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ENVIRONMENT POLICY COMMITTEE COCHAIRS
The Honorable J. Bracken Burns, commissioner, Washington County,  
and Edward K. Muller, professor of history, University of Pittsburgh

Southwestern Pennsylvania enjoys abundant water 

resources compared to other U.S. and world regions. 

However, Southwestern Pennsylvania also has one of 

the nation’s most overwhelming combinations of water-related 

problems—abandoned mine drainage, sewage overflows, 

malfunctioning on-lot systems, flooding, rural water contami-

nation, and more. It is crucial that we succeed in ameliorating 

our problems and in managing our collective water resources  

so that they contribute to the continued health, economic 

development, security, and quality of life of the region.

Solving water-related problems has traditionally been difficult 

due to the magnitude of necessary funding and, in some 

measure, to the fragmentation of decision making among  

some 260 authorities, 600 municipalities, and dozens of  

other nonprofit and governmental organizations. Over the 

last 10 years, several high-profile studies have recommended 

regional collaboration as a means of confronting these 

 challenges more effectively.

In the fall of 2005, the Institute of Politics Environment Policy 

Committee resolved to attack this vexing set of water problems. 

In 2006, the committee produced a framing paper describing 

the region’s water problems in detail. It also supported the 

formation of the independent Regional Water Management 

Task Force, with representation appointed by the leadership 

J. Bracken Burns Edward K. Muller 
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of 11 Southwestern Pennsylvania counties. Jared Cohon,  president of Carnegie 

Mellon University, chaired the task force, and Angelo Armenti Jr., president 

of California University of Pennsylvania, was the vice chair. The regionally 

diverse task force consisted of 18 individuals with varied expertise and regional 

knowledge. 

Since the summer of 2006, the task force has conducted considerable research, 

including regional polling (coordinated with the Pennsylvania Joint Conservation 

Committee’s statewide poll for comparison purposes), benchmarking visits 

to four metropolitan areas recognized for their regional approaches to water 

issues, and substantial stakeholder outreach. The task force conducted 14 public 

meetings and numerous sessions with individuals and organizations throughout 

the region to garner input on our water problems and potential approaches to 

solving them. Information on the task force’s work, along with a nine-minute 

video describing the region’s water problems, can be found on the task force’s 

Web site, www.iop.pitt.edu/water.

Using extensive policy research and broad stakeholder input over two years, 

the task force produced draft recommendations in early 2008, suggesting the 

creation of a regional water planning, technical services, and priority-setting 

entity housed at the Southwestern Pennsylvania Commission (SPC). This 

added function at our metropolitan planning organization would serve to 

 coordinate regional water-related activities better and would support authori-

ties, municipalities, and other organizations as they grapple with water issues. 

The task force actively sought the input of key constituencies on the proposal 

and believes that such a planning and technical service entity represents the 

best-suited, most regionally supported, and potentially most effective method 

of adequately confronting our challenges. In November 2008, after careful 

con sideration, SPC approved the recommendations and voted to establish 

regional water planning and technical services functions. SPC is now beginning 

to  organize this effort and is seeking local, state, and federal funding to  

sustain it.

The Environment Policy Committee and the task force plan to support this new 

effort in any helpful manner. We hope other individuals and organizations from 

throughout the region will join us in celebrating innovative action on our water 

problems and in supporting regional leaders as they move the effort forward. 

J. Bracken Burns  Edward K. Muller 
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T W E L F 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
OUR INFR ASTRUCTURE FU NDING CRISIS—
BUILDING A MERICA’S FUTURE: NATIONA L, 
STATE, A ND LOCA L PERSPECTI V ES

by Kathleen McCauley

Spending six hours talking about water, sewage, bridges, 

and public transit would be an eye-glazing experience for 

some, but for the 120 elected officials and other leaders 

who gathered at the 12th Annual Institute of Politics Elected 

Officials Retreat to discuss regional infrastructure needs, it was 

an important opportunity to share the tough facts and focus on 

what has to be done—soon. 

The Institute assembled a set of engineers and policy experts 

to describe the state’s infrastructure issues from numerous 

perspectives. Whether the presenters were describing electrical 

transmission lines or wildcat sewers, they echoed a common 

message: These problems are urgent.

“Pennsylvania finds itself in the unenviable position of having 

a bridge problem like no other state,” said Pennsylvania 

T W E L F 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
OUR INFRASTRUCTURE FUNDING 
CRISIS—BUILDING AMERICA’S FUTURE: 
NATIONAL, STATE, AND LOCAL 
PERSPECTIVES

SEPTEMBER 4–5, 2008

DAY ONE

WELCOME AND PRESENTATION OF COLEMAN AWARD  
MARk A. NORDENBERG, chancellor, University of Pittsburgh

RETREAT OVERVIEW AND INTRODUCTIONS
PATRICIA L. kIRkPATRICk, commissioner, Armstrong County,  
and cochair, Infrastructure Policy Committee

FUNDING PENNSYLVANIA’S INFRASTRUCTURE: 
NATIONAL, STATE, AND LOCAL PERSPECTIVES
•	 ROBERT VICTOR, chair, Committee on Government Affairs, 

American Society of Civil Engineers, and project manager,  
DMJM Harris

•	 kELLY LEWIS, president and CEO, Technology Council  
of Central Pennsylvania 

•	 TERRANCE J. FITzPATRICk, general counsel, Electric Power 
Generation Association

•	 ALLEN D. BIEHLER, secretary of transportation, Commonwealth 
of Pennsylvania 

•	 DANA AUNkST, director, Bureau of Water Standards and Facility 
Regulation, Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection

OPEN DISCUSSION 
Moderated by MADELYN ROSS, associate vice chancellor, national 
media relations and University marketing communications, University 
of Pittsburgh

PRESENTATION ON THE REGIONAL WATER 
MANAGEMENT TASK FORCE 
JARED L. COHON, president, Carnegie Mellon University, and chair, 
Regional Water Management Task Force

ELECTED OFFICIALS INFRASTRUCTURE ROUNDTABLE 
AND OPEN DISCUSSION 
Moderated by JARED COHON
•	 RODNEY RUDDOCk, commissioner, Indiana County
•	 PAM SNYDER, commissioner, Greene County
•	 AMANDA GREEN, member, Allegheny County Council
•	 RICHARD R. STEVENSON, member, Pennsylvania House  

of Representatives
•	 JOSEPH PRESTON JR., member, Pennsylvania House  

of Representatives

CLOSING REMARKS 
PAUL COSTA, member, Pennsylvania House of Representatives,  
and cochair, Infrastructure Policy Committee

DAY TWO

WELCOME AND OPENING REMARKS
TERRY MILLER, director, Institute of Politics

OVERVIEW OF IMAGINE GREATER PITTSBURGH 
REGIONAL VISIONING INITIATIVE
GREGG BEHR, executive director, Grable Foundation, and WILLIAM 
P. GETTY, president, Claude Worthington Benedum Foundation

POLICY COMMITTEE MEETINGS

POLICY COMMITTEE DISCUSSION  
AND CLOSING REMARKS 
Moderated by G. REYNOLDS CLARk, vice chancellor for 
 community initiatives and chief of staff, Office of the Chancellor, 
University of Pittsburgh

Secretary of Transportation Allen Biehler. He cited the state’s 

6,000 structurally deficient bridges and several recent potential 

tragedies, including the collapse of the Lakeview Drive bridge 

over Interstate 70 in Washington County, the cracks in a pier 

supporting I-95 in Philadelphia that shut down the highway  

last March, and the shifting of a pier of the Birmingham Bridge 

in Pittsburgh. 

The state’s infrastructure problems also include a network of 

water and sewage pipes, averaging 60 years old, which receive 

significant infiltration from groundwater and dump untreated 

sewage into our rivers during storms. The price tag for restoring 

the nation’s water and sewage systems to good condition is 

about $1 trillion, said Robert Victor of the American Society of 

Civil Engineers. Victor concluded that the cost of improving the 

deteriorating water, rail, aviation, roadway, transit, and sewage 

systems totals $1.6 trillion over five years.

There are some bright spots in Pennsylvania, however. The  

state has a good revolving loan fund (Pennsylvania Infrastruc-

ture Investment Authority, or PENNVEST) for water-related 

infrastructure improvements. It has increased funding through 

Acts 63 and 64 of 2008 and has invested more in capital 
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improvements for water than the U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) has done nationally, according to Dana Aunkst 

of the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection. 

Aunkst highlighted the national effort, Building America’s 

Future—led by Governor Edward Rendell along with California 

Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger and New York City Mayor 

Michael Bloomberg—to increase the federal level of invest-

ment in infrastructure. Kelly Lewis, of the Technology Council 

of Central Pennsylvania, said that infrastructure improvements 

also would be a boon for workers in the state if they receive the 

training and education they need. 

Catching up on infrastructure maintenance will require a 

big jump in funding and, therefore, public support. Terrance 

Fitzpatrick of the Electric Power Generation Association said, 

“We need to tell people the truth—that we really need to  

invest more in infrastructure.” Elected officials at the retreat 

agreed, but said that they can’t be the only ones telling 

con stituents that we are facing a crisis and that users are 

currently paying for only a fraction of the true cost of services 

like clean drinking water. One participant called for business  

and civic leaders to help elected officials create a “bipartisan 

will and consensus” on infrastructure as many of them did 

recently for early childhood education.

Some solutions do not require more money or public support, 

but simply require better coordination in planning and priori-

tizing responses to the complex, intertwined infrastructure 

problems that often spill over county and even state borders. 

One participant said that more than 600 municipalities 

approach his government agency for help and that he would 

prefer to see some of them come jointly with priorities they had 

set on a multi-municipal level. 

Key points from each of the retreat presentations follow:

ROBERT VICTOR
•	 Civil	engineers	see	themselves	as	the	stewards	of	the	nation’s	

infrastructure. That infrastructure is going downhill, mostly 

because of age and lack of funding.

•	 Infrastructure	is	a	nonpartisan	issue,	but	the	engineers	don’t	

seem able to get the money needed to fix the problems. 

A federal capital budget and a comprehensive strategy for 

integrating decisions and funding for transportation, energy, 

and the environment are needed.

•	 The	most	expensive	infrastructure	problem	is	drinking	water	

and wastewater. EPA estimates that repairing these systems 

will cost $1 trillion over the next 20 years. Federal funding 

currently is about $2 billion per year. 

•	 Nationally,	25	percent	of	our	bridges	are	structurally	deficient,	

and it will cost $140 billion to repair them. But the federal 

budget includes only $4 billion per year for bridge repair.

•	 U.S.	road	repairs	require	$94	billion	per	year,	but	we	are	

spending only $59 billion per year, and the source of this 

funding (the Highway Trust Fund) will become insolvent soon. 

(The trust fund received an $8 billion bailout in September.)

•	 The	United	States	needs	$15	billion	a	year	to	maintain	the	

current public transit infrastructure (which reaches only half  

of all Americans) but is investing only $10 billion, and some  

of these funds are diverted from capital needs to system 

operating expenses.

•	 Even	if	there	was	sufficient	funding,	there	would	not	be	

enough engineers to do the work. The engineer shortage 

must be addressed.

kELLY LEWIS 
•	 Pennsylvania	has	the	chance	to	turn	these	infrastructure	

problems into opportunities. If we invest in our workforce, 

we will be able to keep our college and technical graduates  

in the state for jobs that pay well. 

•	 Clean	water	is	an	essential	factor	in	making	an	area	attractive	

for business investment.

•	 The	Technology	Council	of	Central	Pennsylvania	helped	to	

organize the Pennsylvania Infrastructure Summit in April 

2008 and has worked to increase the state’s investment in 

infrastructure.

TERRANCE FITzPATRICk
•	 In	the	United	States,	we	tend	to	look	at	each	infrastruc-

ture sector’s issues separately. We need a comprehensive 

approach that recognizes how the various sectors inter-

relate. Australia provides an example of such an integrated 

Tom Ceraso, 
Westmoreland County 
Commissioner

Terrance J. Fitzpatrick,  
Electric Power  
Generation Assocation 

Allen Biehler, 
Pennsylvania Secretary  
of Transportation

Jared Cohon, president 
of Carnegie Mellon 
University

G. Reynolds Clark,  
Office of the Chancellor

Paul Costa, member 
of the PA House of 
Representatives and cochair 
of the Infrastructure Policy 
Committee

2008 Elected Officials Retreat Speakers and Participants
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approach. We need to preserve the state’s commitment to 

competitive energy markets so as to encourage investments. 

•	 In	most	of	the	state,	it	will	be	difficult	to	go	from	capped	to	

market electric prices. We need to phase in our plans.

•	 The	number	one	electric	infrastructure	problem	is	transmission.	

Demand is increasing by 25 percent, but investments in trans-

mission have dropped by 30 percent. The problem is partly due 

to local opposition to proposed new transmission lines.

•	 Alternative	energy	sources	provided	just	3	percent	of	the	

energy generated in Pennsylvania in 2007, while coal provided 

55 percent. These figures show how difficult it would be to 

move to 100 percent use of alternative energy in this state.

ALLEN BIEHLER
•	 Transportation,	land	use,	and	economic	development	are	all	

intertwined, so, in Pennsylvania, we are planning transporta-

tion by looking at the implications for land, environmental 

sustainability (the U.S. transportation sector is responsible  

for one-third of all greenhouse gases), and economic 

com petitiveness. Truck traffic in the state has grown by  

80 percent over the last 20 years, and auto traffic has grown 

by 60 percent, while transit ridership nationally has had a 

steady decrease since World War II. 

•	 Since	2004,	Pennsylvania	has	had	to	stop	or	rescale	new	

transportation projects so that it could address repairs. We 

used to spend 20 percent of our transportation budget on 

new projects; now it is just 5 percent. 

•	 The	Pennsylvania	legislature	passed	Act	44	to	provide	an	extra	

$750 million a year for transportation, but a significant share 

of this funding was dependent on federal approval of tolls on 

Interstate 80. Even the $750 million was less than half of the 

additional funding needed in the state each year, according to 

the Transportation Funding and Reform Commission.

•	 Of	the	state’s	6,000	structurally	deficient	bridges,	we	are	

working on 411 of them currently. 

•	 Our	buying	power	is	shrinking.	The	cost	of	construction	has	

increased by 63 percent over the past five years.  

•	 The	National	Surface	Transportation	Policy	and	Revenue	 

Study Commission found that the United States is spending  

$86 billion now on transportation, but it needs to spend  

$225 billion to remain competitive with other countries, 

whose investments are dwarfing ours.

DANA AUNkST
•	 Pennsylvania	has	about	12,000	water	and	sewage	facilities.	

Their age and condition vary, but some of the systems date 

to the 1890s, when we installed drinking water systems, and 

the early 1900s, when we built the first sewage treatment 

plants. Most plants are at least 60 years old, nearing the end 

of their useful lives.

•	 We	also	have	more	combined	sewer	overflows	than	any	other	

state in the United States.

•	 Of	our	86,000	miles	of	Pennsylvania	streams,	15,000	miles	

are impaired. The better our source water, the less we have 

to invest in treating our drinking water.

•	 EPA	is	now	calling	for	long-term	budgets	and	proper	asset	

management to ensure that communities are maintaining and 

upgrading their facilities. But some communities charge user 

rates of less than 0.5 percent of median household income, 

ignoring long-term capital needs. (The suggested rate to 

sustain a system is 1.5 percent of median household income.)

•	 The	Pennsylvania	Department	of	Environmental	Protection	

(DEP) is working with the state’s Department of Labor 

and Industry on a worker retraining program because the 

workforce for these facilities is inadequately trained. We are 

losing to retirement many of our state’s certified water and 

wastewater system operators. 

•	 Six	years	ago,	EPA	estimated	that	the	20-year	cost	of	

 operations, capital, and debt service for our nation’s water 

and wastewater systems would be $550 billion. Our country 

spends about $20 billion a year, and most of that is for 

 operating costs. We cannot close that gap just by raising  

user rates; even if every system charged 1.5 percent of  

median household income, we would only be halfway to  

the $550 billion we need.

Discussion
Following the presentations, MADELYN ROSS, associate vice 

 chancellor, University of Pittsburgh, moderated a discussion 

among the participants and presenters.

Patricia L. Kirkpatrick, 
Armstrong County 
Commissioner and 
Infrastructure Policy 
Committee cochair

Pam Snyder, Greene 
County commissioner

Amanda Green, 
Allegheny County 
Council member

Richard Stevenson, 
Pennsylvania House of 
Representatives

Joseph Preston Jr., 
Pennsylvania House of 
Representatives

Rodney Ruddock, 
Indiana County 
commissioner
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sometimes our greatest leaders weren’t very popular, but they 

faced the magnitude of the problem. Others said that public 

education had to be on a “massive scale.”

Another participant agreed but said that it can’t be just legisla-

tors who inform the public. We need businesspeople, founda-

tions, and other civic leaders to join them in making the case in 

order to prevent politics from overwhelming the issue.  

Responding to one presenter’s comments that an integrated 

plan for infrastructure might be too ambitious, a participant 

said it’s not pie in the sky and that we need to have an honest 

and holistic discussion about all types of infrastructure.  

Update From the Regional Water 
Management Task Force
On the issues of water quality and quantity, Southwestern 

Pennsylvania is “on the verge of making real progress,” said 

JARED COHON, president of Carnegie Mellon University and 

chair of the Regional Water Management Task Force. Cohon 

reported that the task force was recommending the establish-

ment of an 11-county water resources entity that would provide 

regional planning and technical assistance functions. As the task 

force consulted with elected officials throughout the region, held 

public hearings, and surveyed stakeholders, it found a growing 

consensus in favor of overcoming our extreme  fragmentation on 

water issues. (In November 2008, the Southwestern Pennsylvania 

Commission moved this initiative further forward by authorizing 

water planning and technical service functions.)

Cohon appealed for support for this regional effort, stating, 

“This will move us into real cooperation. It is a truly regional 

approach to a key problem.”

Discussion
Several elected officials explained how their counties’ infra-

structure problems were hurting economic growth. One official 

said that water and sewage were her county’s biggest problems 

and that “growth is at a standstill because half of the county 

needs a source of clean water.” Another official noted that 

funding deficits occur at all levels, including for municipal roads 

and bridges.

With regard to the proposed water resources entity, one elected 

official said that a regional approach might work best for 

smaller, less affluent municipalities with few revenue-generating 

options. Another said that the water management entity will 

need to work with other planning bodies so that “we don’t see 

the transportation people laying a road and the water people 

tearing it up two years later.” He also commented that our 

region’s wastewater treatment rates are well below the national 

average, to which Cohon replied that rate increases will be hard 

for certain populations to bear and that even dramatic increases 

COLEMAN AWARD
In 2006, the Institute of Politics created the Coleman Award for 
Excellence in Community Service to recognize leaders who serve 
the community as Institute Director Emeritus Moe Coleman has: 
by devoting their creativity, talent, and time for the public good, 
with a caring heart. The two recipients of the 2008 Coleman 
Award, announced at the opening of the Elected Officials Retreat, 
have made enduring contributions to improving life for children 
and youth in this region. They are Marc Cherna, director of the 
Allegheny County Department of Human Services, and James 
E. Rohr, chief executive officer and chair of the board of PNC 
Financial Services Group, Inc.

In presenting Cherna’s award, University of Pittsburgh Chancellor 
Mark A. Nordenberg said, “Marc is a high-achieving, totally 
committed professional. He has made systemwide changes and 
revolutionized the office of child welfare. And he is an extraor-
di nary collaborator.” In receiving the award, Cherna said that 
“getting ‘a Moe’ is far better than getting an Oscar, any day,”  
and noted that Coleman had been one of his critical advisors 
during his first days in Pittsburgh.

Nordenberg highlighted Rohr’s leadership role in Grow Up Great, 
the $100 million PNC initiative that “has helped to increase the 
school readiness of millions of children.” Rohr thanked state 
 legislators for increasing their investment in young children as 
well: “I commend you for moving us forward on early childhood 
education. Let’s continue to help the children grow up great.”

PAST RECIPIENTS OF THE COLEMAN AWARD
2007 Maxwell King
2006 Moe Coleman 

The first question: What kind of crisis will cause us to act? 

We know that the United States spends far less as a share 

of gross domestic product than do China and India. Robert 

Victor responded that, unfortunately, disasters are what 

trigger a response: “We didn’t have a levee inspection bill 

until [Hurricane] Katrina. Now we have a comprehensive 

levee inspection program in the country.” Another participant 

remarked that we need to tell people the hard truth that 

Moe Coleman (center) with the 2008 Coleman Award honorees, Marc Cherna (l)  
and James Rohr (r).  They are joined by Chancellor Mark Nordenberg ( far right) 
and Institute of Politics director Terry Miller ( far left).
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in water rates will not provide all of the money necessary to 

bring all of the region into environmental compliance. 

“We believe very strongly that by getting our act together and 

prioritizing projects, we will be in a much better position to 

get the funding we need,” said Cohon. As evidence for this 

contention, one participant said that he was able to achieve a 

congressional earmark for a water quality project because he 

had included multiple municipalities.

Before we start hitting residents with rate increases, one 

government official said, we need to try to attract a fair share 

of federal funds for water and sewage projects. A multistate 

Ohio River basin consortium could put the region in a stronger 

advocacy position.

One participant suggested, as a way to reduce fragmentation, a 

state requirement that authorities be of a minimum size in order 

to receive PENNVEST or other funding.

One negative incentive already is looming: “If we don’t take  

this last, best chance at a regional body, we will be forced into 

EPA compliance mode,” said a participant. Cohon agreed:  

“As a region, we are not compliant with the law. Any consent 

decree outcome will not be as good as what we develop 

ourselves.” He pointed out that, even if some authorities and 

municipalities could make their own waters pristine, they could 

still be out of compliance if municipalities upstream did not 

improve water quality.

Discussion also touched on the challenges involved in launching 

a regional water effort. One county commissioner said that 

even after 14 meetings the sewage authorities in his county 

were unable to consolidate. Another speaker recommended 

developing templates and documenting lessons learned so as  

to make the path easier for entities trying to plan together or  

to coordinate activities. 

2008–09 Policy Priorities
To open the Friday morning session of the retreat, PAT GETTY 
of the Claude Worthington Benedum Foundation and GREGG 
BEHR of the Grable Foundation gave a presentation on the 

status of the Imagine Greater Pittsburgh regional visioning 

process, for which the Institute of Politics has provided logis-

tical support during the planning and launch phases. (Since 

the retreat, a regional visioning steering committee has been 

selected and convened for the first time in December. This 

effort will be initiated and fully operational by the spring of 

2009. Stay tuned for additional updates and information.)

The Institute’s nine policy committees then met to discuss policy 

priorities for the upcoming year. n

Members of the Infrastructure Committee discussed their 2009  
programmatic priorities.

2008–09 INSTITUTE OF POLITICS POLICy 
COMMITTEE PRIORITIES
Following are the proposed priorities of the nine Institute policy 
 committees for the upcoming year, as determined at the Elected 
Officials Retreat held September 4–5, 2008. All priorities are 
 subject to change depending on new developments or further 
 assessment of project feasibility.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
Explore the opportunities and challenges in making Southwestern 
Pennsylvania a world-leading center of research, development, and 
services in carbon capture and sequestration.

EDUCATION
Convene a meeting of the region’s intermediate units to assess school 
districts’ readiness to implement fully the Pennsylvania Value-Added 
Assessment System.

ENVIRONMENT
Continue to support the efforts of the Regional Water Management 
Task Force; sponsor a conference related to the recently published 
Institute of Politics case study on Project 88, which advanced the use  
of market-based incentives in environmental policy.

FISCAL POLICY AND GOVERNANCE
In conjunction with the Infrastructure Policy Committee, examine govern-
ment’s role in financing capital improvements—where funds are secured, 
how they are applied, and what levels of government are responsible.

HEALTH
Support the Pittsburgh Regional Health Initiative’s efforts to improve 
chronic disease care and reduce preventable hospitalizations, with a 
focus on minority populations.

HUMAN SERVICES
Continue to support the establishment of effective prisoner reentry 
programs through outreach and education programs aimed at judicial, 
legislative, and administrative staff.

INFRASTRUCTURE
Prepare a comprehensive primer on the region’s infrastructure, in cluding 
such items as amount of money spent, funding sources, needs, funding 
gaps, and policy alternatives, to inform the committee’s efforts to 
support regional infrastructure priority setting; build a comprehensive 
working group with representation from all infrastructure sectors, 
including those not yet represented on the committee.

PUBLIC SAFETY AND EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS
Conduct an analysis of interoperability of communication frequencies 
among emergency response personnel within Pennsylvania’s Region 13.

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT
Investigate the creation of a comprehensive vocational education plan 
addressing career opportunities that do not require a four-year degree, 
with a focus on areas with high dropout rates.
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D I V E R S I T y:  T H E  WA y  T O 
B U S I N E S S  S U C C E S S ?  A N D 
W H AT ’ S  I N  T H E  WA y ?
by Karen Clark

In an episode of the TV comedy 30 Rock, Tracy, an African 

American man, and Jenna, a White woman, each feel 

mistreated by the other. Jenna’s producer convinces her that 

because Tracy is a man, he thinks he can do whatever he wants 

to a woman. “It’s like when Adrien Brody kissed Halle Berry 

at the Oscars,” she says. But when Jenna confronts Tracy, he 

 interrupts, “White people think they can do whatever they 

want to Black people. It’s like when Adrien Brody kissed Halle 

Berry at the Oscars.”

The more diverse a group is, the more varied its  perspectives. 

That diversity can be a challenge, but speakers at the October 

2008 Institute of Politics forum on workforce diversity 

suggested that it also can contribute to business success.

SCOTT E. PAGE of the University 

of Michigan asserted that the ability 

of a diverse group to make superior 

decisions is a mathematical fact. He 

proved his contention with formulas 

showing that averaging diverse 

opinions will tend to result in lower 

degrees of error than if all members 

of a group think the same way. For 

the mathematically challenged, he 

offered some concrete examples 

(from such settings as the National 

Football League draft) in which the 

average of various predictions was more accurate than any 

individual’s view.

Page went on to show that diversity generates more and better 

ideas, citing the instance in 2000 when a mining company put 

a map of a Canadian mine on the Internet and offered rewards 

Scott Page from the 
University of Michigan 
presented the findings of his 
research on diversity.

OCTOBER 31, 2008

WELCOME AND INTRODUCTIONS
THOMAS L. STEVENSON, principal, Thomas L. Stevenson & 
Associates, and cochair, Workforce Development Policy Committee, 
Institute of Politics

WHY DIVERSITY? TO GET BETTER IDEAS
SCOTT E. PAGE, professor, University of Michigan, and external 
professor, Santa Fe Institute

WHY DIVERSITY? IT’S GOOD FOR BUSINESS
AUDREY J. MURRELL, associate professor of business admini-
stration, psychology, and public and international affairs and 
director of the David Berg Center for Ethics and Leadership, 
University of Pittsburgh 

HOW TO GET THERE: DO DIVERSITY  
PROGRAMS WORK? 
NELSON LIM, senior social scientist, RAND Corporation

OPEN DISCUSSION 
Moderated by THOMAS STEVENSON

LOCAL DIVERSITY SUCCESS STORIES IN PROGRESS
UPMC: CANDI CASTLEBERRY-SINGLETON, chief diversity officer
U.S. STEEL: F. DAVID COLEMAN, general manager, corporate 
diversity

REACTION PANEL:
•	 JACk SHEA, president, Allegheny County Labor Council, 

AFL-CIO
•	 kENNETH E. SPRUILL JR., vice president and manager, diversity 

strategies, PNC Financial Services Group, Inc. 

•	 BENJAMIN W. BUTLER, equal employment opportunity 
program manager, U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 
Pittsburgh VA Regional Office

•	 JOHN R. LAYMON JR., board member, African American 
Chamber of Commerce of Western Pennsylvania and president, 
JRL Enterprises, Inc.

OPEN DISCUSSION 
Moderated by Esther L. Bush, president and CEO, Urban League 
of Greater Pittsburgh, and cochair, Workforce Development Policy 
Committee, Institute of Politics

SUMMARY AND CLOSING REMARKS
ESTHER BUSH

DIVERSITy: THE WAy TO BUSINESS SUCCESS? AND WHAT’S IN THE WAy?

Speakers and panelists listen as Audrey J. Murrell, an associate professor at 
the University of Pittsburgh Joseph M. Katz Graduate School of Business, 
discusses the positive impact of diversity on business outcomes.
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to members of the public who could identify where they should 

search for gold. Respondents proposed 110 sites, 50 percent  

of which were new and more than 80 percent of which 

contained gold.

“We tend to look to individual experts for answers,” Page said. 

“In school, we measure students’ efforts individually. But much 

of today’s work is done in teams. And often those teams will  

be better able to solve problems than any of its members  

would alone.

“Not all problems need to be solved in teams—only the hard 

ones. Neither are all teams successful—only the diverse ones.”

Page described a study comparing a group of people with high 

IQs to a group of reasonably intelligent people that was diverse. 

In almost every case, the diverse group outperformed the high 

IQ group by a substantial margin. That’s because people with 

diverse backgrounds bring different perspectives and different 

approaches to solving problems. The more varied the abilities, 

the bigger that group’s collection of tools to find solutions.

People generally interact with people who are similar to them. 

This tendency creates what Page calls a silo effect, in which 

people talk only to others in their field. Physicists, for instance, 

wouldn’t usually think of bringing a poet into their conversa-

tions. Indeed, the poet lacks the tools to grasp complex scien-

tific problems. But when the physicists need to communicate 

with a broader audience, the poet’s presence might help.

“Invite someone to your next important meeting that you 

normally wouldn’t invite,” Page recommended. “If someone 

questions your assumptions, that’s good. It may make you 

uncomfortable, but it starts all your neurons firing, and you  

may get an idea you never had before.”

AUDREY J. MURRELL, associate professor in Pitt’s Joseph M. 

Katz Graduate School of Business, described the traditional 

business case for diversity as “organization-centric” in its 

concerns for regulatory compliance, avoidance of lawsuits, 

strengthening market efforts, and reaching new clients. The 

limitation of this approach, Murrell said, is that it does not  

take into account the welfare of stakeholders both inside  

and outside the organization. “We need a broader view of 

diversity. It should include ethics and responsibility, not just 

profit,” she stated.

Murrell transformed the business acronym ROI (return on invest-

ment) into the three points of her new business case for diversity:

Results achieved: Traditional reports do not always show the 

impact of diversity initiatives, so Murrell said that  advocates 

must “take control of the metrics.” For example, two researchers 

examined the use of screens (so that judges cannot see the 

performers) in orchestra auditions and found that they signifi-

cantly increased the number of spots awarded to women.

Outputs that create value: Murrell said that IBM’s Strategic 

Mentoring Portfolio, by integrating mentoring into its strategic 

plan, intertwines diversity across the corporation’s value chain; 

“It’s not just something they do in February.”

Innovation that builds and sustains competitive advantage: 

Murrell agreed with Page that, especially on complex problems, 

diverse teams are more successful at finding solutions than 

are homogeneous teams. For instance, a study by the National 

Center for Women and Information Technology found that 

diverse teams received up to 42 percent more patents in the 

information technology field.

Murrell stressed that diversity efforts must go beyond hiring  

to encompass workplace bullying. She cited evidence that more 

than 2 million U.S. professionals leave their jobs each year 

because of perceived unfairness related to their race, gender, 

religion, or sexual orientation.

Corporate social responsibility is another important dimension 

of diversity. Murrell said that a disproportionate number of 

subprime mortgage loans were made in poor and minority 

communities, and these areas are still targeted by predatory 

business practices.

Murrell concluded that we should stop thinking of  diversity 

simply as tolerance and start appreciating its positive value:  

“We must move diversity from the ordinary to the extraordinary.”

NELSON LIM of the RAND 

Corporation noted that three-

quarters of all Fortune 500 companies 

have launched diversity programs, 

offering many examples of “best 

practices.” But simply adopting 

another company’s best practices isn’t 

enough. Often they are laundry lists 

in no particular order and without 

priorities. Also, Lim said, there has 

been no study of companies that 

implemented the same measures and 

didn’t see change. 

Companies need to know not only what to do but also how to 

customize it to their situation. Lim suggested three questions 

for each organization:

•	What do we mean by diversity? It can mean many 

things, including the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission’s protected categories of demographic diver-

sity (race, age, gender) and cultural diversity (nationality, 

RAND Corporation 
researcher Nelson Lim 
shared the results of his 
study on diversity programs 
that work most effectively.
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language, religion) as well as cognitive diversity (type A or 

B personality, method of thinking) or structural diversity 

 (function served in the organization).

•	What are the factors that influence our ability to achieve 

diversity? Lim said that firms recognized for their diversity 

practices have four components in common: (1) a conviction 

among senior managers that workforce diversity affects busi-

ness performance; (2) a strong leadership commitment (not 

just in the human resources department) to diversity planning 

and implementation; (3) a range of diversity initiatives, such 

as mentoring, that go beyond standard recruiting programs 

for disadvantaged groups; and (4) formal mechanisms—such 

as a task force or manager specifically devoted to diversity 

progress and with access to top leaders—to hold company 

personnel accountable for diversity outcomes. Even these 

steps do not guarantee success, Lim warned; for example, 

sectors typified by direct employee-customer contact, such 

as accommodations, food, arts, and professional services, are 

more likely to implement successful diversity programs than 

are industries like mining, construction, and forestry.

•	 Can we achieve demographic diversity without pursuing it 

directly? For those industries where there is not an obvious 

link between diversity and the organization’s business  

case, Lim said that it may be possible to achieve diversity 

indirectly. For example, by assembling multidisciplinary  

teams to examine policy issues, RAND achieves greater 

 diversity, because it draws on disciplines, such as human 

services and psychology, where more minorities and  

women are represented.

“Diversity is where it is today,” said CANDI CASTLEBERRY-
SINGLETON, chief diversity officer at UPMC, “because it’s 

where we’ve allowed it to be. Corporations look like their 

 decisions allow them to look.”

Castleberry-Singleton identified the ABC’s of obstacles to work-

place diversity:

•	 Affirmative action has created a stigma that inhibits 

 communication; everyone tries to be politically correct  

while ignoring the “elephant in the room.”

•	 Burnout has occurred for those carrying the torch.

•	 Compliance requirements have often had a chilling effect, 

causing organizations to do what they have to and no more. 

Castleberry-Singleton described two kinds of diversity efforts. 

Bolt-on diversity is attached on top of core issues and is not 

sustainable. It stays in the human resources department, where 

it competes with many other initiatives. If the diversity recruiter 

leaves the organization, leadership changes, or bad economic 

times come, bolt-on diversity is often the first thing to go.

On the other hand, built-in diversity is embedded in the orga-

nization’s culture and is seen as the work of every employee. 

The model used by UPMC’s Center for Inclusion in Health Care 

guides the organization and its employees toward sensitivity to 

diversity at four levels: the company, the culture, the customer, 

and the community.

Today’s barriers to diversity, Castleberry-Singleton said, are 

grounded more often in unconscious favoritism than in 

conscious discrimination, because people turn to their usually 

homogeneous social networks when looking for employees. 

To combat this problem, she stated, “We need to allow other 

people into our networks.”

F. DAVID COLEMAN, general manager of corporate diversity 

at U.S. Steel, showed a picture of a man, seen from the rear 

and slightly bent over, and asked members of the audience to 

describe him. After participants said that the man looked old, 

tired, and beaten down, Coleman revealed the man’s shadow, 

which showed that he was playing a saxophone. “People see 

what they want to see,” Coleman said, “and that perception 

becomes reality.”

U.S. Steel has a rigorous diversity program that is strongly 

supported from the top of the organization and is designed 

to influence positively how people view each other. U.S. Steel 

defines diversity as “the full range of human and/or organiza-

tional differences and similarities” and calls for inclusion, “the 

process of leveraging the power of differences and similarities 

to achieve a common goal or objective.”

U.S. Steel uses a “diversity wheel” to illustrate the multiple 

layers of diversity that human beings display. The inner circle 

of the wheel is our personality. Surrounding that is a ring 

of internal dimensions over which we have no control, such 

as race, gender, age, and ethnicity. Next is a ring containing 

personal life decisions, such as where we live, work, play, and 

worship. Last is the outer ring of organizational dimensions that 

include our job, seniority, department, and work location.

“Our individual efforts have a profound effect on each other,” 

Coleman stressed. “We may not be able to name the last five 

winners of the Heisman Trophy, but we remember five people 

who made a difference in our lives.”

Coleman said that U.S. Steel’s commitment to diversity is in 

keeping with the “Gary principles” of individual and corporate 

be havior, written by Elbert Gary, the company’s president and 

chair from 1905 to 1927. Gary’s first principle states: “I believe 

that when a thing is right it will ultimately and permanently 

succeed.”

JACk SHEA, president of the Allegheny County Labor Council 

and the first speaker on the forum’s reaction panel, said that 
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his major concern is to ensure that people are paid fairly. 

Women earn 75 cents for every dollar men make, yet Shea 

said he still battles with human resource departments that 

claim that federal law makes contract protections for women 

and minorities unnecessary. Shea pointed out that unions 

have little ability to produce diversity because they don’t  

hire people; they represent whoever the companies hire.  

He recommended one powerful step toward guaranteeing 

fair pay: to publish the salaries of nonunion employees.  

kENNETH E. SPRUILL JR., vice president and manager of 

diversity strategies for the PNC Financial Services Group, noted 

the agreement among all the speakers that diversity must 

be integrated into the business case: “If you think about the 

 business and then about diversity, you’ve already lost.” Spruill 

said that asking why customers should choose PNC over a 

similar company has encouraged concern for diversity: “We 

can’t give you any greener money—the difference is what kind  

of experience the customer has with our employees.” Spruill 

also reminded participants that the nature of diversity efforts 

often depends on the city itself; for example, Latinos  

constitute 10 percent of the population in Atlanta, Ga., but  

just 0.1 percent of the  population in Pittsburgh. 

BENJAMIN W. BUTLER, equal employment opportunity 

program manager for the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 

said that diversity should be a business commitment, ingrained 

in policy, and not just a goal. Butler argued that a diverse work-

force results in the greatest production and said that diversity 

is an absolute necessity at the Veterans Administration because 

veterans are such a diverse group.

JOHN R. LAYMON JR., board member of the African 

American Chamber of Commerce of Western Pennsylvania, 

pointed out that some major organizations aren’t asking what 

they need to do to implement their diversity plans. Companies 

must recognize the impact of child care and transportation 

costs on their efforts, he said. Trying to get a diverse workforce 

at Ross Park Mall in Pittsburgh’s northern suburbs, for instance, 

has been difficult because people can’t pay for child care and 

transportation while making $8 an hour.

Laymon recalled how diversity initiatives have benefited 

him, beginning in his college days at the University of New 

Hampshire, where some White people had never seen a Black 

person. Later, when he got a job at a Pittsburgh company, 

White employees were asked if they would mind sitting next 

to him. But as a result of their exposure to him, once-bigoted 

people eventually abandoned their stereotypical views. Diversity 

in the workplace “spills out into social relationships,” Laymon 

concluded, “and that is invaluable.” n

Diversity forum speakers: back row, left to right—Benjamin W. Butler, David 
Coleman, Thomas L. Stevenson, Kenneth E. Spruill Jr., Scott Page; front row, left to 
right—John R. Laymon Jr., Terry Miller, Jack Shea, Audrey J. Murrell, Nelson Lim.

P E N S I O N S  S U B C O M M I T T E E 
U P DAT E
Many public pension plans across the United States were 

severely underfunded before this fall’s economic plunge. 

With the recent downturn, pension funds across the 

nation are seeing portfolio losses as high as 20 percent. 

In Pennsyl vania, whose 3,100 plans include about 200 

that were less than 65 percent funded, this economic 

plunge could spell disaster.  

At the 2006 Institute of Politics Elected Officials Retreat, 

the Fiscal Policy and Governance Policy Committee 

created a pensions subcommittee to examine the poten-

tial crisis facing municipal pensions. In April 2007, the 

subcommittee, cochaired by State Representative Dan 

Frankel and State Senator Jane Orie, embarked on an 

ambitious agenda, meeting regularly to explore policy 

ideas. Members generated a series of 10 policy options 

for further exploration and worked diligently to reach 

consensus in support of five recommendations:

1. Continuing education for investment officers  

2. Consolidation of pension plans within the Pennsylvania 

Municipal Retirement System  

3. Revision of state aid formula 

4. Fiduciary  responsibility legislation  

5. Barring underfunded plans from increasing benefits 

At the Institute’s 2008 retreat this past September, the 

Fiscal Policy and Governance Policy Committee unani-

mously supported these draft recommendations and the 

subcommittee’s proposed next steps. Since then, the 

subcommittee has reviewed the draft recommendations 

with the stakeholder groups that participated in the 

policy exploration phase; it has also met with high-level 

officials in Harrisburg. As of this writing, the report was 

undergoing final review prior to its public release. n
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