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report
D I R E C T O R ’ S  N O T E

T he Institute of Politics has long taken an interest in 

highlighting the status and importance of infrastructure 

in Southwestern Pennsylvania. In the latter part of 

the last decade, we reconfigured our Transportation Policy 

Committee to include members from all sectors of infrastructure 

and renamed the committee to reflect those changes. In 2009, 

the Institute launched a primer that attempts to provide a com-

prehensive overview of all sectors of the region’s infrastructure. 

We have provided regular updates to that primer ever since.

The Institute also has taken seriously 

the charge of community education, 

putting together a number of forums 

that have brought the community 

together around infrastructure. 

Most recently, in November 2012, 

the Institute’s Infrastructure Policy 

Committee hosted a forum high-

lighting the use of economic impact 

analysis in examining the benefits of 

infrastructure projects. The concept 

of economic impact analysis involves 

looking at the value of infrastructure projects not simply in terms 

of the economic benefits of construction, but also in examining 

the long-term economic development or cost savings that the 

infrastructure improvement could generate. This topic was exam-

ined across a broad spectrum of sectors. We saw presentations 

on road and bridge construction, bike and pedestrian pathways, 

navigable waterways, and railways. A summary of the program  

is included in this issue of report.

During the program, a presentation from the U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA) highlighted some recent efforts in 

Philadelphia to make systemwide improvements in accordance 

with its consent decree using primarily green infrastructure.  

The system EPA designed not only will save the city money  

but also will have significant positive environmental impacts.

This summer, the Institute has been given the opportunity  

to undertake a related project. Allegheny County Sanitary  

Authority (ALCOSAN) and the 83 communities it serves  

have been preparing to implement an EPA consent decree. 

However, two challenges recently emerged during this process. 

Terry Miller



3 reportreport 2

(continued on page 4) 

The original plan proposed a solution involving primarily “gray infrastructure”  

as opposed to green infrastructure. In addition, it was determined that,  

going forward, a greater focus needed to be placed on regional solutions  

with ALCOSAN, its municipal partners, and other stakeholders working 

together. EPA has granted ALCOSAN and the municipalities more time to 

adjust the plan in accordance with new municipal studies on potential  

green infrastructure projects.

In cooperation with ALCOSAN, the Allegheny Conference on Community 

Development convened stakeholders to examine and develop regional options 

for ALCOSAN’s service area. The resulting Sewer Regionalization Review 

Panel, meeting over the course of a year and a half, identified a number of 

recommendations, which were released in a March 2013 report. The report 

noted in its findings that “the overarching theme is that improved alignment, 

stronger collaboration, and greater integration among the various responsible 

parties—ALCOSAN, municipalities, authorities, appointment bodies, and 

others engaged in wastewater management—will result in better services  

and better water quality for our residents, businesses, and communities.”

One recommendation addressed ALCOSAN’s governance structure and 

suggested that it be reviewed to ensure that municipalities served by 

ALCOSAN had sufficient input and representation, noting that five of the 

seven members of ALCOSAN’s current board live within the City of Pittsburgh 

while two-thirds of those they represent live outside city limits. The report 

specifically identified the Institute of Politics—because of its neutrality and  

its reputation for successfully handling delicate political situations—as the 

appropriate organization to convene the appropriate stakeholders for a  

broad-based and open discussion about changes to ALCOSAN’s board.  

We already have met with key city and county officials and formed a 

committee and a leadership team. The committee is scheduled to begin  

deliberations in September 2013.

This is not the first time the Institute has taken on a regional water project. 

In 2006, the Institute convened a Regional Water Management Task Force, 

which operated for three years and, in 2009, made recommendations that 

included the formation of the Three Rivers Water Planning District. In short, 

we have long known the importance of and value in taking a regional 

approach to water issues. We hope this current project will yield greater  

cooperation throughout the region in the area of water management and 

help to open lines of communication for the benefit of the approximately 

320,000 ratepayers in the 83 municipalities, and we look forward to  

working together with the community on this project. 

Sincerely,

 

TErry MILLEr 
Director, Institute of Politics

CapTuRINg aND COmmuNICaTINg 
ThE ECONOmIC ImpaCT Of 
INfRaSTRuCTuRE
 
NOvEmbER 30, 2012
Wyndham Grand Pittsburgh Downtown

 
PROGRAM AGENDA

WELCOME AND INTRODUCTIONS
PAUL COSTA, member, Pennsylvania House of Representatives, 
and cochair, Institute of Politics Infrastructure Policy Committee 

OVERVIEW OF ECONOMIC IMPACT ANALYSIS (EIA): 
POTENTIAL USES AND PITFALLS
STEVEN LANDAU, vice president and director of transportation 
and development, Economic Development Research Group, Inc. 

Q&A AND OPEN DISCUSSION 
Moderated by STAN CALDWELL, associate director, Traffic21, 
Carnegie Mellon University

BREAKOUT SESSION 1: EIA IN PRACTICE
• NCDOT PRIORITIZATION 2.0 
 DAVID WASSErMAN, North Carolina Department of  
 Transportation; discussion facilitated by H. DANIEL CESSNA,  
 district executive, PennDOT District 11 
• CSX NATIONAL GATEWAY PROJECT (TIGER GRANT) 
 PArKEr MCCrAry, director, strategic infrastructure– 
 intermodal, CSX Transportation; discussion facilitated by  
 rEGINA KOETTErS, owner, Marty’s Market
• NAVIGABLE WATERWAYS/PORTS/LOCKS AND DAMS
 LArry G. BrAy, research professor, Center for Transportation  
 Research, University of Tennessee, Knoxville; discussion  
 facilitated by JIM MCCArVILLE, executive director, Port of  
 Pittsburgh Commission

BREAKOUT SESSION 2: EIA AND  
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
• BICYCLE/PEDESTRIAN DEVELOPMENT 
 TrACy HADDEN LOH, research manager, Rails-To-Trails  
 Conservancy; discussion facilitated by COUrT GOULD,  
 executive director, Sustainable Pittsburgh 
• GREEN WATER INFRASTRUCTURE 
 KEN HENDrICKSON, green infrastructure staff lead, Office  
 of State and Watershed Partnerships, Water Protection  
 Division, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 3;  
 discussion facilitated by JOHN SCHOMBErT, executive  
 director, 3 Rivers Wet Weather
• USEFUL TOOLS IN ECONOMIC IMPACT ANALYSIS:  
 SUSTAINABLE RETURN ON INVESTMENT (SROI) 
 CHrISTOPHEr BEHr, principal economist, HDR, Inc.; discussion  
 facilitated by JAMES HASSINGEr, president and chief executive  
 officer, Southwestern Pennsylvania Commission

SHAPING PUBLIC OPINION 
PArrIS N. GLENDENING, president, Smart Growth America 
Leadership Institute

Q&A AND OPEN DISCUSSION
Moderated by BILL FLANAGAN, executive vice president, 
corporate relations, Allegheny Conference on  
Community Development

CLOSING REMARKS
WILLIAM H. GrAHAM, former district engineer, U.S.  
Army Corps of Engineers, Pittsburgh District; and cochair, 
Institute of Politics Infrastructure Policy Committee

C a p T u R I N g  a N D 
C O m m u N I C aT I N g  T h E 
E C O N O m I C  I m pa C T  O f 
I N f R a S T Ru C T u R E 

I n November 2012, the University of Pittsburgh Institute  

of Politics Infrastructure Policy Committee sponsored 

a forum to examine the concept of economic impact 

analysis to determine how it might be useful in Southwestern 

Pennsylvania for infrastructure planning and policy prioritiza-

tion purposes. Rather than examine the concept from a single 

perspective, the forum was designed to draw experts from 

many sectors—rail, navigable waterways, water and sewer 

systems, and roads and bridges, among others—to talk about 

how economic impact analysis is used and can be useful in their 

particular fields. As a result, a broad cross section of individuals 

from fields such as engineering and economic development,  

as well as academia and environmental sustainability,  

were represented.

The event began with welcoming remarks from Infrastructure 

Policy Committee Cochair PAUL COSTA, who spoke about the 

difficulty that public officials and others have in communicating 

effectively about infrastructure priorities and needs, especially to 

the general public. He noted that while people care about infra-

structure to a certain degree, it is sometimes difficult for them 

to connect the needs to the funding streams, such as gas taxes.

Opening speaker STEVEN LANDAU provided those in atten-

dance with a broad overview of economic impact analysis, 

explaining that economic impacts are usually indirect outcomes. 

For example, following the construction of a park in a particular 

neighborhood, home values may rise, potentially increasing  

the real estate taxes netted by that municipality. Also, new  

businesses may spring up along newly developed water or 

sewer lines or a redeveloped roadway. Making transportation 

and communication easier may decrease the cost of doing  

business between two locations.
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Landau noted that because of the types of economic impacts 

measured, analysis generally has to be long term. He noted  

that key mistakes include:

• looking only at immediate or direct economic benefits,  

 not long term;

• neglecting to examine the cost of doing nothing; and

• evaluating a project too early, before the true benefits  

 may have emerged.

In summary, Landau concluded that what people care about 

are jobs, health, comfort, education, and recreation; these 

also are the underlying principles of economic impact analysis. 

Finding a way to measure these items and providing that  

information to policymakers allows for targeted investment 

in projects that are expected to be critical to the continued 

economic success of the region or area.

STAN CALDWELL moderated the question-and-answer session 

between Landau and the attendees and helped to draw out 

information relating to failure-to-act studies (which can be 

compared to the cost of a particular project) and the alignment 

of funding streams with economic benefits.

BREAKOUT SESSIONS
The first group of breakout sessions focused on past efforts to 

incorporate economic impact analysis into planning procedures 

in place for various sectors.

DAVID WASSErMAN from the North Carolina Department of 

Transportation (NCDOT) outlined how the state has developed 

a standardized method for receiving feedback from multiple 

partners and the public. The process allows North Carolina’s  

14 DOT divisions to prioritize proposed projects each within  

its own region through divisional Investment Strategy Summits. 

At each summit, components of the prioritization plan are 

explained, as is the strategy behind the plan. Then, attendees 

proceeded to score plans based on each project’s value  

to them.

Quantitative data still remain a major component of the process. 

The data are based on seven criteria, including congestion, 

safety, and economic competitiveness. The Transportation 

Economic Development Impact System (TREDIS) model is used 

to weigh a project’s potential economic competitiveness. By 

using the existing DOT subdivisions, the NCDOT was able to 

compare like units without trying to compare urban projects 

to rural ones. Additionally, the value of data in the prioritiza-

tion equation decreases as plans move from statewide impact 

(70 percent significance) to subregional impact (30 percent 

significance). Unfortunately, established funding formulas for 

state and federal government allocations limit the ability for this 

prioritization process to translate directly into programming.

Group discussion outlined the limitations this process has had 

and how these limitations are being addressed going forward. 

Wasserman explained how, over the past three years, North 

Carolina has seen budgets shift toward more priority-based 

programming. Additionally, the state is currently considering 

moving to block grant funding for transportation development. 

This would move North Carolina toward a streamlined statewide 

prioritization process more capable of directly translating priori-

tization results to programming. When asked about the key 

lessons from implementing the prioritization, Wasserman stated 

that making data available to the public and having visible and 

transparent partnerships with Municipal Leagues, RPOs, and 

MPOs offered the greatest benefit. Citizen education and public 

information are critical components for implementing a strategy 

that weighs citizen input so heavily. Transparency is what allows 

the public to see where their impact has been made and to 

know what limitations exist.

PArKEr MCCrAry of CSX Transportation spoke about the 

economic benefits of the National Gateway project, a multistate 

railway improvement project designed to provide double- 

stack clearance for freight across the Mid-Atlantic and Eastern 

Seaboard. McCrary highlighted the portions of the project that 

are located in Southwestern Pennsylvania, noting that out of  

61 clearance obstructions, 17 were/are in Pennsylvania. Total 

clearance for the Pennsylvania portion of the project is expected 

to occur by the middle of 2013 and is expected to cost a total  

of $89 million in combined federal, state, and private (CSX) 

funds. McCrary noted that the economic benefits for this 

project include the ability to transport double the freight,  

with a limited increase in cost to CSX, in addition to being 

prepared to take advantage of the widening of the Panama 

Canal, which is anticipated to occur later this decade.

McCrary also alerted the group to the potential location of a 

new CSX intermodal facility in the Pittsburgh area, citing the key 

economic factors that went into the selection of Pittsburgh for 

the facility, which include:

• rail and highway accessibility,

• close proximity to the location of freight, and

• development and expansion opportunities in the  

 surrounding area.

During the discussion period, McCrary fielded questions about 

the specific location of the intermodal facility and other aspects 

of the rail industry in general.

LArry BrAy, economist for the Center for Transportation 

Research at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville (UTK), 

presented on his work with the Tennessee Valley Authority and 

UTK surrounding economic impact analysis (EIA) and benefit 

cost analysis as they relate to Tennessee’s navigable waterways. 

Bray began by emphasizing that the public does not under-

stand the value of a navigable waterway system. Navigable 

waterways bring tremendous benefits to the areas surrounding 

them, including access to jobs, increased real estate values, 

and tax revenue. Bray cited utility companies as one example: 

It is 16 percent cheaper to operate electricity plants along water-

ways because the plants can easily receive crucial shipments of 

coal and other goods. These savings can then be translated into 

the price of electricity for consumers—a savings association 

that the general public doesn’t necessarily understand.

One of the largest benefits that waterways bring is transpor-

tation savings; however, this is the one statistic that interests 

the public the least. Yet is the only measurement that the 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers utilizes. While 45,000 jobs may 

depend on waterways, this statistic is not used by the corps 

when prioritizing projects. Bray noted that, compared to the 

costs of repairing other infrastructure in the nation, the corps 

needs a trivial amount of money to fix its waterway system. 

Unfortunately, the process in place to receive this funding is 

twice as difficult as it is in any other infrastructure sector. 

Bray stressed that by using EIA or other types of analysis 

correctly, it may be easier to foster communication and 

educate the public more effectively about the value of these 

waterways. He noted that EIA should be approached from  

the cost side and used the example of shippers having to shift 

modes from waterway transport to rail or truck, which would 

result in a higher cost to those shippers. Waterways save  

shippers an estimated $7 billion per year; thus, the shipper 

savings would ultimately drive EIA. 

The session was summed up with a group recognition that, 

nationally, waterway projects are aging, and funds for mainte-

nance and expansion are not adequate—which is also the case 

(continued on page 6) 

Institute of Politics Infrastructure Policy Committee cochair Paul Costa talks with keynote speaker Parris Glendening and moderator Bill Flanagan following  
the committee’s program on economic impact analysis.
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in the Pittsburgh region with the Emsworth, Dashields, and 

Montgomery locks. The waterways are important not only  

for transporting cargo, but also for other services such as  

transportation of military forces, vehicles, and equipment,  

as well as recreational.

The second group of breakout sessions focused on the use of 

EIA in areas of sustainable development: bicycle and pedestrian 

pathways; water and sewer infrastructure; and a tool known  

as SROI, or sustainable return on investment.

As research director for the Rails-to-Trails Conservancy, 

TrACy HADDEN LOH has spent a large majority of her time 

investigating active transportation infrastructure. According to 

Loh, 12 percent of all trips nationwide are taken on foot or by 

bike, both of which are accessible and affordable methods of 

transportation that have a multitude of cobenefits, including 

physical health for those engaging in these forms of transpor-

tation and being friendly to the environment. 

According to a study that Loh shared, respondents to a survey 

would choose to allocate 22 percent of transportation funding 

for bicycling and walking projects. In reality, only 1 percent  

of transportation funding is allocated for these types of active 

transportation. She explained that this obvious cognitive  

dissonance is where EIA could help. 

There are three components to utilize for EIA: measurement, 

methodology, and audience. Unfortunately, there isn’t a great 

deal of data available for active transportation and/or the data 

do not easily translate into dollar figures. For example, the 

amount of gas saved can be translated into an actual dollar 

amount; however, a positive health effect, such as calories 

burned while engaging in active transportation, doesn’t always 

translate easily into dollars. Loh told the group that, last year, 

individuals in the United States spent $81 billion on bike trips 

and gear, illustrating the impact that this sector already is 

having on our economy. 

Following Loh’s presentation, the conversation turned to the 

sentiments in the Southwestern Pennsylvania region on bike 

and pedestrian issues, with breakout session participants noting 

that polls in this region show that public opinion is not as  

favorable to active transportation methods as those accounted 

for in the Rails-to-Trails survey responses. One of the largest 

obstacles to overcome when discussing benefits of active  

transportation is the lack of data and the fact that the impact 

of these types of infrastructure and transportation systems  

will take approximately a generation to be realized. Addition-

ally, ongoing conflicts among cyclists, walkers, and automobile 

drivers need to be reconciled so that each segment of the 

population sees value in the other forms of transportation 

available to them. Lastly, Stockholm, Sweden, was mentioned 

as a location to study for best practices in deploying successful 

active transportation initiatives.

KEN HENDrICKSON of EPA’s Region 3 office in Philadelphia 

illustrated the economic benefits of green infrastructure as a 

part of community water and sewer systems. He explained 

the concept of green infrastructure, which “mimics natural 

processes” to capture and dispose of rain and storm water 

primarily where it falls, as opposed to gray infrastructure,  

which manages water primarily through costly transportation. 

He noted that many green infrastructure strategies use  

collected water as a resource, returning it to the community  

for other uses, including irrigation, stream regeneration, and 

water supply.

Hendrickson reported that, similar to EIA generally, green  

infrastructure can be applied on a regional (watershed) level or 

on a very local level and still result in economic benefits to the 

area. He noted that, in addition to reduced costs in direct storm 

water management, green infrastructure reduces costs in other 

areas by improving the environment and public health. Because 

of tightening budgets and the increased “livability” that can 

result, more and more cities are becoming interested in  

incorporating green infrastructure into their systems.

In the discussion, it was noted that Philadelphia has recently 

made major investments in green infrastructure as part of its  

long term corrective plan for combined sewer overflows, as 

have many other cities across the United States. Hendrickson 

noted that challenges still remain in terms of priorities within 

EPA; his division (the Water Protection Division) wants to 

ensure that projects are completed in a green way, while 

the Enforcement Division simply wants the projects to be 

completed. However, Hendrickson noted that his division has 

been increasingly busy responding to communities that are 

interested in learning more, and he is optimistic that more of 

them will be turning to green infrastructure to resolve their 

combined sewer overflows and other water and sewer issues, 

because of the clear financial, environmental and public  

health benefits.

CHrISTOPHEr BEHr, principal economist at HDR, presented 

the firm’s sustainable return on investment (SROI) model. The 

model moves beyond basic return on investment (ROI) to include 

noncash benefits for the organization pursuing development 

and also calculates benefits to the rest of society. This model 

allows a given organization to weigh the benefits of a new 

development or project to establish what the long-term benefits 

will be. SROI does not impact current values. However, when 

added to decision analysis, it typically adds tangible value over  

a basic ROI model.

Behr did admit that quantifying concepts such as “livability” is 

extremely difficult. This problem is twofold. First, there needs  

to be a consensus on how to define the abstract concepts 

brought into the model. Second, data sets that operationalize 

these definitions need to be identified so they can be factored 

into an SROI model. 

Discussion in the session focused on the difficulties of producing 

models like SROI. The primary concern was the time frame for 

which the models are being produced, especially given that 

some federal grants require projections for up to 50 years into 

the future. This creates uncertainty in any model. For example, 

it is impossible to know future carbon dioxide outputs for 

vehicles in an updated fleet, which makes it difficult to assess 

whether environmental benefits are produced directly from a 

proposed project or from improved technologies introduced 

elsewhere. An additional point was made that the democratic 

process might lead policymakers to take action even if these 

concepts are defined as intangible. Behr agreed with both of 

these notions but concluded that finding ways to measure these 

concepts only adds value to the discussion. In fact, the process 

to define standard measures must be the result of a democratic 

conversation because it is already possible to see how the 

federal TIGER Grant process has moved in this direction. 

SHAPING PUBLIC OPINION
Attendees reconvened following the breakout groups for 

a keynote address from PArrIS GLENDENING. A former 

governor of Maryland, Glendening now leads the Leadership 

Institute for Smart Growth America. In his remarks, Glendening 

echoed the call from Landau to make infrastructure real to 

everyday people by connecting it to things that people are 

The Institute of Politics 2012 

Infrastructure Primer and 

PowerPoint presentations given 

by the speakers at the November 

forum continue to be available  

on the Institute’s Web site,  

www.iop.pitt.edu. To request 

hard copies of the Infrastructure 

Primer, you may contact the 

Institute at 412-624-1837 or by 

email at iopadmin@pitt.edu.  

An updated primer will be  

available later this fall.

concerned about—inflation, jobs, and the health and well-

being of the community. Using terms like “smart growth” does 

not reach people—what’s needed is a demonstration of the 

consequences of the alternative: potholes, slow commute  

times, collapsing bridges, power outages that last for days,  

and impacts from natural disasters.

Glendening also linked the nation’s infrastructure challenges  

to its global competitiveness, noting that in 2012–13, the United 

States ranked 25th among developed nations in the ability to 

compete economically as a result of its aging infrastructure, 

which is currently in a significant state of disrepair. Businesses 

that consider relocating somewhere within the United States  

are faced with one out of nine bridges nationwide being  

structurally inefficient; outdated water and sewer systems;  

and, in many cases, a general lack of coordination among  

infrastructure sectors. Glendening remarked that these are 

barriers to the United States position as a global leader.

One of the challenges in fixing this broken system is that  

important decisions are almost always preceded by a signifi- 

cant crisis. Glendening noted that the key is to make decision  

makers understand the need to invest now and the need to 

make infrastructure a national priority.

Highlights of the question-and-answer session, moderated 

by Bill Flanagan of the Allegheny Conference on Community 

Development, were comments from two reporters, Jon Schmitz 

and Tom Fontaine, who were invited to speak on the challenges 

they face covering infrastructure for the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

and the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review, respectively. During the 

subsequent discussion, audience members had an opportunity 

to voice concerns over various aspects of the region’s infra-

structure. The event closed with a lunch, during which speakers  

were available for more in-depth discussion on the issues 

presented in the morning session. n

Members of the Institute’s Environment and Infrastructure committees catch 
up during a break.

infrastructure  
status and needs  

in southwestern pennsylvania:

a primer
Fall 2012

UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH 

Infrastructure Policy Committee

Institute of Politics
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uNDERSTaNDINg ThE pOTENTIal 
Of laND baNkS IN pENNSylvaNIa
JuNE 7, 2013 
University Club, University of Pittsburgh

PROGRAM AGENDA

WELCOME AND INTRODUCTIONS 
rICH FITZGErALD, county executive, Allegheny County;  
and cochair, Institute of Politics Fiscal Policy and Governance 
Policy Committee 

LAND BANKS AND LAND BANKING 101
KIM GrAZIANI, vice president of capacity building,  
Center for Community Progress, Washington, D.C.

NATIONAL LAND BANK MODELS PANEL
MArIA WHyTE, commissioner, Erie County, N.Y.,  
Department of Environment and Planning
GUS FrANGOS, president and general counsel,  
Cuyahoga County, Ohio, Land Reutilization Corporation
KATIE SABO, chief of staff, Office of Commissioner  
Bridget Gainer, Cook County, Ill. 

OPEN DISCUSSION
Moderated by KIM GrAZIANI

LAND BANK LEGISLATION:  
OVERVIEW OF ACT 153 OF 2012 
CHrISTOPHEr C. HOUSTON, chief counsel, Pennsylvania 
Department of Community and Economic Development 

PENNSYLVANIA LAND BANK INITIATIVES
IrENE MCLAUGHLIN, consultant, Housing Alliance  
of Pennsylvania 

LOCAL RESPONSE PANEL
TrACEy EVANS, executive director, Wilkinsburg  
Community Development Corporation 
BETHANy E. DAVIDSON, deputy director,  
Pittsburgh Community Reinvestment Group 
CASSANDrA COLLINGE, manager, housing development, 
Allegheny County Economic Development 
AN LEWIS, executive director, Steel Valley Council  
of Governments 

OPEN DISCUSSION 
Moderated by KIM GrAZIANI

CLOSING REMARKS
FrED THIEMAN, president, The Buhl Foundation; and  
cochair, Institute of Politics Fiscal Policy and Governance 
Policy Committee

u N D E R S Ta N D I N g  T h E 
p O T E N T I a l  O f  l a N D  b a N k S 
I N  p E N N S y lva N I a

I n response to recent legislation that enabled the creation 

of land banks in Pennsylvania, a number of organizations 

in Southwestern Pennsylvania have indicated an interest 

in moving forward to create a land bank. To help coordinate 

and provide a baseline of information for these activities, 

the Institute of Politics Fiscal Policy and Governance Policy 

Committee hosted a half-day forum titled Understanding  

the Potential of Land Banks in Pennsylvania on June 7, 2013.

Allegheny County Executive rICH FITZGErALD opened the 

program with thanks to the Institute of Politics for convening 

the forum. He also thanked the elected officials in the room  

for participating. He noted the recent passage of Act 153  

(of 2012) and commented that the act will to help turn previ-

ously unusable properties into economically viable parcels  

that will benefit their communities and the region as a whole. 

He also recognized Councils of Governments (COGs) for  

staying at the forefront of this issue for the past few years.

The program’s keynote speaker, KIM GrAZIANI of the Center 

for Community Progress (CCP), provided an overview of land 

bank efforts nationwide, noting that CCP is currently working 

with 50 different communities in 13 states to define the problems, 

identify solutions, and help with implementation. CCP helps 

communities to see properties as an asset, not a liability, which 

can be challenging, given the problems that vacant, foreclosed, 

and/or abandoned properties can pose. 

Graziani then explained the concept of a land bank and the 

benefits of creating one. She defined a land bank as “a public 

authority or nonprofit that focuses on the conversion of vacant, 

abandoned, tax-delinquent, and foreclosed properties into 

productive use.” Graziani stressed that it is not usually necessary 

to create an entirely new organization to fit this definition but 

to find a community partner or partners who are already doing 

this type of activity. She identifies the following as key elements 

for success: 1) creating a connection to the tax collection and 

foreclosure process, 2) scaling responses to local land use goals, 

3) being policy driven—transparent in policy and actions, and 

4) emphasizing community engagement and participation. 

Graziani also indicated that land banks do not necessarily have 

the same mission or goals across communities. Their form  

and function can be adapted to suit community needs.

Graziani noted that the financing aspect is key. Dedicated 

funding streams ensure that the land bank can continue  

its efforts over a period of time. One strategy is to allow  

the land bank to collect one-half of the property taxes on 

reclaimed properties for five years. Other funding sources 

include federal funding, in-kind services, land sales revenue,  

and tax foreclosure fees.

To conclude her remarks, Graziani posed a challenge to the 

audience, asking them to consider the following questions 

before embarking on the process of developing a land bank:

• What are the problem parcels in your community? Where  

 are they, how many are there, and why are they problems? 

• What data are available? What data do you need?

• Who are your community partners (public and private)?

• What financial resources are available?

• Will a land bank be an effective part of the solution?

• What are some other tools available to you?

In addition to serving as the opening speaker, Graziani also 

moderated the subsequent panels, beginning with repre-

sentatives from national land bank models. MArIA WHyTE,  

a commissioner from Erie County, N.Y., humorously detailed 

some of her experiences setting up the Buffalo Erie Niagara 

Land Improvement Corporation, which was established in May 

2012. She suggested that managing expectations from the start 

is critical, because people will assume that a land bank can fix  

any number of community problems. With limited staff  

and limited financial resources, it becomes important to set 

priorities and parameters from the start. She noted that it  

also is critical, as a first step, to conceptualize an acquisition 

process. In that vein, the land bank worked with local  

government officials to create a standardized inspector  

report and a maintenance, disposition, and reuse plan  

for all properties within the participating municipalities.

Next, GUS FrANGOS from the Cuyahoga County Land 

Reutilization Corporation in Ohio explained the structure  

of his organization as a quasi-governmental organization 

(nonprofit government corporation). The organization was 

created through an Ohio state law that also reformed the tax 

foreclosure laws to allow for speed (eliminating sheriff sales  

and allowing for direct transfers) and provided a dedicated,  

reliable, ongoing funding stream (penalty and interest on  

delinquent taxes). Frangos noted that the organization’s key 

role is property triage but summarized its core activities as 

acquisition, demolition, disposition, and the formulation of 

strategy through research, foreclosure facilitation, and commu-

nity partnerships. Frangos highlighted community partnerships 

with community development corporations and social service 

organizations as an essential part of the land bank’s success.

KATIE SABO, chief of staff to Cook County, Ill., Commissioner 

Bridget Gainer, opened her remarks by noting that the land 

bank in Cook County, established in January 2013, covers 

130 municipalities over 900 square miles. It is governed by a 

15-member board and is an agency of the county. Because of 

the significant foreclosure problem in the area, the county really 

needed to develop a land bank that could address decreasing 

density. The land bank’s activities have included establishing:

• a foreclosure advocacy office at the circuit court to help  

 homeowners stay in their homes,

• a vacant building ordinance that requires vacant properties  

 to be boarded and sealed to help ensure the safety of  

 first responders,

• a community engagement process, and

• community advisory boards that create advocates and  

 ensure that the community owns the process.

She noted that one of the biggest challenges was getting buy-in 

from real estate agents. Funding remains another challenge, 

although the land bank has established a comprehensive list  

of potential funding sources.

Keynote speaker Kim Graziani shares success stories from land banks nationwide.

(continued on page 10) 
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In the first question-and-answer session, attendees asked the 

panelists detailed questions about the process of starting a land 

bank, which led to discussions about the following:

• Bonds vs. credit lines

• Communities selling their delinquent property taxes to  

 a third-party collector

• Success stories 

• Selection of the organizational home and appropriate size 

 for the land bank 

• Preventing entities from competing for resources

• Preventing the use of land banks for personal gain

• Potential problems for land bank funding posed by the multi- 

 tude of tax-collecting bodies in Southwestern Pennsylvania

Graziani noted that there are three case studies currently 

available at the Center for Community Progress that illustrate 

outcomes such as increased tax revenue through the work of  

a land bank. However, she noted that if increased revenue is  

the primary goal, then the land bank needs to have a very 

specific focus. She continued by saying that the challenge is  

in identifying results that can be attributed specifically  

to land banks, because they never work alone. With regard  

to ideal size, the panel noted that the time and energy it takes 

to operate a land bank and the need for access to data limit  

the number and type of organizations in a particular area that 

would be able to take on the challenge. The panel noted that  

the third-generation group of land banks is, generally speaking, 

more intergovernmental and regional in focus. Finally, the key  

to preventing corruption in the operation of land banks is 

transparency; the Cook County, Ill., land bank provides a good 

example of a transparent process. Transparency and advance 

planning also help with ensuring buy-in from local taxing 

bodies; two years of planning meetings went into the  

development of the Cook County land bank.

After a short break, CHrISTOPHEr HOUSTON of the 

Pennsylvania Department of Community and Economic 

Development summarized the development of Pennsylvania’s 

land bank legislation, passed in 2012. He cited “the overriding 

public need to confront the problems caused by vacant, aban-

doned, and tax-delinquent properties through the creation of 

new tools to enable municipalities to turn vacant, abandoned, 

and tax-delinquent spaces into vibrant places” as a reason for 

the legislation’s passing.

He also specified the following components defined by the law:

• Jurisdiction: counties and municipalities with populations  

 of 10,000 or more, or two or more municipalities of any  

 population, entering into an intergovernmental agreement  

 to create and maintain a land bank

• Powers: including engaging in legal procedures—lawsuits  

 and title clearing; borrowing money; issuing bonds and  

 notes; entering into contracts as necessary to achieve its  

 goals; demolishing and improving properties; granting/ 

 acquiring licenses, easements, or leases; and entering into  

 partnerships with other entities; among other things. One  

 power they do not have is the power of eminent domain.

• Governance: board is composed of an odd number of  

 members (between five and 11), and public officials are  

 allowed to serve

• Process of the acquisition and disposition of property,  

 including the ranking of potential uses for properties  

 in accordance with local land use planning

• Funding options

• Expedited quiet title proceedings

Next, IrENE MCLAUGHLIN, a consultant with the Housing 

Alliance of Pennsylvania, began her remarks by stressing the 

importance of working with local solicitors in any land banking 

process, as the land bank’s acquisition of property requires 

an agreement among the agency, the taxing body, and all 

other taxing bodies that may have a claim on a property. She 

also noted that it’s important to determine what agreements, 

procedures, and protocols are in place to smooth the acquisition 

process for land banks. She highlighted the presence of the 

Pittsburgh Land Reserve and acknowledged that the city has 

already engaged in some land bank activities, including holding 

properties and transferring them to the Urban Redevelopment 

Authority or other community development corporations,  

and analyzing and collecting data on properties within the  

city limits.

She also noted that while some municipalities are selling delin-

quent taxes to third-party collectors, many are simply using 

third-party processors, meaning that the proceeds from the 

delinquent tax collection would still be available to potentially 

be directed to land banks.

TrACEy EVANS of the Wilkinsburg Community Development 

Corporation opened the second panel with two of her primary 

reasons for advocating for a land bank: Wilkinsburg residents 

face the highest combined millage rate in the area, with 

one-third of the properties vacant. These are both areas in 

which a land bank might offer some reprieve. She mentioned 

two programs already under way: a tax compromise agree-

ment with the school district and a vacant property recovery 

program. Finally, she identified a key challenge with sheriff’s 

sales—the lack of control over what happens to the property 

afterward—and noted that she looks forward to working with 

other community partners in the development of a regional 

land bank.

BETHANy DAVIDSON of the Pittsburgh Community 

Reinvestment Group (PCRG) cited a 20-year partnership with  

the city in addressing the problem of vacant, abandoned,  

and blighted properties. In PCRG’s experience, the tax foreclo-

sure process has not been adjusted over the years to address 

the scale of the problem. She noted that the Land Recycling 

Task Force could serve as a model for a land bank, given that  

it engaged in a significant amount of maintenance and disposal  

of properties, and suggested that legislation that established 

the city’s task force could be expanded regionally. She concluded 

by saying that, because it is likely that there will be multiple 

land banks in the region, developing a way for them  

to work together will be critical.

CASSANDrA COLLINGE from Allegheny County Economic 

Development spoke about the county’s vacant property 

program, which currently has 33 participating municipalities. 

Partners in the program include people with an interest in 

the property, the municipality, and the county—which acts 

as an agent. They work to propose a reuse plan acceptable to 

all parties; any type of reuse is acceptable as long as there is 

demonstrated benefit and the capacity to implement the plan. 

This program has allowed numerous properties in Wilkinsburg 

and the Mon Valley to be repurposed. She noted that key end 

results of the process include beautification and improved 

community spirit.

Speaking on behalf of the Steel Valley Council of Governments, 

Executive Director AN LEWIS introduced the TriCog Land Bank 

Initiative. She commented that the initiative’s interest in land 

banks stems from data that show that the blight rate in the  

area it serves is higher than in the county as a whole. She noted 

that data collection and mapping have been done for several 

years in order to help local governments to develop a work 

group. She highlighted the importance of retaining a connec-

tion to the local governments and suggested that a countywide 

land bank might not work here, because the challenges that 

communities face and the reasons why they need a land bank 

could be very different. She posed the question “How can we 

balance the scale needed for a successful land bank and build 

the trust necessary to accomplish our goals?”

After another open discussion moderated by Graziani,  

FrED THIEMAN offered closing remarks, thanking all the  

individuals who presented for their participation and noting 

that he hoped this would not be the end but rather the begin-

ning of the discussion on land banks in the region. Now that  

the Institute has provided a starting point, he invited all  

the organizations in attendance to put the suggestions and  

information presented into action in their communities and  

encouraged collaboration and cooperation in this process.  n

Tracey Evans, Bethany Davidson, Cassandra Collinge, and An Lewis serve as local panelists at the June 2013 program on land banks.
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University Club, University of Pittsburgh

T he 2013 Institute of Politics Board of Fellows 

meeting, held on May 31, 2013, was attended by 

approximately 40 current and incoming members 

of the board. The meeting was called to order, and Institute 

Director Terry Miller gave the official welcome and a recap of 

the Institute’s successful track record. The recap called attention 

to the ability of the Institute of Politics to work with community 

partners to achieve policy, fiscal, and community outcomes.  

The introduction of the six new board members followed;  

five of them were present to receive their certificates. 

Institute Deputy Director Marie Hamblett then reviewed  

the two student programs administered by the Institute. The 

Legislator for a Day program allows students to spend a day in 

Harrisburg’s capitol building shadowing a state legislator and 

has been successfully coordinated with the University’s Pitt 

Day in Harrisburg. The term-long placement internship affords 

students the opportunity to work nine hours a week in the 

office of an elected official. Hamblett thanked all of the elected 

officials who were involved in the two programs in the past 

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT

• Cochair Eli Evankovich reported on the committee’s  
 work on legislative and regulatory efforts to enhance  
 career and technical education and summarized  
 relevant legislation that he introduced this session  
 in the Pennsylvania General Assembly.

• Cochair Stefani Pashman explained the committee’s  
 interest in reforming the Pennsylvania CareerLink  
 system and called attention to the formation of  
 a work group that met in July 2013 and plans to 
 continue meeting in the fall as needed.

INFRASTRUCTURE

• The committee reported on the November 2012  
 forum Capturing and Communicating the Economic  
 Impact of Infrastructure.

• An updated Web-only Infrastructure Primer is  
 scheduled for release in the fall of 2013.

• An Infrastructure Working Group meeting is  
 anticipated for fall 2013. 

FISCAL POLICY AND GOVERNANCE

• Cochair Rich Fitzgerald noted the committee’s  
 efforts to improve intergovernmental cooperation,  
 highlighted by its participation in Allegheny County’s  
 intergovernmental cooperation visioning team.

• Cochair Fred Thieman also discussed the committee’s  
 planned forum (June 2013) on the potential of land  
 banks in Pennsylvania.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND ENVIRONMENT

• The Shale Gas Roundtable was formed from these  
 two policy committees in 2011 and brings together a  
 cross-section of stakeholders from across the region.

• The roundtable includes four working groups focusing  
 on unitization; midstream innovation; creation of  
 a research fund; and water regulation, sourcing,  
 and disposal.

• The joint committee approved its final report at the  
 end of June 2013 and released it in August 2013.

PUBLIC SAFETY AND EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS

• The committee’s work on volunteer firefighter  
 recruitment and retention garnered the Institute an  
 invitation to make a presentation at the November  
 2012 Pennsylvania Fire and Emergency Services 
 Institute conference in Camp Hill, Pa.

• The committee also is considering shifting its focus  
 to homeland security issues, including school safety,  
 gun violence, and cyber security. 

HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES

• Cochair Candi Castleberry-Singleton noted that the  
 Regional Health Literacy Coalition has grown steadily  
 since its inception in 2010 and plans to begin an aware- 
 ness campaign this year.

• On the human services front, the committee  
 announced the release of a report examining how  
 the block grant pilot project had been implemented  
 in five local counties.

• The committee’s February 2013 forum on Medicaid  
 was followed by the draft of a resolution calling  
 for the development of a Medicaid long-term care  
 advisory committee and a Medicaid managed  
 care project.

• Cochair Dan Frankel announced the committee’s plan  
 to host a forum in August 2013 on achieving higher  
 quality health care at a lower cost.

EDUCATION

• The committee recently approved the final draft of  
 a report on shared services and cooperation among   
 school districts that includes case studies demonstrating  
 the effectiveness of shared services for small school  
 districts, particularly when it comes to technology.

• Plans for the report’s distribution and other follow-up   
 activities are under development.

year. Hamblett joined with Miller to provide a brief overview 

of the Institute’s finances. The last item on the agenda before 

the committee reports was a recap of the Institute’s special 

projects, which include its work with ALCOSAN and two case 

studies. One case study explores U.S. Senator John Heinz’s work 

on the U.S. Senate Special Committee on Aging, and the other 

New Board members present at the May 2013 meeting were (pictured from 
left) Allegheny County Executive Rich Fitzgerald, State Representative Rick 
Saccone, Westmoreland County Commissioner Tyler Courtney, and State 
Representative Eli Evankovich. Not pictured are Lisa Scales and Kevin Kearns.

Members of the Institute’s Board of Fellows represent a broad cross section  
of business and community leaders, academics, and government officials.

Yvonne Cook and Candi Castleberry-Singleton (left), cochairs of the Regional 
Health Literacy Coalition, stand with Institute director Terry Miller and 
Carmela Breslin of the Hospital Council of Western Pennsylvania at a recent 
health literacy event.

explores the work and the legacy of the founder and former 

director of the Institute of Politics, Morton “Moe” Coleman.

Committee cochairs who were present gave their reports, a 

brief summary of which is included in the table on page 13.

The meeting concluded with a discussion period in which 

members offered potential future areas of focus for the Institute 

as well as the topic for this year’s Elected Officials Retreat, 

which will be the implementation of the Patient Protection and 

Affordable Care Act in Pennsylvania. Board members’ areas 

of interest within that topic include the act’s potential effect 

on community hospitals in rural areas and the state’s decision 

regarding Medicaid expansion. n
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ThE fuTuRE Of mEDICaID  
lONg-TERm CaRE IN 
pENNSylvaNIa:  
a wakE-up Call
fEbRuaRy 1, 2013
University Club, University of Pittsburgh

PROGRAM AGENDA

OPENING REMARKS
KArEN WOLK FEINSTEIN, president and CEO,  
Jewish Healthcare Foundation 

FEDERAL OVERVIEW OF MEDICAID  
LONG-TERM CARE 
Moderated by BrUCE VLADECK, senior advisor, Nexera, Inc.;  
and former administrator, Health Care Financing Administration 
(now the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services)

OVERVIEW OF INSTITUTE OF POLITICS  
MEDICAID LONG-TERM CARE POLICY BRIEF 
ANN TOrrEGrOSSA, consultant, Jewish Healthcare Foundation 

LEGISLATIVE RESPONSE
DOMINIC PILEGGI, majority leader, Pennsylvania Senate 
FrANK DErMODy, minority leader, Pennsylvania House  
of Representatives 

LOCAL RESPONSE
MILDrED MOrrISON, administrator, Allegheny County Area 
Agency on Aging 
MICHAEL BLACKWOOD, president and CEO,  
Gateway Health Plan

OPEN DISCUSSION 
Moderated by BrUCE VLADECK

CLOSING REMARKS
MOE COLEMAN, director emeritus,  
University of Pittsburgh Institute of Politics 

T h E  f u T u R E  O f  m E D I C a I D 
l O N g -T E R m  C a R E  
I N  p E N N S y lva N I a :  
a  wa k E - u p  C a l l 

On February 1, 2013, the University of Pittsburgh 

Institute of Politics and the Jewish Healthcare 

Foundation brought together a group of commu-

nity leaders in health care for a candid look at the future of 

Medicaid long-term care. Headlining the event was BrUCE 
VLADECK, former director of the federal agency now known 

as the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. Vladeck 

served not only as the opening speaker but also as moderator 

for the event, leading the discussions and asking the other 

panelists insightful questions. The Pennsylvania General 

Assembly was well represented, with at least one attendee  

from each of the four caucuses.

KArEN WOLK FEINSTEIN, who served as cochair of 

the Institute of Politics Health and Human Services Policy 

Committee’s subcommittee on Medicaid, provided the  

introduction, highlighting the importance and the urgency  

of examining the financing of long-term care in Pennsylvania  

more closely. She noted the role of foundations in advancing 

sound public policy and mentioned that the Institute of Politics 

would hold briefing sessions with legislators in Harrisburg 

following the program.

Vladeck began his remarks by calling Medicaid the “black hole” 

of American health care policy, saying that it shares three 

important characteristics with black holes: We don’t know very 

much about them, we can’t see into or out of them, and there’s 

no light at the end.

He also noted that of the 3 million Americans receiving 

Medicaid long-term care, 1 million are in skilled nursing while  

2 million receive home- and community-based care supported  

by Medicaid dollars. He noted that $250 billion is spent on 

long-term care, 60 percent of which is Medicaid funds. This is 

an underestimate of Medicaid’s dominance of the long-term 

care system because Medicaid pays net costs after all other 

income sources (pensions, etc.) have been applied to the cost.

Also, the 3 million people receiving Medicaid-funded long-term 

care are only about one-quarter to one-third of the total popu-

lation who by the degree of their disabilities would qualify for 

long-term care assistance through Medicaid. There has been  

no determination of the number of people who rely on family 

for the bulk of their care.

In addition, half of the people currently receiving Medicaid 

long-term care services are under the age of 65. The growth in 

this population is driven by states’ transferring costs for these 

Copies of the Institute of Politics policy brief The Future 

of Medicaid Long-term Care Services in Pennsylvania: A 

Wake-up Call can be obtained by calling 412-624-1837 or  

by visiting the Institute’s Web site at www.iop.pitt.edu.

populations to Medicaid. Another issue is that life expectancy 

for both the disabled population and the over-65 population 

has increased substantially.

Moving on to current trends, Vladeck commented that the 

oversimplified philosophy around long-term care today is that 

nursing homes are bad, while home- and community-based 

care is good. However, he cautioned that there is no infrastruc-

ture in place to ensure the standardization or the quality of 

home- and community-based services (HCBS) across providers. 

“We know less about what we’re getting for these dollars” 

than in any other area of health care, he added.

He also highlighted the total disconnect between the acute care 

and the long-term care systems, outlining the tensions between 

the two communities. But he cautioned against experimenting 

with the integration of financing Medicare/Medicaid for acute 

care and long-term care, citing studies that have found no 

evidence of the effectiveness of integration.

Finally, he noted that solving long-term care financing problems 

will require more than just additional individuals purchasing 

long-term care insurance; it also will require an additional role 

for and commitment by the government.

Next, ANN TOrrEGrOSSA offered a state-level look at long-

term care, highlighting the facts, figures, and recommendations 

contained within the Institute of Politics policy brief that she 

coauthored: The Future of Medicaid Long-term Care Services  

in Pennsylvania: A Wake-up Call.

She noted that while Pennsylvania has the fourth-largest  

population of senior citizens in the country, it spends signifi-

cantly less than other states on HCBS and spends much more  

of its Medicaid dollars on nursing homes. One explanation 

for this, offered later in the program, was that Pennsylvania’s 

lottery fund provides state money for waivers that fund HCBS 

for many elderly Pennsylvanians.

One highlight of the state’s efforts in long-term care has been 

the Living Independence for the Elderly (LIFE) program, which, 

Torregrossa noted, has been very successful at combining 

Medicare and Medicaid program dollars to provide a combina-

tion of services that result in a high level of customer satisfac-

tion. Currently, the program has limited availability statewide.

Torregrossa concluded by urging those in attendance to echo 

the need to change how long-term care is delivered and paid 

for and the need to do this as soon as possible (given the 

demographic considerations). Regarding the potential for the 

future role of managed care organizations in long-term care, 

she suggested a pilot program, rather than a statewide rollout, 

similar to the HealthChoices managed care program for physical 

and behavioral health Medical Assistance consumers that began 

in a few counties in the 1990s and was launched statewide  

only recently.

One theme that emerged in discussion and endured through- 

out the program was the need to discuss other options besides 

nursing home care and HCBS, like personal care homes, assisted 

living facilities, and other senior communities. Several in atten-

dance stressed the importance of these residences along the 

continuum of care.

During the legislative response, DOMINIC PILEGGI, majority 

leader in the Pennsylvania Senate, spoke about the legislative 

agenda relating to long-term care. He noted that, right now, 

with other priorities like pensions taking center stage, there 

is not much attention being paid to long-term care, but there 

should be. He noted that the state’s Independent Fiscal Office 

issued a report several months ago in which it forecast that  

by 2020, the state’s 65+ population will grow by 26 percent, 

and the 95+ cohort will grow by 139 percent, whereas the 

working-age population will decline slightly.

Agreeing that the situation was not sustainable, Pileggi indi-

cated his support for several of the report’s recommendations, 

especially its recommendation for the formation of a state-level 

advisory committee. He mentioned that it would be an effec-

tive way to air the issues associated with major changes to the 

system by which we fund long-term care, including, but not 

limited to, the woodworking effect, which is the idea that those 

who do not currently use state-funded services would “come 

out of the woodwork” to benefit from a restructured program.

Next, Pennsylvania House of Representatives Minority Leader 

FrANK DErMODy noted that, given the expense of long-

term care, it needs to be given more attention. He noted that 

he, too, was in support of the recommendation for a state-

level advisory committee. He also observed that the advisory 

committee, as part of its work, could examine the status of 

the state’s home- and community-based services. In addition,  

he displayed an interest in the recommendation for managed 

care, noting that managed care needs to be explored further  

as an option for long-term care. 

MICHAEL BLACKWOOD, the next speaker, gave a presenta-

tion outlining the practical aspects of medical managed care 

organizations (MCOs) of which there are eight. He noted that  

Bruce Vladeck, keynote speaker, talks with the Institute’s director emeritus 
Moe Coleman.
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16 T h  a N N ua l  E l E C T E D 
O f f I C I a l S  R E T R E aT:  
 
S m a R T  S h a l E  g a S 
D E v E l O p m E N T:  S C I E N T I f I C 
R E S E a R C h ,  p O l I C y,  a N D 
C O m m u N I T y  I m p l I C aT I O N S

T he 16th annual Elected Officials Retreat, Smart Shale 

Gas Development: Scientific Research, Policy, and 

Community Implications, was designed to bring  

attention to the work of the University of Pittsburgh Institute of 

Politics Shale Gas Roundtable and to contribute to the regional 

dialogue on shale gas development. The retreat highlighted 

the excellent work that is currently under way at a number of 

the region’s local universities. It also examined the public policy 

dilemmas facing our elected officials and regulatory agencies 

at the federal, state, and local levels. Additionally, the retreat 

provided a forum for the gas industry and environmental orga-

nizations to openly discuss areas in which agreement is possible 

and areas where there are potential barriers to cooperation.

The main program opened with a luncheon featuring the 

presentation of the 2012 Coleman Award to awardees 

HENry S. BEUKEMA and MOrGAN K. O’BrIEN. The awards 

were presented by Pitt Chancellor MArK A. NOrDENBErG. 

The Coleman Award, named after Institute founder MOE 
COLEMAN, recognizes individuals who have committed a  

lifetime to civic and community service and leadership in 

Southwestern Pennsylvania.

The afternoon session began with TErry MILLEr, director  

of the Institute of Politics, welcoming attendees to the retreat.  

She stated that shale gas brings with it great economic oppor-

tunities and also environmental challenges. The Institute of 

Politics, through its Shale Gas Roundtable, is trying to achieve 

a balance in the discussion of shale gas by bringing together 

stakeholders from all sides of the shale gas issue. In order to 

achieve consensus, Miller said that exploration of science and 

research surrounding shale gas is necessary. 

effect—and cited the shortage of both paid caregivers and family 

members willing to care for their elderly relations.

When pressed, she announced to attendees that she would 

welcome managed care to the long-term care system, noting that 

the number of people available to care for their aging parents is  

the highest it will ever be from a demographic perspective.

After a lively discussion, MOE COLEMAN, who coauthored the 

Medicaid policy brief, provided closing remarks. He acknowledged 

that options for Medicaid long-term care are not great now and  

that we need to do better. The complexity arises in the diversity  

of the population served (aged and disabled) and he stressed 

the need for a demonstration project that could illustrate what 

managed care could do for the system. He thanked the speakers 

and offered a special thanks to the legislators in attendance for  

their leadership and their willingness to support some of the 

Medicaid subcommittee’s recommendations.n

Editor’s note: In June 2013, shortly before the 

passage of the 2013–14 budget, the Pennsylvania 

House of Representatives unanimously passed HR 255, 

instructing Pennsylvania’s Joint State Government 

Commission to, among other things, create an advisory 

committee to study the commonwealth’s delivery  

of long-term care services. Given that the creation of 

such a committee was one of the key recommendations 

included in the Medicaid Policy Brief, the Institute 

will continue to monitor this issue as it progresses 

through the process of the Joint State Government 

Commission, providing information and technical 

assistance when requested.

as of March 1, 2013, they were to be covering the entire state of 

Pennsylvania. What would be required for them to get involved 

in long-term care, and what questions need to be answered? 

Some issues that need to be resolved include the following:

• Would MCOs be serving the Medicaid population only or  

 also the dual-eligible (Medicare and Medicaid) population?

• How will the payments be administered?

• Will the long-term care industry support this change?

He noted that all levels of care need to be involved if services 

are to be brought to the person, indicating that social support 

systems would be critical. He cited the subcommittee’s recom-

mendation to create a county-level demonstration project to see 

if quality of care and customer satisfaction could be improved 

simultaneously.

Blackwood concluded with a suggestion for financing Medicaid 

managed care for long-term care: grant managed care organiza-

tions the same amount currently provided for fee for service and 

convert it to a flat capitated per-person per-month amount. He 

noted that he believed it would result in better care for patients 

as well as savings for the state.

MILDrED MOrrISON spoke about the role the Area Agency 

on Aging plays in HBCS. She identified prevention as a key 

missing component that, if done well, would lead to additional 

savings in health care and Medicaid spending. She noted that, 

similar to the disconnect between acute care and skilled nursing 

care, there often is a disconnect between acute care and HBCS, 

and gave an example of conflicting messages from the state and 

federal governments regarding case management. In addition, 

Morrison commented that “we are unable to predict who will 

become a Medicaid patient”—in regards to the woodworking 

A bipartisan group of elected officials, including House and Senate Leaders Frank Dermody, Dominic Pileggi, and Jay Costa, were on hand for the  
February 2013 Medicaid program.

(continued on page 18) 

RECEPTION AND DINNER 
INDUSTRY AND THE ENVIRONMENT DISCUSSION 
Moderated by rICK STAFFOrD, Distinguished Service  
Professor of Public Policy, H. John Heinz III College,  
Carnegie Mellon University
PAUL KING, president, Pennsylvania Environmental Council
ANDrEW PLACE, corporate director, Energy and Environmental 
Policy, EQT Corporation

CLOSING REMARKS 
rICK STAFFOrD

16Th aNNual ElECTED  
OffICIalS RETREaT
SEpTEmbER 13, 2012
William Pitt Union,  
University of Pittsburgh

PROGRAM AGENDA

LUNCHEON 
WELCOME AND COLEMAN AWARD PRESENTATION 
MArK A. NOrDENBErG, chancellor, University of Pittsburgh 

AFTERNOON SESSION 
RETREAT OVERVIEW AND INTRODUCTIONS 
TErry MILLEr, director, Institute of Politics 

FEDERAL OVERVIEW
DAN UTECH, deputy director for energy and climate change, 
White House Domestic Policy Council 

INDUSTRY AND THE ENVIRONMENT:  
A NATIONAL PERSPECTIVE
FrED KrUPP, president, Environmental Defense Fund 
ErIK MILITO, group director, Upstream and Industry 
Operations, American Petroleum Institute 

OPEN DISCUSSION 
Moderated by JArED COHON, president, Carnegie Mellon 
University;* and cochair, University of Pittsburgh Institute  
of Politics Shale Gas Roundtable 

THE SCIENCE OF SHALE 
ANTHONy CUGINI, director, National Energy Technology Lab, 
U.S. Department of Energy
DAVID DZOMBAK, Walter J. Blenko Sr. University Professor  
of Environmental Engineering, Carnegie Mellon University 
BrIAN GLEESON, director, Center for Energy, University  
of Pittsburgh
DIANA STArES, director, Center for Energy Policy and 
Management, Washington & Jefferson College 

OPEN DISCUSSION 
Moderated by CArEN GLOTFELTy, director, Environment 
Program, The Heinz Endowments;* and cochair, University of 
Pittsburgh Institute of Politics Environment Policy Committee 

INTRODUCTIONS
CHArLES CAMP, fare collections operations manager, 
Pennsylvania Turnpike Commission; and cochair, University of 
Pittsburgh Institute of Politics Environment Policy Committee 

SHALE GAS: STATE POLICY IMPLICATIONS
CrAIG BUTLEr, assistant policy director, energy, agriculture, 
and the environment, Office of Ohio Governor John Kasich 
PATrICK HENDErSON, energy executive, Office of Pennsylvania 
Governor Tom Corbett 

OPEN DISCUSSION 
Moderated by TOrI HArING-SMITH, president, Washington  
& Jefferson College; and member, Shale Gas Roundtable
Policy, EQT Corporation

* Cohon and Glotfelty have since left these positions.



19 reportreport 18

EDF President Fred Krupp addresses the audience at the 2012 Elected 
Officials Retreat.

Miller then introduced DAN UTECH, deputy director for energy 

and climate change for the White House Domestic Policy 

Council, who provided an overview of the federal response to 

shale gas. The Obama administration has created an energy 

policy that is shaped by the desire to further our manufacturing 

and energy sectors. It is the administration’s goal to achieve 

an economy powered by American energy sources. In order to 

accomplish this goal, the administration has pursued an “all of 

the above” energy strategy that is based on traditional energy 

sources like coal, natural gas, and nuclear energy, as well as the 

development of renewable energy sources. The administration 

has used federal funding to further develop domestic energy 

production through a variety of means. In 2010, the Obama 

administration awarded a loan guarantee for the development 

of two nuclear reactors in Georgia, the first domestic nuclear 

power units constructed in 30 years. Additionally, the adminis-

tration has pursued carbon capture and sequestration to reduce 

coal-related emissions and has raised domestic oil production 

to its highest levels in nearly a decade.

Utech explained that an important component of domestic 

energy production is the development of natural gas resources, 

especially within our region. The United States is a world leader 

in gas production, with a domestic supply that could last 100 

years and that offers geopolitical and economic benefits to 

the nation. Domestic production has tripled since 2008 and 

should continue in the coming years. By the end of the decade, 

the administration is projecting 600,000 new jobs in the gas 

industry, bringing economic benefit to municipalities and  

families across the country. 

The administration, though, is urging for responsible develop-

ment of shale gas given the possible environmental issues. 

Utech was confident that development could be safely done 

utilizing the best practices available, but not all companies 

were meeting that standard. Collaborating with government, 

industry, and environmental groups, the administration is 

hoping to convince the public that shale gas can be developed 

safely and responsibly.

The next panel provided insight into the national perspective  

of industry and environmental groups on shale gas. FrED 
KrUPP, president of the Environmental Defense Fund (EDF), 

and ErIK MILITO, group director of upstream and industry 

operations for the American Petroleum Institute (API), repre-

sented their respective interests. Krupp began by stating that 

sharp divisions persist in the shale gas debate because of the 

failure to address the environmental impacts around shale 

gas development. While the shale gas industry has helped 

Pennsylvania and Ohio to bring unemployment rates below 

the national average and also has brought significant invest-

ment into the region’s communities, there are substantial 

environmental impacts that have resulted from the develop-

ment, including air and water pollution, disrupted landscapes, 

methane emissions, and industrial impacts to communities and 

ecosystems. The failure to address these impacts has resulted 

in a growing public distrust of the shale gas industry. At this 

point, no state has implemented all of the necessary regulations 

to responsibly develop shale gas. 

Despite these problems, important progress is being made.  

State and federal governments are working to implement  

strong regulations and best practices with the support of 

industry. These regulations need to be transparent and  

sensible in order to ensure responsible development. 

EDF is working with a broad range of partners to develop  

those regulations. According to Krupp, there are five essential 

elements to creating responsible shale gas regulation. First,  

there is a need for transparency in the form of publicly searchable  

data on fracturing water and flowback chemicals. Pennsylvania, 

along with Ohio and Colorado, already has disclosure require-

ments in place for developers. Secondly, regulation should be 

implemented regarding well construction. 

The third essential element is water and waste management. 

Pennsylvania and Ohio have already enacted water sourcing 

reporting requirements, while West Virginia and New York are 

still developing such standards. All four states have water quality 

testing programs. The fourth element is air emissions reporting. 

In Pennsylvania, emissions data are being compiled from shale gas 

operations but should be made publicly available. Finally, air emis-

sions must be regulated. Fugitive emissions, including methane 

(natural gas), are not currently being tested for in any state. In 

order to reach a positive greenhouse gas benefit from the use  

of natural gas, methane leaks must be less than 1 percent during 

production. EDF is currently working with partners to measure 

leakage. Some companies, like Southwest Energy Company,  

have already used this data to cut stray emissions to zero.

Milito followed with an industry perspective on shale gas regula-

tion and best practices. Milito stated that U.S. energy demand 

will continue to grow over the coming years and that shale gas 

development will play a key role in meeting this demand. The 

industry supports the use of best practices, smart regulation, 

and responsible development. API works to establish voluntary 

industry standards and practices for oil and gas developers. 

In conjunction with state and federal regulators, API works to 

develop regulations that promote sensible well construction, 

water management, and mitigation techniques for surface 

impacts. Developers and API need to continue the public  

education process with information sources like FracFocus.org, 

which provides the public with information on well sites and 

chemical disclosure. The natural gas industry has the opportunity 

to provide environmental benefits with reduced greenhouse  

gas emissions and economic benefits in the form of jobs and 

investment in the region.

An open discussion followed the presentations. Topics included 

the Obama administration’s efforts to promote natural gas as a 

transportation fuel, the federal natural gas regulatory scheme 

and its interaction with state and local governments, and 

whether or not the United States will become a natural gas 

exporter. Additionally, there was a discussion on research areas 

that require further attention, such as air pollution as it relates 

to methane and hydrogen sulfide emissions and the health 

impacts of shale gas development. 

The next panel addressed the science of shale and included 

researchers from several of the region’s universities and the U.S. 

Department of Energy’s National Energy Technology Laboratory 

(NETL). ANTHONy CUGINI, director of NETL, detailed the 

research that NETL has conducted on shale gas. NETL has been 

attempting to foster technologies that minimize the impact  

of natural gas development. Currently, NETL is working with  

the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to perform 

baseline monitoring of natural gas development sites. 

DAVID DZOMBAK, the Carnegie Mellon University Walter 

J. Blenko, Sr., University Professor in the Department of 

Civil and Environmental Engineering, discussed his shale gas 

environmental research. Dzombak is currently working on an 

EPA-funded study that examines the relationship between 

hydraulic fracturing and drinking water resources. The study 

follows the complete life cycle of gas well development and  

is taking place at five locations across the country. Two addi-

tional locations will be added to the study in the near future.  

A draft of the report was expected in December 2012, with  

a follow up report due in 2014.

BrIAN GLEESON, director of the University of Pittsburgh 

Center for Energy, noted that the center works with other 

universities in the region as well as with NETL on a variety of 

projects, including sustainable management of flowback  

water in partnership with Carnegie Mellon, natural isotope 

tracers, and assessment and control of stray gas migration.

Erik Milito, Fred Krupp, and Dan Utech provide retreat attendees with  
a national overview of shale gas policy.

Chancellor Mark Nordenberg presents one of the 2012 Coleman Awards to 
Henry S. Beukema for his work in the community.

Morgan K. O’Brien accepts his 2012 Coleman Award from  
Chancellor Nordenberg.

(continued on page 20) 
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Finally, DIANA STArES, director of the Washington & Jefferson 

College Center for Energy Policy and Management, presented 

work that the center is performing in partnership with the 

Environmental Law Institute. The study is examining the eco-

nomic, social, public health, and environmental impacts of shale 

gas development. The goal of the study is to develop a series of 

strategies for local governments to employ to avoid the boom-

and-bust cycle associated with natural resource development 

and depletion. Primary strategies that the center has identified 

are having a diverse local economy, pricing energy to include 

external costs, taxing to establish long term funding sources, 

and using shale gas resources to create long-term benefits  

for residents. 

An open discussion followed the Science of Shale panel presen-

tations and addressed establishing a workforce pipeline in the 

region to take advantage of shale gas jobs, public health issues 

related to shale gas development, perceived gaps in shale 

gas research, and the need for government funding to avoid 

perceived bias in research.

CHArLES CAMP, fare collections operations manager for the 

Pennsylvania Turnpike Commission, introduced the next panel 

on the state policy implications for shale gas.

CrAIG BUTLEr, assistant policy director for energy, agricul-

ture, and the environment for the Office of Ohio Governor 

John Kasich, and PATrICK HENDErSON, energy executive in 

the Office of Pennsylvania Governor Tom Corbett, discussed 

the energy policies developed by their respective states. 

Butler began the conversation with the fact that when Kasich 

entered office, Ohio was blessed with abundant and diverse 

natural resources but lacked a comprehensive energy strategy 

to efficiently and responsibly develop its energy resources.  

The development of Ohio’s current energy policy began in  

a  C u b a N  E x p E R I E N C E
By Stephen Legault

In March 2012, Institute of Politics graduate student intern 

STEPHEN LEGAULT, then a second-year Master of Social Work 

student at the University of Pittsburgh School of Social Work, 

embarked on the opportunity of a lifetime: a trip to Cuba  

to study the culture and provision of social services.  

Below is his summary of that experience.

a rriving in Havana, Cuba, was unlike any other traveling 

experience. My team of social work students scurried 

down a staircase from the plane directly onto the 

tarmac. A short jaunt later and we were in customs, where a 

two-minute cartoon segment from the 1980s looped over and 

over again to entertain the 300 people waiting in line. What I 

thought (and secretly hoped) would be an in-depth conversation 

with customs officials as to why I was visiting the country was 

decidedly short once the clerk realized my Spanish comprehension 

was conversational at most. She stamped a temporary visa and  

I was in Cuba!

Baggage claim was a set of two 

archaic belts loaded with innumer-

able goods from the States. Big 

flat-screen televisions were peppered 

around mini fridges and medical 

supplies (beds and walkers). Outside, 

in the airport parking lot, more than 

100 people waited for their loved 

ones (and their new goods), eagerly 

embracing them and reminiscing 

loudly while children begged their 

parents for a frozen treat at the 

airport ice cream stand. Our rendez-

vous was with the University of Pittsburgh’s liaison from the 

University of Havana. We were quickly carted off toward our 

hotel, or modified student housing, as we came to find out.

Our hotel rooms had been canceled unexpectedly, and we had  

to be moved, so while this was figured out, we ate our first 

Cuban food. The meal was the Cuban standard (for tourists):  

a large helping of meat (chicken or pork are most common),  

a sizable mound of beans and rice, a vegetable medley 

(commonly potatoes), and something truly delicious to drink. 

This lunch offered the first insight into the two most important 

lessons I would learn about Cuba and its people. 

Stephen Legault

Pennsylvania Environmental Council, and ANDrEW PLACE, 

corporate director of energy and environmental policy at EQT 

Corporation. King began by saying that we need to focus 

on planning long term to avoid repeating the environmental 

mistakes of the lumber and coal industries in the region.  

The regulatory process must be developed in an efficient  

and predictable way, with input from a variety of stakeholder 

groups. Industry needs to continue to work toward best 

management practices through the sharing of practices among 

businesses. Additionally, companies should work together to 

share infrastructure like pipelines to lessen the environmental 

impact of development. King also stressed the need for the 

funding of public health studies that track the effects of shale 

gas production over time. Finally, King advocated for environ-

mental equity as development takes place. Often, economic 

benefits are reaped by those outside the development areas, 

while residents near developments are left with the environ-

mental and infrastructure side effects of development.

Place followed by stating that the impacts of previous extraction 

activities often create public fear of having to bear the environ-

mental fallout of yet another irresponsible development. It is 

up to developers and policymakers to allay these fears through 

education, regulation, and responsible development. Place 

stressed the need for engagement with stakeholder groups to 

better understand their concerns. This engagement allows for 

both sides to learn and develop solutions. 

Open discussion focused on areas of contention between 

industry and environmental groups including eminent domain 

for pipelines, pooling, land use changes, water risks, and  

air emissions. 

rICK STAFFOrD, Distinguished Service Professor of Public 

Policy at Carnegie Mellon University, offered closing remarks  

for the daylong retreat. He stated that it is currently a tough 

time to be an elected official, especially in light of the shale gas 

issue. He reviewed the day’s discussion by applauding all of the 

panelists for their outstanding presentations and by noting that 

there were clear cases of common ground between disparate 

stakeholder groups. What was lacking was the emotion that 

often can be found in the discussion of this issue with residents. 

Often decisions related to issues like shale gas are made not 

strictly on monetary considerations but instead on emotional 

attachment to homes, scenic views, and communities. He 

concluded by stating that it is important that, going forward, 

we engage and educate the public and stakeholders and offer 

an ear to their concerns.n

Look for news from the 2013 Elected Officials Retreat,  

to be held September 19 and 20, in report 52.

Shale Gas Roundtable members Davitt Woodwell and Kevin Colosimo take 
questions from elected officials during the 2012 Elected Officials Retreat.

April 2011, when Kasich convened stakeholders at the 21st 

Century Energy and Economic Summit. 

Much like Pennsylvania, Ohio has seen significant industry 

growth around shale gas. Ohio currently has 25 active rigs and 

projects that 1,000 wells will be drilled by 2013 and $10 billion 

invested in the next seven to 10 years. The governor’s office 

also has developed and requires a road usage maintenance 

agreement (RUMA) before work can begin. The agreement 

determines the status of a road before well pad installation  

and requires developers to pay for any additional infrastructure 

maintenance that results from shale gas development.

Henderson then discussed the importance of shale gas to the 

future of Pennsylvania because of the significant economic 

benefits it provides. The shale gas industry represents 240,000 

jobs in the state and large investment opportunities as well as 

energy independence for the state through its use in energy 

production and transportation. The governor’s office has been 

working diligently to create a regulatory scheme that allows 

for the responsible development of shale gas within the state. 

In 2011, Corbett assembled a group of advisors representing 

a diverse set of stakeholders to develop recommendations for 

the Pennsylvania legislature concerning shale gas development. 

Additionally, Act 13 of 2012 provides a regulatory framework  

for shale gas development and creates an impact fee to offset 

local infrastructure and environmental impacts.

An open discussion following the panel further examined the 

disconnect between researchers and policymakers, the possible 

implementation of a severance tax for shale gas in Ohio, and 

workforce development possibilities for shale gas. 

The day concluded with an industry and the environment 

conversation between PAUL KING, president and CEO of the 

Jim Roddey, who served as one of the cochairs of the Institute of Politics  
Shale Gas Roundtable, appears with County Commissioners Richard Fink  
of Armstrong County and Dale Pinkerton of Butler County.

(continued on page 22) 
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SHALE GAS 
ROUNDTABLE
After two years of meetings, 

the Institute’s Shale Gas 

Roundtable has released 

its report of recommen-

dations for responsible 

shale gas development 

in Pennsylvania. For more 

information and to view 

the report, please visit 

www.iop.pitt.edu/
shalegasroundtable.

PUBLICATIONS
Following last year’s  

landmark case study  

on the political career of 

Elsie Hillman, the Institute 

is preparing to release  

two new case studies this 

winter. One will examine 

U.S. Senator H. John 

Heinz III’s legacy as chair 

of the U.S. Senate Special 

Committee on Aging, and 

the other will profile the community work of Institute founder 

Moe Coleman over the past 50 years. More information will  

be forthcoming. n

N E w S  a N D  N O T E S

REGIONAL HEALTH LITERACY COALITION
The Institute of Politics continues to be engaged with the 

Regional Health Literacy Coalition (RHLC), which now resides 

at the Hospital Council of Western Pennsylvania. 2012 saw 

a regional study commissioned by RHLC to take inventory of 

health literacy here in Southwestern Pennsylvania. The University 

of Pittsburgh University Center for Social and Urban Research 

conducted the survey across seven counties. The results were 

shared at a coalition meeting on October 4, 2012. Key find-

ings illustrate the health literacy challenges in our region 

and determined that at least one in six people in the greater 

Pittsburgh area has low health literacy. Additionally, the RHLC 

survey identified five groups—immigrants, the elderly (65+), 

the young (18–29), those with low incomes, and those with 

disabilities—as the populations most likely to struggle with 

health literacy.

The most recent meeting of the coalition was held August 29, 

2013, and plans are under way for a forum scheduled for 

October 16, 2013, featuring a keynote address from a repre-

sentative from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  

The event will highlight health literacy actions across the 

nation, provide a case study that demonstrates the benefits of 

institutionalizing best practices, and demonstrate the capacity 

RHLC has to help providers across the health care continuum  

to address this prevalent public health dilemma. 

For more information regarding the Regional Health Literacy 

Coalition or the health literacy survey, please contact KEVIN 
PrOGAr at 724-772-8343 or progark@hcwp.org.

HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES 
The Institute of Politics Health and Human Services Policy 

Committee has begun work on the issue of value-based 

healthcare, and has begun a three-part series of forums to 

explore state level policy options that will move Pennsylvania 

forward on this issue. The first forum took place August 2, 

2013 and was intended to serve as a starting point for the 

discussion. The next event, which will examine best practices 

in other states, will be held Thursday, October 10, 2013, at the 

University Club in Oakland. The final event on implementation 

strategies will be held in December 2013. For more information 

or to register, please visit www.iop.pitt.edu. A summary of  

all three forums will appear in the next issue of report.

First, Cubans appreciate, or deal with, complexity to a degree 

one does not usually see in the United States. Our rooms had 

been canceled because no deposit had been secured by our 

liaison. Instead of guarantees being haggled over, a mad dash 

of room swapping and rearranging went on without our  

knowledge. This was merely another problem that had to be 

solved, caused by a lack of supply and an overabundance of 

demand, a theme we would see played out numerous times 

during our stay. Other instances of this appreciation would 

arise on our trip, such as when our White, male professor 

was walking through downtown Havana with three African 

American female students and six other White students 

(female and male). On several occasions, we were asked if we 

were a family that had come to visit Cuba, a suggestion not 

likely to be made in the States. Cubans maintain an elaborate 

understanding of race, as it is typical of an extended family to 

be composed of White, Black, and Mestizo (a term Cubans use 

when we would usually say mixed-race) people. When asked 

by Americans how they self-identified (suggesting race), Cuban 

people always answered emphatically, “Cuban!” The concept 

of race never trumped nationality. This does not, however, 

imply that Cubans have completely overcome racism, only  

that they have a better-developed understanding of racial 

dynamics and a heightened sense of patriotism.

Secondly, an intricate economic picture began to form during 

our lunch. This meal cost $5, easily half or a third of what a 

comparable meal would cost in the States. The most expensive 

meal I had was a delectable seafood medley that cost $12. 

When I say dollars, I am speaking in CUCs (Cuban convertible 

peso). This is the currency foreigners are required to use, and in 

order to convert American dollars to CUCs, you have to accept 

a mandatory 10 percent conversion fee. The Cuban people still 

use the Cuban peso (CUP), which is valued at a  

20th of a CUC, leading to a tricky dual economy in which 

doctors and lawyers earn considerably less than waiters and 

bartenders. Throughout the trip, we were steered toward 

restaurants that were “foreigner friendly,” but on the occasion 

that a small group went to a local eatery, the cost for food was 

posted in CUPs, but we were often charged in CUCs (unless 

we were willing to bargain relentlessly). Our tour guide, a prac-

ticing lawyer who was pursuing his PhD at the Universidad de 

Havana (and not a member of the Communist Party), summed 

up this phenomenon by suggesting that it is tough to live in 

Cuba as a professional and earn less than people in the service 

industry, but he was doing it for the love of his work. He did 

add, however, that not having to pay rent or medical expenses 

provided him with a comfortable lifestyle.

Amid the crumbling infrastructure of areas not meant for  

tourists (our building in particular, where the shower only 

worked twice in nine days) were Cuban people going about 

their daily lives, albeit without smartphones. Ships were docked  

in the port, construction sites and scaffolding were everywhere, 

and restaurants and cafés were full. Cuban construction crews 

in Old Havana busily took care to strip the insides of centuries-

old buildings while carefully preserving the outside facades. This 

is the Cuba I saw, a land of beautiful architecture, limited supply, 

and welcoming people. Cuba is slowly changing—homes are 

finally allowed to be bought and sold, government-controlled 

land is being leased to private farmers and co-ops, and multi-

national businesses (from Brazil and Spain) have leased rights for 

underwater fuel exploration off the coast. The next 10 years will 

be transformative for Cuba. Soon we will know if these policy 

modifications will take root and if the transition from the Castro 

regime to a younger, postrevolution generation of leadership 

will be complete. n

Never a Spectator 
The Political Life 
of Elsie Hillman
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