ Chart: Annual traffic delay in the Pittsburgh MSA, 2003–14. 
Data are reported in the 2015 Urban Mobility Scorecard, an 
annual assessment of transportation across the nation published 
by the Texas Transportation Institute.

 ▪ Percentages of the workforce that commutes by public transit 
were obtained from U.S. Census Bureau American Community 
Survey one-year estimates.

 ▪ Workforce commute times via public transportation were 
obtained from the following source: Tomer, A. (2012). Where 
the Jobs Are: Employer Access to Labor by Transit, Brook-
ings Institution, July 11, 2012. www.brookings.edu/research/
papers/2012/07/11-transit-jobs-tomer. The report combines data 
on employment, transit systems and household demographics to 
determine transit accessibility within the 100 largest U.S. metro-
politan areas. Percentages of the regional workforce able to com-
mute to jobs in 90 minutes or less were calculated to determine 
how well public transit connects employers to potential workers.

 ▪ Walk score and bike score data was obtained from Walk Score, 
Seattle, Wash. https://www.walkscore.com/

 ▪ U.S. Census Bureau walking and biking data was obtained 
from: Alliance for Biking and Walking. Bicycling and Walking in 
the United States: 2014 National Benchmarking Report. www.
bikewalkalliance.org/resources/benchmarking

 ▪ Regional transportation affordability indicators for Pittsburgh 
MSA counties were obtained from the Housing and Transporta-
tion Affordability Index compiled by The Center for Neighborhood 
Technology. http://htaindex.cnt.org/. The index presents a view of 
affordability that combines house and transportation costs in 917 
U.S. metropolitan and micropolitan regions and sets a bench-
mark at no more than 45 percent of household income. It is based 
on data from a range of sources, including gross density, block 
density, employment access, transit continuity, employment mix, 
transit use, car ownership, median household income, commuters 
per household and average household size.

 ▪ The source of survey data is The Pittsburgh Regional Quality 
of Life Survey, published in 2012 by Pittsburgh Today and the 
University of Pittsburgh University Center for Social and Urban 
Research. http://pittsburghtoday.org/special-reports/the-pitts-
burgh-regional-quality-of-life-data-tables/

Land Use

 ▪ Chart: Compactness/sprawl index, Pittsburgh MSA, by county 
2000–10.

 ▪ The compactness/sprawl index data and composite scores 
for the seven Pittsburgh MSA counties in 2000 and 2010 were 
obtained from Ewing, R., Hamidi, S. (2014). Measuring Urban 
Sprawling and Validating Sprawl Measures. Technical report pre-
pared by the University of Utah Metropolitan Research Center for 
the National Cancer Institute, National Institutes of Health, the 
Ford Foundation and Smart Growth America. https://gis.cancer.
gov/tools/urban-sprawl/sprawl-report-short.pdf

 ▪ The index attempts to measure compactness within U.S. 
counties as an indicator of sprawl. The index offers a composite 
index score that reflects weighted measures of population density, 
employment density, number and size of blocks as measures of 
street connectivity, walk scores, diversity of land use, and other 
factors, including concentration of activities within counties, such 
as in a central business district. The index is based on data from 
the U.S. Census Bureau, U.S. Department of Agriculture, U.S. 
Geological Survey and other sources. See the report for additional 
details of the index methodology.

 ▪ U.S. Census Bureau data is cited for population and housing 
unit density (per square mille of land area) in the Pittsburgh 
MSA counties from 2000–10. Data obtained from the following 
publications: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 Census of Population and 
Housing, Population and Housing Unit Counts PHC-3-1, United 
States Summary Washington, D.C., April 2004 https://www.
census.gov/prod/cen2000/phc3-us-pt1.pdf; and U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2010 Census of Population and Housing, Population and 
Housing Unit Counts, CPH-2-1, United States Summary U.S. Gov-
ernment Printing Office, Washington, D.C., 2012. http://www.
census.gov/prod/cen2010/cph-2-1.pdf

 ▪ Population and housing unit density are computed by dividing 
the total population or number of housing units within a geo-
graphic entity by the land area of that entity measured in square 
miles or in square kilometers. Density is expressed as “population 
per square mile” or “housing units per square mile.” 

 ▪ Rates of vacant housing in the Pittsburgh MSA in 2010 were 
obtained from U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey 
one-year estimates. The census counts vacant housing units, but 
not lots, and the data include dwellings such as apartments in 
between tenants and vacation property not occupied at the time 
of survey.

Other sources that inform this chapter include: 

 ▪ Population trends by county in the Pittsburgh MSA, are based 
on U.S. Census Bureau annual population estimates. www.
census.gov/popest/data/cities/totals/2015/index.html. These 
data and data for additional counties in the tri-state Greater 
Pittsburgh area can be obtained at http://pittsburghtoday.org/
indicators/population/demographics/pittsburgh-county-popula-
tion-estimates/
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 ▪ Land cover in Allegheny County, 2011. Source: University of 
Pittsburgh Center for Social and Urban Research, Southwestern 
Pennsylvania Community Profiles created using data from 
Allegheny County Division of Computer Services Geographic 
Information Systems Group: https://profiles.ucsur.pitt.edu/
profiles/county/42003/environment/. This indicator, created by 
UCSUR, calculates land cover estimates from two data sets: a 
comprehensive coverage for Allegheny County and a represen-
tation of densely wooded areas. The comprehensive coverage 
includes tree canopy, open green space and bare soil, open water, 
buildings, roads and railroads, and other impervious cover.

 ▪ City of Pittsburgh neighborhood vacancy and poverty rates. 
Source: PGHSNAP, a data and mapping project of the city Depart-
ment of Planning. www.pittsburghpa.gov/dcp/snap/ 

 ▪ Benner, C., and Fox, R.. (2008) Inclusion in the Workforce: 
Positioning the Pittsburgh Region to Prosper and Compete. Pitts-
burgh, PA: Sustainable Pittsburgh. http://www.sustainablepitts-
burgh.org/Pub/Final_Inclusion_7-28-09.pdf

Cultural Life

 ▪ Chart: Number of arts and cultural organizations by type in 
southwestern Pennsylvania, 2010–15. DataArts statistics gath-
ered and analyzed by the Greater Pittsburgh Arts Council.

 ▪ Data/Arts—formerly the Cultural Data Project—is a data 
system that enables tabulation and analysis of financial, program-
matic, and operational data entered annually by arts and culture 
organizations in the nine-county southwestern Pennsylvania 
region. As defined by the Greater Pittsburgh Arts Council, the 
region includes Allegheny, Armstrong, Beaver, Butler, Fayette, 
Greene, Lawrence, Washington and Westmoreland counties.

 ▪ 2016 Greater Pittsburgh Cultural Counts. Greater Pittsburgh 
Arts Council. http://www.pittsburghartscouncil.org/programs/
research/culture-counts-report-2016

 ▪ Arts, culture, prosperity in Allegheny County, Greater Pitts-
burgh Arts Council. www.pittsburghartscouncil.org/prosperity

 ▪ Pittsburgh Today & University of Pittsburgh University Center 
for Social and Urban Research (2012). The Pittsburgh Regional 
Quality of Life Survey.

 ▪ Blume-Kohout, M., Leonard, S., & Novak-Leonard, J. (2015). 
When going gets tough: barriers and motivations affecting arts 
attendance. National Endowment for the Arts, research report 
57, January 2015. www.arts.gov/sites/default/files/when-going-
gets-tough-revised2.pdf

Recreational Opportunities

 ▪ Chart: Resident ratings of quality of recreational opportunities 
found in local parks and playgrounds and along trails. Source: 
The Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Life Survey, published in 2012 
by Pittsburgh Today and the University of Pittsburgh University 
Center for Social and Urban Research. http://pittsburghtoday.
org/special-reports/the-pittsburgh-regional-quality-of-life-da-
ta-tables/

PERFORMANCE

Cost of Living

 ▪ Chart: Composite Cost of Living Index, Pittsburgh MSA, 
2008–15, Council for Community and Economic Research, 
Arlington, VA.

 ▪ Median family income, Pittsburgh MSA, 2005–14, U.S. Census 
Bureau, American Community Survey one-year estimates.

 ▪ Median family income, United States, 2005–14, U.S. Census 
Bureau, American Community Survey one-year estimates.

 ▪ Pittsburgh Today & the University of Pittsburgh University 
Center for Social and Urban Research (2012). The Pittsburgh 
Regional Quality of Life Survey. http://pittsburghtoday.org/spe-
cial-reports/the-pittsburgh-regional-quality-of-life-data-tables/

Unemployment

 ▪ Chart: Annual average unemployment rate, Pittsburgh MSA 
2003–14. Data are not seasonally adjusted. U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, Local Area Unemployment Statistics Database. 

 ▪ Pittsburgh Today & University of Pittsburgh University Center 
for Social and Urban Research (2012). The Pittsburgh Regional 
Quality of Life Survey. http://pittsburghtoday.org/special-re-
ports/the-pittsburgh-regional-quality-of-life-data-tables/

 ▪ A Workforce Less Diverse: The Limited Role Of Minorities In 
The Greater Pittsburgh Workforce. Pittsburgh, PA: The Workforce 
Diversity Indicators Initiative (2015). http://pittsburghtoday.org/
special-reports/behind-the-times-the-limited-role-of-minorities-
in-the-greater-pittsburgh-workforce/

 ▪ Workforce data by race for the Pittsburgh MSA and benchmark 
regions were obtained from the U.S. Census Bureau Longitu-
dinal Employer-Household Dynamics program 2013 Quarterly 
Workforce Indicators, which includes wage and employment data 
reported by employers covering 98 percent of U.S. jobs. 

 ▪ Simms, M., McDaniel, M., Fyffe, S., & Lowenstein, C. (2015). 
Barriers & Bridges: An Action Plan for Overcoming Obstacles 
and Unlocking Opportunities for African American Men in 
Pittsburgh. The Urban Institute, with support from The Heinz 
Endowments.

Wages

 ▪ Chart: Median household income, Pittsburgh MSA, 2005–14. 
Data obtained from U.S. Census Bureau, American Community 
Survey one-year estimates. Margins of error range from +/- $513 
per year to $856.

 ▪ Pittsburgh Today & University of Pittsburgh University Center 
for Social and Urban Research (2012). The Pittsburgh Regional 
Quality of Life Survey. http://pittsburghtoday.org/special-re-
ports/the-pittsburgh-regional-quality-of-life-data-tables/
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 ▪ A Workforce Less Diverse: The Limited Role Of Minorities In 
The Greater Pittsburgh Workforce. Pittsburgh, PA: The Workforce 
Diversity Indicators Initiative (2015). http://pittsburghtoday.org/
special-reports/behind-the-times-the-limited-role-of-minorities-
in-the-greater-pittsburgh-workforce/

 ▪ Workforce data by race for the Pittsburgh MSA and benchmark 
regions are from the U.S. Census Bureau Longitudinal Employ-
er-Household Dynamics program 2013 Quarterly Workforce 
Indicators, which includes wage and employment data reported 
by employers covering 98 percent of U.S. jobs.

Poverty

 ▪ Chart: Percent of population in poverty. U.S. Census Bureau, 
American Community Survey one-year estimates, Pittsburgh 
MSA. The margin of error for years 2005–14 is +/- 0.5. 

 ▪ Allegheny County Department of Human Services (2011). 
Disparities in Achievement: Human Services Involvement in the 
Pittsburgh Public Schools.

 ▪ The source of survey data is The Pittsburgh Regional Quality 
of Life Survey, published in 2012 by Pittsburgh Today and the 
University of Pittsburgh University Center for Social and Urban 
Research. http://pittsburghtoday.org/special-reports/the-pitts-
burgh-regional-quality-of-life-data-tables/

Regional Cooperation

 ▪ Metropolitan Power Diffusion Index for the Pittsburgh MSA, 
1987–2007, University of Pittsburgh Center for Metropolitan 
Studies. https://www.metrostudies.pitt.edu/Projects/Metropoli-
tan-Power-Diffusion-Index

 ▪ The Center for Metropolitan Studies at the Graduate School 
of Public and International Affairs provides the Metropolitan 
Power Diffusion Index (MPDI) for the 942 U.S. metropolitan 
and micropolitan statistical areas, based on 2009 core-based 
statistical area (CBSA) definitions. Using data from the Census of 
Governments individual government data, the MPDI is a univar-
iate score that measures how many separate governments (local, 
county, and special district) provide 11 common public services 
within a CBSA and how much each of those governments spends 
in providing those services. The more individual governments 
there are spending greater amounts of money on the services, 
the higher the MPDI score. The services measured include fire, 
central staff services, public buildings, highways, housing and 
community development, libraries, police, sewerage, solid waste 
management, and water utilities.

 ▪ Hendrick, R., & Shi, Y. (2015). Macro-level determinants of 
local government interaction: How metropolitan regions in the 
United States compare. Urban Affairs Review, vol. 51, no. 3; 414-
438.

Graduation Rates

 ▪ Chart: 4-year aggregate graduation rates of schools in the 
Pittsburgh MSA from the 2010–11 school year through 2013–14. 
Pennsylvania Department of Education, Cohort Graduation 
Rates. www.education.pa.gov/Data-and-Statistics/Pages/
Cohort-Graduation-Rate-.aspx#.VyDU-PkrLcs

 ▪ In general, the state uses a methodology that calculates grad-
uation rates based on the percentage of students who graduate 
within four years of entering high school. It also tracks the status 
of students and accounts for those who transfer in and out of 
schools and districts.

 ▪ Data on the educational attainment levels of Pittsburgh MSA 
residents are from the U.S. Census Bureau, American Commu-
nity Survey five-year estimates for 2010. This year was chosen to 
benchmark changes since 2000, the data for which was reported 
in the 2004 edition of this report. The defined population for this 
indicator is Pittsburgh MSA adults aged 25 years or older.

Internet Access

 ▪ Percentage of Pittsburgh MSA population with no Internet 
access was obtained from U.S. Census Bureau American Com-
munity Survey, one-year estimates, 2013–14. The Census Bureau 
began gathering this data in 2013.

 ▪ Perrin, A., & Duggan, M. (2015). Americans’ Internet Access: 
2000–15. Pew Research Center, June 26, 2015. http://www.pew-
internet.org/2015/06/26/americans-internet-access-2000-2015/

 ▪ The Pew Research Center analysis of Internet usage is based 
on a compilation of 97 surveys and more than 229,000 interviews 
among the general public conducted by the Pew Research Center 
from March 2000 to May 2015. These surveys are combined, 
allowing for comparisons of trends among different demographic 
groups across years. Yearly totals are calculated by combining all 
surveys for the calendar year with appropriate weights applied. 
See the report for additional details.

 ▪ File, T. & Ryan, C. (2014). Computer and Internet Use in the 
United States: 2013. American Community Survey Reports, 
November 2014, ACS-28. U.S. Department of Commerce, Eco-
nomics and Statistics Administration, U.S. Census Bureau.
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About Sustainable Pittsburgh

This report is a strategic element in advancing our mission to affect decision-making in 
the Pittsburgh region to integrate economic prosperity, social equity and environmental 
quality as the enduring accountability bringing sustainable solutions for communities and 
businesses. The report strives to accelerate the policy and practice of sustainable develop-
ment for the region toward the vision of our region having a strong economy in which all 

people can live to their potential, are engaged, and prosper within the means of a clean and healthy 
environment.

Through its two primary networks, Champions for Sustainability (for businesses) and Sustainable 
Community Development Network (for communities), Sustainable Pittsburgh leads formal sustain-
ability performance programs; professional development and technical assistance; and regional 
sustainability initiatives. For nearly 20 years, we have proven adept at building coalitions for change 
on issues that get at the heart of sustainability for southwestern Pennsylvania. As such, the organiza-
tion is a “go to” source for expertise on technical issues, best practices, testimony, and for assistance 
through the organization’s innovative Sustainable Solutions—“extreme sustainability makeover”—
consultancy. Sustainable Pittsburgh addresses issues such as smart growth, transportation, energy, 
ecodistricts, sustainable business strategy and regional equitable development. The principles and 
triple bottom line rewards of sustainability underpin Sustainable Pittsburgh's niche role. ⚫

Our Region.  Our Resources.  Our Future.

sustainablepittsburgh.org

info@sustainablepittsburgh.org

412.258.6642

Sustainable Pittsburgh

@SustainablePGH
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