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Capacity Building Issue Brief 

Implementation  
When your organization received technical assistance (TA) or a grant from the federal Partnership for 
Sustainable Communities through EPA or HUD, it became eligible to participate in capacity building 
services. These services will help you gain access to technical experts and additional resources to 
support the successful implementation of your grant. Reconnecting America is leading the team that will 
focus on the implementation of planning activities. Other team members are Strategic Economics, the 
Center for Neighborhood Technology, Enterprise Community Partners, the Center for Creative Land 
Recycling and Kim Burnett Consulting. Team Implementation will be providing a range of targeted, 
collective and one-on-one activities, best practices, case studies and resources to support all Sustainable 
Communities grantees with implementation efforts.  
  
The work that provided the basis for this publication was supported by funding under an award with the 
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. The substance and findings of the work are 
dedicated to the public. The author and publisher are solely responsible for the accuracy of the 
statements and interpretations contained in this publication. Such interpretations do not necessarily 
reflect the views of the Government. 
 

 
Sustainable Economic Development Strategies 

Introduction 

Healthy, equitable regions should provide a variety of economic opportunities, ideally accessible to 
workers of all skill levels. However, in many regions throughout the country, the fastest growing 
employment centers are predominantly located in auto-oriented suburban communities, often at the edge 
of metropolitan regions.  The location of new jobs at the fringe has important workforce implications, as 
residents face longer commutes getting to work from their homes, especially for low-income populations. 
These long commutes can result in a significant cost to households and individuals as they spend more 
time and money traveling to work. Furthermore, job decentralization has other negative  implications, 
including an increase in land consumption, traffic congestion, , and greenhouse gas emissions. Reversing 
these trends requires the integration of economic development, transportation planning, workforce 
training, and land use planning at the local and regional levels. In order to promote more sustainable 
development patterns, planners and policymakers can begin by reinforcing existing job centers and 
focusing future job growth in central locations, often in mixed-use, “walkable” districts with transit. In this 
issue brief, we further explore the economic challenges facing many regions, as well as the types of 
strategies that can help to foster innovation, boost productivity for businesses, reduce transportation 
costs, and provide better linkages to workers, ultimately resulting in more sustainable economic 
development. 
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The Challenges  
 
Slow job growth and persistent unemployment  
The impact of the 2007-2009 recession is still being felt by many families throughout the country. From 
2000 to 2010, total employment in the United States declined by 3 million jobs.1 In October 2012, the 
national unemployment rate improved slightly at 7.5 percent, signaling some signs of recovery. However, 
in many metropolitan areas, the growth has been even slower, and multiple regions face unemployment 
rates higher than 8 percent (see Figure 1). Some regions like Las Vegas, Sacramento, and Miami, were 
strong growing regions prior to the recession, but were heavily impacted by the housing downturn and 
foreclosure crisis.2 Others, like Providence, Hartford, and Detroit, have been experiencing decades of 
slow or declining economic growth, partly due to shifts in the global economy.3   
 
Figure 1: Monthly unemployment rate for selected metropolitan areas, October 2012 

 

Note: Includes Census Metropolitan Statistical Areas with a population of more than one million. Preliminary estimates for month of 
October 2012. Not seasonally adjusted.   

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics Local Area Unemployment Statistics. 

Fundamental economic shifts 
Over the last half century, the United States economy has undergone profound changes, transforming 
from a more manufacturing-based economy to a more service-based one. Whereas the manufacturing 
sector used to employ about a third of the labor force in 1950, today it employs less than 10 percent of 
workers.4 This does not diminish the importance of the manufacturing sector to the national economy. In 
fact, although it now employs a smaller share of the labor force than before, manufacturing output has 
been consistently growing. However, in terms of jobs, sectors like professional and business services, 

                                                 
1 Bureau of Labor Statistics  
2 “Foreclosure rates for top metro areas in Q3.” USA Today. October 28, 2009. Accessed December 3, 2012. 
[http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/money/economy/housing/2009-10-28-q3-foreclosure-rates-metro-areas_N.htm] 
3 The Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program, State of Metropolitan America, 2010. 
4 Ronald Kutscher, “Historical Trends, 1950-92, and current uncertainties” Bureau of Labor Statistics Monthly Labor 
Review. November 1993. Accessed December 3, 2012. [http://www.bls.gov/mlr/1993/11/art1full.pdf] 
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health care, and educational services have grown much faster, and it is expected that these trends will 
continue into the future. The Bureau of Labor Statistics projects that service-providing industries will 
account for 88 percent of total job growth from now to 2020, especially in the health care, professional 
and business services, and educational services sectors (see Figure 2 below). Growth in the goods-
producing sectors will primarily be driven by construction, as this sector recovers from the real estate 
downturn. The shifts in the nation’s economy described have implications for the types of jobs that will be 
available to workers, and the type of training that will be needed. 
 

Figure 2: Projected annual percent change: employment versus output by industry sector, 2010-2020 

 

Transformations in the workforce 
The industry shifts described above signal a need to train workers to fill positions in the growing service-
based sectors. But there will also be a need to prepare workers to take jobs in other occupations, many of 
which do not necessarily require higher education. The Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that many of 
the job openings in the next ten years will arise from replacements of existing workers in nearly all 
occupations as the Baby Boomers exit the labor force.  But in many regions, there is a wide gap between 
the educational attainment of the young people entering the workforce and the Baby Boom generation 
that is retiring. Graduation rates have been falling since the 1970s; the high school completion rate has 
declined from 77 percent in 1969 to an estimated 69 percent in 2007.5 In addition, there are significant 
disparities between different demographic segments. National graduation rates are much lower for the 
nation’s Black and Hispanic students than for Asian and White students.6 These trends are particularly 
troubling because the average high school dropout earns 60 percent less than a high school graduate.7 
Furthermore, those that are unable to complete high school are much less likely to have the qualifications 
to take on jobs that require higher technical skill levels than before. The need for higher skilled labor cuts 
across almost all occupations. Many employers across the country report that industries like retail and 
construction now require that employees have strong computer skills. 
 
  

                                                 
5 Christopher B. Swanson. “U.S. Graduation Rate Continues Decline.” Education Week. June 2, 2010. Accessed 
December 4, 2012. [http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2010/06/10/34swanson.h29.html] 
6 Ibid. 
7 “The High Cost of High School Dropouts: What the National Pays for Inadequate High Schools.” Issue Brief. 
Alliance for Excellent Education. October 2007. Accessed December 4, 2012. 
[http://www.all4ed.org/files/archive/publications/HighCost.pdf] 



Capacity Building Issue Brief // Implementation // Sustainable Economic Development Strategies 
December 2012 / Page 4 of 9 
 

DISCLAIMER: The information presented on this page are those of the author and do not reflect the views or policies of the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development or the U.S. Government. Inclusion of these reports on the HUD USER web site 
does not mean an endorsement of these institutions or their viewpoints. 

Decentralized growth patterns 
Although CBDs and downtowns remain important regional employment locations, American cities have  
experienced significant decentralization over the last  60 years, as job centers have shifted from urban  
downtowns to suburban communities.8  Many low-income workers do not own cars and lack good transit 
options to get to suburban job centers.  Even for low- and middle-income workers that own cars, the 
commute to work can be a financial burden.  This condition is likely to worsen in many regions as gas 
prices rise, absorbing an increasing share of a family’s income that could otherwise be spent on other 
household costs.   
 
Limited public resources  
The 2007-2009 recession had a severe impact on state and local budgets, as tax revenues declined and 
the costs of providing services continued to climb. The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities estimates 
that 31 states had a combined budget deficit of $55 billion in the fiscal year beginning July 1, 2012.9 In 
this environment, many states are cutting back on programs that support local economic development, as 
well as slashing funds for K-12 schools, community colleges, and universities. For example, the state of 
California recently dissolved all of its redevelopment agencies to partly close the budget gap10, leaving 
many cities struggling to find alternative funding sources for economic development and revitalization. 

 
Key Strategies 
 
Build from your strengths  
In order to develop a viable economic development strategy, it is important to begin with a solid 
understanding of the driving forces in your regional economy.  Many regions are focused on attracting 
new and emerging industries, but often these sectors do not relate to a region’s existing strengths, the 
skill levels of its workforce, and the broader goals for economic development. Rigorous analysis of 
employment trends by industry and occupation, coupled with an assessment of the types of investments 
needed to attract and retain jobs, can help to ensure that the regional strategy is tailored to local 
conditions. The East Bay Economic Development Alliance (EBEDA) in partnership with the Workforce 
Development Board of Contra Costa County, the Alameda County Workforce Investment Board, the 
Oakland Workforce Investment Board, and the East Bay Community Foundation, recently completed a 
comprehensive report titled “Building on our Assets” that identified the primary industries that have 
historically driven growth and were anticipated to continue to thrive. Based on these findings, EBEDA and 
its partners developed a holistic economic development strategy that included recommendations on 
education and workforce strategies, as well as land use policies, regulatory reform, and 
transportation/infrastructure investments to support growth. 
 
Focus job growth in nodes to foster innovation and improve access for workers. 
Research shows that there are potential economic benefits to agglomeration, or geographic clustering of 
economic activity.11  A 2006 study demonstrated a positive relationship between job density and 
innovation, finding that dense cities produced more patents per capita.12 There is also evidence to 
suggest that the Gen X and Millennial workforce, given their interest in flexible work environments and 

                                                 
8 Dena Belzer, Sujata Srivastava, Jeff Wood, and Ellen Greenberg. “Transit-Oriented Development and 
Employment.” The Center for Transit-Oriented Development. May 2011. 
http://www.reconnectingamerica.org/assets/Uploads/TOD-EmploymentFINAL20111122.pdf 
 
9 Phil Oliff, Chris Mai, and Vincent Palacios. “States Continue to Feel Recession’s Impact.” Center for Budget and 
Policy Priorities. June 27, 2012. Accessed December 4, 2012. http://www.cbpp.org/cms/index.cfm?fa=view&id=711 
10 “Redevelopment Agency Dissolution.” California Department of Finance. Nd. http://www.dof.ca.gov/redevelopment/ 
11 Alfred Marshall. Principles of Economics. London, UK: MacMillan and Co., 1920; Romer, Paul. “Increasing Returns 
and Long-run Growth.” Journal of Political Economy, 103. 1986 
12 Carlino, Chatterjee, and Hunt. “Urban Density and the Rate of Invention.” Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia. 
Working Paper NO. 06-14. August 2006. Accessed November 30, 2012. http://www.philadelphiafed.org/research-
and-data/publications/working-papers/2006/wp06-14.pdf 
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technology use, may prefer non-traditional workplaces.13 Some technology companies, recognizing the 
changing preferences of their younger workers, have redesigned the workplace to encourage 
collaboration and information-sharing.14 National job forecasts indicate that the most rapidly growing 
sectors will be in sectors that are more likely to cluster in urban centers, such as professional and 
business services, hospitals, and universities. By directing job growth in existing job centers and 
downtowns, regions can help to support innovation by allowing companies to locate in close proximity to 
each other. In addition, focusing jobs in denser districts that provide a variety of amenities can also help 
firms to recruit and retain talented employees.  Creating and reinforcing job centers within the core of 
regions, especially when connected to transit, is also an important strategy for improving access to jobs 
for lower income workers.  
 
Partner with educational institutions and workforce boards 
A sustainable economic development strategy should be aligned with broader regional workforce and 
education initiatives to maximize the potential for job creation.  Community colleges and workforce boards 
can be powerful partners for economic development by helping to prepare a highly qualified workforce 
that can attract firms to the region. For example, the North Carolina community colleges have been a key 
factor in the state’s thriving biotechnology sector, preparing new workers entering the labor force and “re-
training” workers that formerly worked in declining industries like textile mills and tobacco.15  The North 
Carolina Biotechnology Center, one of the state’s economic development agencies, partnered with local 
employers and community colleges to develop a curriculum adopted by the community colleges that gets 
students ready for entry-level jobs in the biotech field.16 
 
Channel financial resources towards existing job centers.  
The New York Times estimates that governments spend nearly $80 billion each year in economic 
development incentives to private companies, ranging from tax credits to grants.17 But for nearly all of the 
states, the economic development incentives are “place-neutral.” In other words, they do not necessarily 
target these investments in specific locations like existing job centers or locations near transit. In fact, in 
many cases, the incentives facilitate the decentralization of jobs, as has been documented by Good Jobs 
First, by assisting companies to relocate away from the urban core into suburban locations that are often 
inaccessible by transit.18 An alternative approach would be to award assistance to firms that locate in 
existing downtowns and employment centers. One such model exists in Illinois with the Business 
Location Efficiency Incentive Act, which considers location near mass transit and affordable workforce 
housing as a factor in awarding economic development awards.19   
 
 

  

                                                 
13 Pew Research Center “Millennials: A Portrait of Generation Next.” February 2010.  
http://pewresearch.org/millennials/ 
14 Laura Crescimano, Mark Shorett, Egon Terplan and Toni Vi. “””The Urban Future of Work.” SPUR Report. January 
2012. http://www.spur.org/files/event-attachments/SPUR_The_Urban_Future_of_Work.pdf 
 
15 Joan Fitzgerald. 2006. “Biotechnology,” pp 114-149 in Moving Up in the New Economy: Career Ladders for US 
Workers. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Louise Story. “As Companies Seek Tax Deals, Governments Pay High Price.” The New York Times. December 1, 
2012. http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/02/us/how-local-taxpayers-bankroll-corporations.html?_r=0 
18 Greg Leroy and Leigh McIlvaine, “Paid to Sprawl: Subsidized Job Flight from Cleveland and Cincinnati.” July, 2011. 
Accessed December 4, 2012. http://www.goodjobsfirst.org/sites/default/files/docs/pdf/paidtosprawl.pdf 
19 http://www.ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/ilcs3.asp?ActID=2806&ChapterID=8 
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Case Studies  
 
New Orleans: Forming new partnerships to create job opportunities  
 
Many of the city’s hospitals located in the Uptown area of New Orleans were severely damaged by 
flooding during Hurricane Katrina, including the Veterans’ Affairs (VA) Medical Center and Charity 
Hospital. As part of the recovery effort, the city of New Orleans, state of Louisiana and federal 
governments partnered to develop a new 70-acre medical complex to replace and expand these two 
hospitals. The Charity Hospital will be replaced by a brand new Louisiana State University Medical Center 
(UMC), while VA is on track to rebuild its old facility.  
 
Due to the size of the medical complex, the state and federal governments chose to locate their new 
facilities in the Mid-City district, just a short distance from the former hospitals. This decision was met with 
controversy, as the sites selected for the new complex required the relocation of an existing historic 
neighborhood.20 However, proponents of the project believed it was important to create a cohesive district 
in an area that could achieve multiple objectives. The BioDistrict facilitates the co-location of the UMC 
and VA hospitals, the Tulane University Health Science Center, Xavier University and School of 
Pharmacy, and Delgado College to anchor a thriving biosciences cluster that can support neighborhood 
revitalization and local economic development.  
 

 
 
 
To assist with the implementation of the new biomedical district, the state of Louisiana’s legislature 
established the Greater New Orleans Biosciences Economic Development District (GNOBEDD), an 
organization that is dedicated to cultivating the bioscience industry in the city and state, with taxing and 
bonding authority. GNOBEDD has a 13-member board that includes representation from the major 

                                                 
20 Adam Nossiter. “Plan for New Orleans Hospitals Draws Outcry” The New York Times  November 26, 2008. Accessed 
November 29, 2011. http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/26/us/26hospital.html?pagewanted=all 

Source: New Orleans BioInnovation Center 
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universities and hospitals, city government, state government, and economic development agencies.21 It 
is estimated that the combined VA and UMC hospitals will generate 5,500 permanent jobs within the first 
five years, plus 4,200 indirect jobs.22   In a ten year period, assuming that the hospital complex will 
catalyze private investments, it is estimated that there will be additional direct and indirect job creation 
from the BioDistrict. In addition to permanent jobs, the study estimated that the project would also create 
7,600 construction jobs per year during the first three years. 
 
Recognizing that the new jobs created by the new hospitals would demand skilled workers, the New 
Orleans BioInnovation Center (a biotechnology incubator) and the BioDistrict commissioned a study to 
identify the gap and surplus of bioscience workers in the region. The study found that while for many 
occupations, the supply of workers exceeded or met demand, there were some occupations with a need 
for additional workforce training, including occupational therapists, physical therapists, and laboratory 
technicians.23  In order to prepare the workforce for bioscience jobs, the BioDistrict has partnered with 
public schools, community colleges, universities, and workforce agencies to build and strengthen existing 
programs. For example, the BioDistrict has entered into a partnership with the Board of Elementary and 
Secondary Education to integrate biotechnology curriculum into public and charter schools, and has 
provided the New Orleans Charter Math and Science High School (Sci-High) with a location within the 
BioDistrict.24 The first building to be completed in the VA Hospital medical center will be a recruitment and 
workforce center, which will house various health care training programs beginning in 2013.   
 
For more information:  

BioDistrict New Orleans: http://biodistrictneworleans.org/ 

Southeast Louisiana Veterans Health Care System Project Legacy: 
http://www.neworleans.va.gov/project_legacy.asp 

Louisiana State University Medical Center: http://www.newhospital.org/ 

BioInnovation Center: http://www.neworleansbio.com/ 

 
  

                                                 
21 The board includes representatives from Louisiana State University (LSU) Health Sciences Center, Tulane 
University Health Sciences Center, Xavier University, Delgado Community College, the Mayor of New Orleans, the 
Louisiana Department of Economic Development,  Greater New Orleans, Inc. and New Orleans Business Council, 
New Orleans Chamber of Commerce, and four members appointed by the Governor. 
22 BioDistrict New Orleans. “Economic Impact Study” October 29, 2010. 
 http://biodistrictneworleans.org/resources/economic-impact-study/ 
23 Research Edge. “Health Care and Biotech Workforce in the Greater New Orleans Area Overview – 2009” October 
2009. http://biodistrictneworleans.org/resources/health-care-and-biotech-workforce-in-the-greater-new-orleans-area-
overview-%E2%80%90-2009/ 
24 http://biodistrictneworleans.org/info/jobs/ 
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The Hiawatha Line:  Aligning transit investments with economic development 
 

The Hiawatha Line, the first light rail corridor in the 
Minneapolis-St. Paul region, began service in 2004. The 
transit line links the region’s major employment and activity 
centers, connecting downtown Minneapolis to downtown 
St. Paul, as well as the regional airport and Mall of 
America.  Largely because of its strong connectivity, the 
Hiawatha line has exceeded ridership forecasts, serving 
more than 10 million riders in 2008.  
 
Since completion, the transit corridor has had a positive 
impact on the real estate market, resulting in higher 
property values along the line, and attracting new 
development.25 From 2003 to 2009, almost seven million 
square feet of new commercial and residential space was 
built along the Hiawatha corridor, and much of it was 
concentrated in the station areas near the major 
employment centers and destinations.26  
 
Beyond the benefits to transit-oriented development and 
ridership, the Hiawatha line also provided better access to 
jobs for low-income workers. The Center for Transportation 
Studies at the University of Minnesota estimates that the 
transit line increased the number of jobs accessible to 
lower skilled workers by 14,000 in the light rail station 
areas.27 In fact, low-income workers appear to have moved 
to locations along the line to take advantage of the superior 
accessibility to transit.28 
 

 

 

 

 

For more information: 

University of Minnesota Center for Transportation Studies Research: http://www.cts.umn.edu/Research/ 

Metro Transit Hiawatha Line: http://metrotransit.org/light-rail.aspx 

 
  

                                                 
25 Edward G. Goetz, Kate Ko, Aaron Hagar, Hoang Ton, Jeff Matson. “The Hiawatha Line: Impacts on Land Use and 
Residential Housing Value” CTS Report 10-09 February 2010. Center for Transportation Studies, University of 
Minnesota. http://www.cts.umn.edu/Publications/ResearchReports/ 
26 Nadine Fogarty and Mason Austin. “Rails to Real Estate: Development Patterns along Three New Transit Lines.” 
Center for Transit-Oriented Development. March 2011. http://ctod.org/pdfs/2011R2R.pdf 
27 Yingling Fan, Andrew Guthrie, Rose Teng. “Impact of Twin Cities Transitways on Regional Labor Market 
Accessibility: A Transportation Equity Perspective.” CTS Report 10-06. June 2010. Center for Transportation Studies, 
University of Minnesota. http://www.cts.umn.edu/Publications/ResearchReports/reportdetail.html?id=1940  
28 ibid 

Source: MetroTransit  
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Additional Resources  
 

Center for Transit-Oriented Development series of papers on Transit-Oriented Development, Jobs and 
Economic Development: http://www.reconnectingamerica.org/resource-center/books-and-
reports/2011/transit-oriented-development-jobs-and-economic-development/ 

Good Jobs First Subsidy Tracker identifying location of state government subsidies for economic 
development: http://www.goodjobsfirst.org/subsidy-tracker 

The New York Times government incentives database: 
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2012/12/01/us/government-incentives.html 

Bureau of Labor Statistics employment estimates and projections: http://www.bls.gov/ 

East Bay Economic Development Alliance “Building on Our Assets: Economic Development and Job 
Creation in the East Bay”: 
http://eastbayeda.org/research_facts_figures/building_on_our_assets_2011_Report.htm 

NCBioImpact workforce development for biotechnology industries in North Carolina: 
http://www.ncbioimpact.org/ 


