
T H E POW E R OF 32: A FI NA L R E PORT

Roads and rivers, power 
lines and pollution; all 
ignore the lines arbitrarily 
drawn on maps centuries 
ago. It is our mental map 
of who we are that will 
have the most to do with 
who we become.”
 Christopher Briem  |  University of Pittsburgh

POWEROF32

C L A U D E  W O R T H I N G T O N  B E N E D U M  F O U N D A T I O N
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ur region has always been rich: in resources, industry, natural 
beauty, and talent.

In the 20th century, the region — centered on Pittsburgh 
and reaching into Ohio, West Virginia, and western 
Maryland — experienced a shift in resources and industry. 
The shift in economics and populations stressed the region of 
17,000 square miles, but borders between states, counties 
and municipalities made it hard to forge comprehensive 
progress. Could a regional approach to prosperity really work?

In 2007, three groups of stakeholders joined forces to examine that question. 
They knew that other communities and regions, in the United States and across 
the world, had enlisted all sectors of their communities to envision their futures. 
They had a strong example in local leadership to address the decline of steel and 
improve its civic institutions. But collaborative work across governmental entities 
had been consistently lacking.

With a mission to serve both the Pittsburgh region and West Virginia, 
The Claude Worthington Benedum Foundation supported discussions 
among community leaders on issues and strategies. The Allegheny 
Conference on Community Development, Western Pennsylvania 
Grantmakers, the Southwestern Pennsylvania Commission, and the 
Greater Pittsburgh Nonprofit Partnership knew the challenges of their 
own sectors. They also knew that giving voice to community aspirations 
had to begin with listening.

Challenges loomed over the early discussions. Employment fell and 
financial institutions teetered as the nation headed into the Great 
Recession. Coal mining declined. Meanwhile, a new tech nology promised 
to unlock the Marcellus Shale. The prospect of tapping the vast natural 
gas below Appalachia attracted energy giants to the region, though it was 
not without controversy. Communities grappled with an unfamiliar 
economic landscape. 

The Power of 32 sparked a decade of progress on a half-dozen goals 
with surprising alliances and cross-pollination. Rural communities 

realized that a recreational trail network could grow all of their economies. 
Manufacturers and energy firms reached out to colleges for workforce development. 
Colleges shared their expertise with K–12 teachers, and K–12 teachers embraced  
new grassroots ideas to remake learning. Funds to create large industrial 
development sites helped attract and retain major businesses in the region. Other 
developments influenced project directions: Cheap, abundant natural gas introduced 
new regional opportunities for manufacturing. In retrospect, The Power of 32 was 
the flame that leapt from regional aspirations to kindle new opportunities.
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COMMUNITY 
CONVERSATIONS
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A
fter planning efforts by the Steering Committee through 2008 
and 2009, an Executive Committee formed. Its early work 
raised funds, created a process, and wrote an action agenda 
for the effort. The regional visioning group invited the public 

to participate in 156 public forums in 18 locations; the sessions were 
planned and conducted by America Speaks. The Washington DC–based 
non-profit that engaged citizens in civic decision-making closed its 
doors in 2013.

Benedum Foundation president William P. Getty and Georgia 
Berner, president and CEO of Berner International of New Castle, Pa. 
served as co-chairs. The first executive director hired was Allen G. 
Kukovich, a former Pennsylvania state senator from Westmoreland 
County, Pa. The University of Pittsburgh’s Institute of Politics provided a 
home for the project’s staff.

IDENTIFYING INITIATIVES 

Over 18 months in 2009 and 2010, citizens at public forums contributed 
15,000 comments on their local needs and priorities. Six issues teams —
Economy, Education, Environment, Government, People & Community, 
and Transportation & Infrastructure — worked to place individual 
comments in the context of deep and meaningful goals. Each team was 
charged with recommending actions that met three specific criteria:

• The project addressed a regional challenge or opportunity.

• A regional approach would be clearly more effective than  
state-by-state efforts or groups working within states.

• There was one entity or agency committed to take a project  
to implementation.

“There was a surprising amount of consensus, even early on,” 
recalled Getty, who retired from Benedum in 2018. In fact, a single topic 
rose to the top of nearly every conversation: communities wanted more 
broadband access. But despite careful study, the group could not devise 
a regional solution. Existing jurisdictional divisions among governments 
and the utilities blocked the progress of several ideas.

Meanwhile, the Steering Committee made a strategic decision. 
Instead of creating a non-profit institution to manage and implement its 
agenda, it opted for flexibility and collaboration. By adopting a project 
model, organizing around opportunities and challenges, the group 
avoided creating an entity that might be seen as competing with existing 
efforts. Emphasizing the region over its parts, it sought to avoid threats 
to institutional authority.
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WHERE DID VISION  
LEAD TO ACTION?
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L
ead agencies commenced work on their P32 initiatives.  
Four initiatives found immediate support: site development, 
workforce development strategies, K-12 innovation, and  
trail networks.

SITE DEVELOPMENT
Lead Agency: 
Allegheny Conference on Community Development

The historic industrial might of the P32 counties left a legacy of 
abandoned factories. Many had contaminated sites that challenged 
redevelopment. The region’s topography posed another challenge:  
level sites over 50 acres were in short supply. Dennis Yablonsky, 
who served as president and CEO of the Allegheny Conference on 
Community Development from 2008 to 2017, was well aware of the 
regional competition to attract new users to those sites. But he argued 
for a broader perspective. Large sites could attract companies that would 
draw large numbers of employees and suppliers, throughout the region 
and across state lines. Economic developers agreed, and the Power of 
32 Site Development Fund quickly drew support in Pennsylvania and 
West Virginia. (Ohio declined participation after careful consideration). 
Banks, foundations, corporations and an existing real estate investment 
agency, the Strategic Investment Fund, pooled $48 million to create 
pad-ready sites, remediated and with appropriate infrastructure. The 
P32 Fund has continued to provide below-market loans to bring sites to 
market readiness.

MATCH EDUCATION PROGRAMS TO JOBS 
Lead Agency: 
Allegheny Conference on Community Development

The prospect of rapid hiring in the region’s energy sector galvanized 
another P32 initiative: improved workforce education. Twenty training 
providers became hubs for ShaleNET, a $4.9 million federally funded 
training project that enlisted employers to help design effective 
curricula. The resulting short courses in basic safety and technology 
skills provided credentials for thousands of drilling jobs as new 
companies rushed to the region. Community college partners included 
Westmoreland County Community College and Pennsylvania College 
of Technology in Pennsylvania, West Virginia Northern Community 
College, Eastern Gateway Community College and Stark State College 
in Ohio, and Navarro College in Texas. 

Three thousand students received training under ShaleNET, and 
more than 1,650 of those found employment in the industry. That 
success spurred a second grant of $15 million from the U.S. Department 
of Labor for ShaleNET USA. The program devised a flexible course 
sequence that would not only qualify workers for entry-level positions, 
but also allowed them to progress through a series of short sequential 
courses to add skills. The concept of stackable credentials, coupled 
with financial aid and job placement assistance, proved popular. The 
approach has continued, although federal funding has expired and the 
industry has experienced a hiring lull in recent years.
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DOWNSTREAM MANUFACTURING DEVELOPMENT 
Lead Agency:  
Tri-State Shale Coalition

New drilling and fracking methods helped cheap Marcellus Shale gas to 
flow in abundance. By 2017, the average monthly natural gas production 
per rig for new wells in the Appalachia region had increased by 10.8 
million cubic feet per day since January 2012. Ethane production in the 
Appalachian basin is projected to continue its rapid growth through 
2025 to a total of 640,000 barrels per day, more than 20 times greater 
than in 2014.

Shale’s global energy impact created an obvious opportunity for 
collaboration at the state level.

The explosive expansion of the natural gas industry in the region 
forced P32 to redefine an early goal: to create a shale initiative for the 
region. In 2014, that initiative was refined: to attract manufacturers that 
would use cheap natural gas as a feedstock.

A consortium that included the Allegheny Conference, Team NEO 
in Cleveland, and Vision Shared in West Virginia convinced state 
policymakers to maximize economic development from shale gas. The 
memorandum of agreement signed in 2015 by Governors Kasich (Ohio), 
Wolf (Pennsylvania) and West Virginia (Tomblin) was renewed in 2018 
through 2021. The agreement focuses on marketing, transportation and 
infrastructure, research and innovation, and workforce. 

Royal Dutch Shell officially announced plans to build a $6 billion 
cracker facility in Monaca, Pennsylvania on June 7, 2016. The location 
for a facility to produce ethylene products had been under consideration 
since 2012; with construction underway, the project galvanized efforts 
to create a standardized career education system to encourage interstate 
enrollment and job fulfillment. 

The success of ShaleNET bolstered confidence that local community 
colleges, working with workforce boards, manufacturing extension 
partners, and economic development agencies, could meet the 
workforce needs of petrochemical employers. Community College of 
Beaver County, located just a few miles from the Shell facility, created 
the Tri-State Energy and Advanced Manufacturing Consortium 
(TEAM). The group comprises 50 organizations from all three states and 
continues to develop core courses, offered by all local institutions, and 
centers of advanced coursework offered at select colleges. Crucially, 
students from any part of the region have equal access to job training 
tuition funds. Recognizing the tri-state region as a single labor shed, 
workforce development boards enable funds to follow the individual 
across state lines. In 2018, TEAM was awarded $587,950 from the 
Appalachian Regional Commission and the U.S. Departments of 
Energy and Labor. The POWER grant (Partnerships for Opportunity 
and Workforce Development and Economic Revitalization) allowed 
the Consortium to build a web portal for enrollment and job referrals, 
while raising public awareness about careers in STEM manufacturing 
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sectors. The Consortium expects that within three years of completion 
of the project (2024), all 120 participating businesses will be improved 
with upskilled workers and new hires. It forecasts that 600 jobs will be 
created, 402 students will obtain employment, 752 workers will have 
higher skills, and eight new programs will be implemented. 

As P32 concluded the workforce training prompted by shale, 
the region saw continued need for workforce development from 
new industries. Additive manufacturing, which builds complex 3-D 
components from digital files, has arrived. Major manufacturers like 
General Electric and Alcoa built nearly $100 million in new facilities 
in the region, and research universities including Carnegie Mellon, 
West Virginia and Marshall University are working with the workforce 
development boards to train residents in 3D-printing materials and 
processes. Meanwhile, in 2017, the Advanced Robotics Manufacturing 
Institute, founded by Carnegie Mellon and now an independent 
nonprofit, won an $80 million grant from the U.S. Department of 
Defense. ARM now has more than 200 member entities, accenting the 
growth of this specialty in the region.

21ST CENTURY SKILLS FOR K–12 STUDENTS
Lead Agency:  
Remake Learning Network

As corporations and colleges partnered on post-secondary job training, 
a system to encourage 21st century skills among K–12 students arose. 
The Sprout Fund, an agile small philanthropy based in Pittsburgh, 
became the first lead agency for the project, encouraging project ideas 
from the entire community. The idea to enlist artists and tech leaders in 
the field of education quickly gained traction. 

The initiative evolved as the Remake Learning Network, housed 
at Grantmakers of Western Pennsylvania. Looking beyond school 
district and state borders, the network now engages more than 5,000 
individuals in the tri-state region. Not all were classroom teachers: 
museums, libraries, government agencies and universities joined the 
effort. Emphasizing common concerns like the future of work, youth 
voice, redesign of learning spaces, teacher preparation and equity, the 
Network’s working groups have encouraged partnerships and produce a 
full calendar of learning events each year and annual Remake Learning 
Days, which attract 3,000 people to 250 regional events each June. 
Now supported by 15 foundations and corporate sponsors, the network 
has attracted the attention of national leaders. The network received 
an award from the White House in 2016 and has encouraged similar 
networks across the country. 

Remake Learning Networks  
Across the U.S.
Southwestern Pennsylvania

Central Pennsylvania
Southeastern Pennsylvania
West Virginia
Eastern Kentucky
Northeastern Ohio
Cincinnati, Ohio

Knoxville, Tennessee
Chattanooga, Tennessee
Washington, D.C.
Raleigh-Durham, North Carolina
Chicago, Illinois
San Diego, California
Southern Wisconsin
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A TRAIL NETWORK TO GROW RECREATIONAL TOURISM
Lead Agency: 
Pennsylvania Environmental Council

The 1986 start of the Great Allegheny Passage from Pittsburgh to 
Cumberland, Maryland introduced the region to a new economic 
generator. Tourists not only used the non-motorized recreational trail: 
they pumped dollars into the local economies along its path. Today, the 
150-mile trail from Pittsburgh to Cumberland, Maryland is complete. It 
attracts nearly one million users a year, generating $40 million in local 
revenues. A business development loan effort by The Progress Fund, 
called Trail Towns, helped rural towns capitalize on potential of their 
trailheads. The PEC worked with the Rails-to-Trails Conservancy to 
amplify that effect over a four-state, 50 county network of 1,500 trails. 
As local trail groups connected the dots, they realized that a long-term 
plan would complete sections of trail in a logical, coherent sequence. 
In 2011, the Industrial Heartlands Trail Coalition was born.

An oversight committee of 35 organizations and eight major 
corridor-working groups staffed by Rails-to-Trails Conservancy now 
support 43 local trail organizations. The local trail groups retain their 
autonomy and fund-raising sources. IHEART creates resources to benefit 
all trails. It has launched a website to guide tourists, developed a GIS 
database to assist local planners, created a Trail Town Toolkit to help 
municipal leaders create business districts that cater to bikers and 
hikers, and crafted trip itineraries for specific towns. It convenes regional 
meetings of players including CSX: the region’s largest owner of disused 
rail corridors has been an active participant in the meetings.

More than $10 million has been secured for capital projects and 
49 percent of the network’s 1,500 miles of trail were completed by 
November 30, 2019.
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LESSONS LEARNED
3
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A
mong the remaining goals of P32, some yielded valuable if 
limited results; in particular, attempts to address regional 
air and water quality on a policy level proved elusive. 
Venture capital for local start-ups is still scarce. Alternative 

fuels have yet to replace diesel, and a sustainable multi-model system 
has not developed as a priority for the region. As federal funding for 
infrastructure steadily diminished after 2008, states’ competition for 
public and private funding of regional projects grew more heated.

In other cases, however, technological leaps have made an impact 
on local problems: real-time travel information, once thought of as a 
service that transit agencies and logistics firms would provide, is now as 
close as a smartphone. Air pollution events seen in real time prompted 
individuals in the affected communities to activism.

A REGIONAL AIR QUALITY IMPROVEMENT STRATEGY
Lead Agency: 
The Heinz Endowments

The Breathe Project, created in 2011 with funding from The Heinz 
Endowments, deployed new sensing technology and real-time 
online data to educate the region on ongoing threats to its air quality. 
Innovations developed with Carnegie Mellon University’s CREATE Lab 
included SmellPittsburgh, the Breathe Cam and Speck. CMU’s Center 
for Atmostpheric Particle studies also deployed a lab on wheels: the 
Breathe Mobile. The public education campaign encouraged citizens 
to track patterns and components of air pollutants. In areas with high 
levels of particulate emissions, residents began to mobilize. By 2018 
they petitioned local officials in Allegheny County to take action against 
major polluters. In 2019, U.S. Steel agreed to an $8 million fine from the 
county for emissions from the Clairton Coke Works. The ongoing project 
has also addressed regional emissions from natural gas fracking and 
waste disposal.

A REGIONAL EARLY STAGE FUND OF FUNDS TO SUPPORT START-UPS 
Lead agency:  
Allegheny Conference on Community Development

Significant breakthroughs at the region’s research universities, spun 
off into promising commercial companies, echoed the game-changing 
economic opportunities of similar projects in Silicon Valley and Boston. 
Studies continue to cite the lack of early investment to grow the region’s 
innovation sector: most recently, a 2017 report from the Brookings 
Institution said lack of venture capital was a significant constraint. With 
a goal of a $100 million fund of funds, the P32 effort attracted less than 
half that amount. Clearly, a successful region-wide fund has not yet 
found the investors it needs. The region’s biomedical centers, major 
tech engines like Google and Amazon and in particular the autonomous 
vehicle industry have attracted national and international partners that 
have, however, enhanced their impact on the regional economy. 



CLAUDE WORTHINGTON BENEDUM FOUNDATION 13    T H E P OW E R OF 32:  A F I N A L R E P ORT

ALTERNATIVE FUELS FOR COMMERCIAL TRANSPORTATION 
Lead Agency:  
Port of Pittsburgh

The alternative fuels project to use cleaner natural gas resources was 
seen as a promising solution to the significant air pollution generated 
through the Ohio River Valley. The effort was directed by Janet Lauer, 
Senior Vice President of the Allegheny Conference on Community 
Development, and director of 3 Rivers Clean Energy. The work of Lauer 
and her team established that the small size of tugs on local rivers made 
converting their engines to natural gas more costly and less effective 
than in larger vessels.

A REAL-TIME TRAVELER INFORMATION SYSTEM
Lead Agency:  
Traffic 21, Carnegie Mellon University

The traveler information system complemented local research underway 
at this university center. However, the effort was unable to replicate the 
success of larger urban regions such as San Francisco, the District of 
Columbia, and New York City, which were able to collaborate on large-
scale transportation initiatives. Federally-funded metropolitan planning 
organizations divide the P32 region among nearly a dozen M.P.O.s, 
making cooperation more difficult. 

Despite that barrier, the initiative’s vision for widely available real-
time travel data was achieved faster than expected. GPS and online 
mapping functions proliferated on smartphones. Public transit schedules 
and other online data have provided reliable information for individual 
commuters throughout the region.

AN INTERCONNECTED FREIGHT TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM THAT 
ENABLES THE REGION TO COMPLETE GLOBALLY
Lead Agency:  
Allegheny Conference on Community Development 

Rail-related discussions undertaken through the P32 process were 
incorporated in the Regional Transportation Alliance. Imagine 
Transportation 2.0, released in March 2017, included freight 
opportunities in its proposed “50 Ideas to Explore.”

A MECHANISM FOR COMPETING FOR TRANSPORTATION 
AND INFRASTRUCTURE FUNDS
Lead Agency:  
Fourth Economy 

As the federal government offered millions of dollars for innovations in 
infrastructure, the region tapped Fourth Economy, a consulting group, 
to submit an application for the $50 million Manufacturing Challenge 
grant in 2013. Ultimately, the comprehensive proposal from Western 
Pennsylvania, Northeastern Ohio, and West Virginia was not chosen. 
However, it laid the groundwork for success the following year. In 2014, 
the U.S. Department of Commerce awarded grants for Advanced 
Manufacturing Jobs and Innovation Accelerator Challenge. The Agile 
Electro-Mechanical Product Accelerator, a project of Innovation Works, 
the Catalyst Connection, the National Center for Defense Manufacturing 
and Machining and the Westmoreland/Fayette Workforce Investment 
Board, received $1.8 million to strengthen advanced manufacturing.
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AN OHIO RIVER HEADWATERS COMMITTEE TO HELP PROTECT 
OUR REGION’S WATER
Lead Agency:  
Carnegie Mellon University

The Headwaters committee held several public meetings. It explored 
how to benchmark the region’s water supply for ORANSCO, the Ohio 
River Valley Water Sanitation Commission. Based on the models 
of the Delaware and Susquehanna River Basins, which examined 
environmental and human factors affecting water quality, the project 
sought to frame regional issues that ORANSCO could address. 
Environmental studies examined the well being of wildlife along the 
rivers. On the pressing issue of maintenance of the region’s numerous 
locks and dams, the initiative had success in securing much-needed 
resources. However, sharing federal funding for multi-state projects 
proved a formidable political challenge. In 2015, the group issued a 
comprehensive final report through CMU’s Steinbrenner Institute.

Meanwhile, large and small companies recognized common interests 
and R&D needs in clean water. 

The Water Economy Network (WEN), a coalition of clean-water 
companies created through the initiative, focuses on five key areas: 
energy-water intersects; industrial water retention and storage; 
water reuse and treatment; navigation and monitoring; and green 
infrastructure and storm water management. WEN also created a loan 
fund to encourage small business participation. The corporate members 
of the effort matched P32 funding. “We had great support. We identified 
a promising new business sector, and local companies paid to have a seat 
at the table,” said Rich Overmoyer of Fourth Economy, which led WEN. 
With leadership changes at several participating partners, the project 
was ultimately disbanded.

STATE AND FEDERAL COLLABORATION AND CAUCUS OF THE REGION’S 
ELECTED REPRESENTATIVES
Lead Agency:  
Greater Pittsburgh Chamber of Commerce

The caucus did not emerge in a formal way, but the Tri-State Shale 
Coalition mirrored the idea and in some ways refined the original intent. 
Both the Allegheny Conference and Chamber played roles in moving 
the Tri-State process forward.

“We reached out to other 
regions, especially in 
eastern Pennsylvania. 
We wanted to model 
them. We were put into 
more direct contact 
and they became more 
aware of our water 
interests in western 
Pennsylvania.”
Dave Dzombak
Carnegie Mellon University
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CLOSING REMARKS
From Co-chair Pat Getty

It is interesting to reflect on the Power of 32 projects, and the lessons to 
be learned from each regardless of the level of success. But perhaps the 
most important outcome of our efforts is the remarkable willingness 
across the region to think and behave regionally — the change, in Chris 
Briem’s words, in the “mental map of who we are.” The lead story in 
the Benedum Foundation’s Annual Report for 2005 explored whether 
regional collaboration could ever happen in this part of the country. The 
leaders interviewed across the region were somewhat optimistic, but 
not convinced that parochial thinking would cease to dominate behavior 
across all sectors of endeavor.

The shift in attitude has been stunning. It is very typical today 
that regional meetings take place without a hint of intra-regional 
competition.

The collective efforts and talent of so many in Power of 32 deserve 
full credit. But surprising opportunities and challenges have driven 
regional behavior as well. The unexpected Marcellus and Utica Shale 
developments have accompanied the realization that this region has 
the research and manufacturing legacy strengths to be the world leader 
in the “Fourth Industrial Revolution.” Innovations like 3-D printing, 
robotics, artificial intelligence, and other emerging technologies will 
shape the next global economy. As a region, we now understand that the 
appropriate scale of collaboration depends upon the scope and scale of 
the subject. On the issues which most impact the shared opportunities 
and challenges of the region, working together is essential to success.

Let me cite a few encouraging examples. Fifteen regions nationwide 
have now adopted the Remake Learning Network created here. At 
gatherings of the Tri-State Energy and Advanced Manufacturing 
Consortium, the focus has moved beyond sharing best curricula for 
the skill sets industries require: Community colleges in Pennsylvania, 
West Virginia and Ohio are cooperating together to meet the region’s 
future education and training needs. In a recent workforce development 
meeting, the National Energy Technology Laboratory, the Advanced 
Robotics Manufacturing initiative, and Carnegie Mellon University 
researchers reported on breakthroughs that can transform our 
manufacturing and energy sectors through cross-cutting technological 
advances.

There will always be issues that divide us. Competition within the 
region continues, and no doubt enhances our endeavors. But as one 
regional economic development leader put it, “We need to collaborate 
to grow the pie, so we can fight over bigger slices.” That is a concise 
description of today’s “mental map.” 

“The shift in attitude 
has been stunning. 
It is very typical today 
that regional meetings 
take place without a 
hint of intra-regional 
competition.”
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