
“Make It in America”  …A Challenge and a Shift in Values 
 
 
     I spent some time this week with a group of students from the Carnegie Mellon University 
Create Lab and the North Braddock Residents For Our Future thinking together about the Past, 
Present and Future of the Edgar Thompson Steel Plant. It was a remarkable conversation, 
because the students were reconstructing the history of this industrial operation from archives 
and historic records but wanted to include the lived experience of the people from the 
community.  As the community conversation progressed, I began to reflect that we are once 
again at a major inflection point in the history of this place.  
     

 
 
 
The Monongahela River and its interconnected tributaries are part of the great Mississippi 
Drainage system that covers nearly one third of the United States.  Historically, it served 
Indigenous Peoples as the route for intertribal commerce for thousands of years before European 
Colonists arrived. The flood plain at the junction of the Monongahela River and Turtle Creek 
was the site of the battle between the French and Indian forces from Fort Duquesne and British 
General Edward Braddock.  General Braddock was mortally wounded here, and this battle 
became a turning point in the American Revolutionary war in 1755.  It was also the site of the 
Whiskey Rebellion in 1791 when farmers and militiamen from the Revolutionary War protested 
a federal tax on distilled spirits. Archeological artifacts from these times remain buried on this 
site. 
     The Edgar Thompson Steel plant has been in operation since 1875, originally owned by 
Carnegie Steel Company. Generations of people have lived in the communities surrounding this 
200-acre industrial site. At first, they were the workers, mostly immigrants who walked from 
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homes on the hillsides and streets that bordered the plant to take their shifts.  The Edgar 
Thompson plant was the site of the Battle of Homestead in 1982 when workers went on strike for 
better wages and working conditions.  Carnegie famously broke the strike with Pinkerton Guards 
and scab workers.  But the legacy of organizing and workers challenging managers for more 
equitable treatment stands as a hallmark in the struggle for workers’ rights. Even as they were 
reaping tremendous profits, Andrew Carnegie and Henry Frick successfully suppressed the 
movement for more equitable treatment of workers.  They treated workers as units of production 
to be paid as little as possible to maximize the profit margin.  This industry has been the epitome 
of the extractive industry era that supported the Industrial Revolution. 
     The economic model of the industrial age has concentrated wealth into the hands of a few 
corporate entities and their top management, while keeping the wages of the laborers relatively 
constant over the last 50 years. After the end of World War II, the country experienced decades 
of steady economic growth that also translated into steady increases in pay for the workers who 
were fueling it. For decades following the end of World War II, unions were strong and inflation-
adjusted hourly compensation (including employer-provided benefits as well as wages) for the 
vast majority of American workers rose in line with increases in economy-wide productivity. But 
that link was severed starting in 1973. Between then and now, productivity, or the amount of 
economic output generated by an average hour of work, grew 72.2 percent. On the other hand, 
pay for the typical worker rose just 9.2 percent.1 
     Josh Bivens and Lawrence Mishel of the Economic Policy Institute have documented this 
trend and here are their principal findings2:  

First,	wages	did	not	stagnate	for	the	vast	majority	because	growth	in	productivity	(or	
income	and	wealth	creation)	collapsed.	Yes,	the	policy	shifts	that	led	to	rising	inequality	
were	also	associated	with	a	slowdown	in	productivity	growth,	but	even	with	this	slowdown,	
productivity	still	managed	to	rise	substantially	in	recent	decades.	But	essentially	none	of	
this	productivity	growth	flowed	into	the	paychecks	of	typical	American	workers.		

Second,	pay	failed	to	track	productivity	primarily	due	to	two	key	dynamics	representing	
rising	inequality:	the	rising	inequality	of	compensation	(more	wage	and	salary	income	
accumulating	at	the	very	top	of	the	pay	scale)	and	the	shift	in	the	share	of	overall	national	
income	going	to	owners	of	capital	and	away	from	the	pay	of	employees.		

Third,	although	boosting	productivity	growth	is	an	important	long-run	goal,	this	will	not	
lead	to	broad-based	wage	gains	unless	we	pursue	policies	that	reconnect	productivity	
growth	and	the	pay	of	the	vast	majority.	

Wages	and	compensation	for	the	typical	worker	have	lagged	far	behind	the	nation’s	
productivity	growth	in	recent	decades,	and	this	reflects	a	break	in	a	key	transmission	
mechanism	by	which	productivity	growth	raises	living	standards	for	the	vast	majority	of	
workers.	
	



	

 
1973 was an important inflection point for a several reasons, most significantly the oil crisis 
precipitated by the Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries embargo against nations 
that supported Israel in the Yom Kippur War; and second, ending the gold standard for security 
of currency in the US and the world financial system.3,4   
     Following two decades of rapid growth, world production of steel decelerated markedly in the 
1970s, before falling by almost 14 percent in 1979–82. Steel lost market shares to lighter weight, 
more malleable, and corrosion resistant products (such as plastics, aluminum, and fiberglass), 
particularly in the automobile industry, where efforts to improve the fuel efficiency of 
automobiles followed large increases in real energy prices over 1973–84.5 Tax policy and trade 
tariffs also contributed to the further decline in domestic steel, and imports of steel from 
Germany, Japan and Asia began to increase. Steel’s true strength lies in its infinite recyclability 
with no loss of quality and it being 1,000x stronger.6  Steel products are 100 percent recyclable at 
the end of their useful lives. Once produced, steel can be continually recycled into new steel 
products—a steel beam can become another steel beam, or a food can, refrigerator, or roof panel. 
Most structural steel produced in North America contains 90 percent or more recycled steel.7 
Steel making remains a significant part of the American economy with nearly two million jobs 
and $520 billion in economic output (2017 data).8 
     
 
 



 
 
 
 The domestic content provisions in the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act could preserve or 
increase employment in the steel industry. The American Iron and Steel Institute (AISI) 
estimates that 2.1 labor hours were required to produce one ton of steel in 2020.  Based on 
AISI’s estimate that $100 billion of infrastructure investment will create demand for five million 
tons of steel, an additional federal outlay of that amount would be expected to lead to 5,048 
worker-years of employment in steel production, excluding activities such as administrative 
support, maintenance, and sales and marketing.9  
        There is also increasing pressure on industries to account for and set goals to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions. Four domestic producers—Cleveland-Cliffs, Steel Dynamics, Nucor, 
and U.S. Steel—have announced corporate objectives tied to decarbonized steel output by 2030, 
with planned GHG emission reductions ranging from 20% to 50%.10 This wider industry 
commitment, combined with decreased investment in the Monongahela facilities by U.S. Steel 
has contributed to community concerns about the future.11 The Mon Valley operations include 
the Edgar Thomson Works in Braddock, the Irvin Plant in West Mifflin and Clairton Coke 
Works. Then Representative Austin Davis, now Lieutenant Governor of Pennsylvania, said at the 
time: “I am deeply disappointed that the company has broken its promise to the Mon Valley and 
its own workers by scrapping a plan that would have made the Mon Valley Works the first 



project of its kind, provided cleaner air for our community and good jobs that would have helped 
this area prosper for decades.”12 
 

 
 
 
     Now there remain only a few steel facilities in the Mon Valley, linked with a production chain 
that converts coal to the hotter-burning coke, recovering the gases, at the Clairton Coke Works, 
transports the coke to Edgar Thompson where iron ore and limestone is smelted in blast furnaces 
using coke, limestone and iron ore to make slabs of steel which then go to the Irwin Steel 
Fabrication plant for finishing into products.  Most of the workers have moved farther away and 
drive to work, while those who had no option to leave have lived under the plumes of smoke that 
became the hallmark of Pittsburgh from the 1870s into the 1970s.  
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Source:	Figure	created	by	CRS,	adapted	from	Hasan	Muslemani	et	al.,	“Opportunities	and	challenges	for	
decarbonizing	steel	production	by	creating	markets	for	‘green	steel’	products,”	Journal	of	Cleaner	
Production,	vol.	315	(September	15,	2021),	p.	10.	 

 



 
     The people who live in Braddock, North Braddock, Clairton and the communities in the air-
shed and watershed of these historic operations now question whether their living conditions 
need to continue in an unhealthy state into the future. Numerous studies have documented the 
association of the emissions from the Mon Valley steel operations with exacerbations of asthma 
and other respiratory conditions.13  Pittsburgh has become a center for high technology and 
innovation in manufacturing, robotics, and energy as well as health services and research, 
education, and entrepreneurship.14  However, companies do not settle in the historically 
prominent manufacturing locations of the Monongahela Valley, in large part because of the 
continuing poor air quality and pollution from the industrial facilities which continue to operate 
using 1800s technology. Pittsburgh does not compete well with locations that have a better 
quality of life with healthier air.15 
 
Is there a better way forward for the future? 
 
     The Braddock Residents for Our Future believe ther is.  When invited to add their ideas to the 
scenario for the future of the Edgar Thompson Works site, several expressed the apprehension 
that US Steel would leave, and walk away from the mess that local taxpayers would have to 
clean up.  Others were concerned that the operation could be taken over by an even less 
responsible foreign operator and conditions could become even worse.  But several people 
thought about converting the area to farmed land, or to place a solar array with pollinator-
friendly ground cover and beehives on the site to power the surrounding communities.  Some 
thought there would be a good space for “green steel” instead. The possibility for non-polluting 
industries emerged as inquiries. 
     Community leaders present suggested that a joint comprehensive planning process involving 
all of the stakeholders in the area would be helpful.  Changes in the zoning ordinances in 
advance of major changes in land use would be necessary to re-shape the future of this place. 
The residents seemed more empowered to ask and think about how they would prefer to see their 
own neighborhood in the future.  
 
 

  



     
 
      I felt that a pebble had been dropped in a still pool of despair and was now sending out 
ripples of hope.  U.S. Steel ultimately owns this land, but perhaps there will be a moment of 
enlightenment with the catalyst of new federal dollars and programs to allow a new concept for 
industrial development to emerge.  A new industrial operating system that includes community 
benefit agreements to build truly shared prosperity. A way forward that moves away from the 
extractive industries as a base of operation and adopts a system based on recovery of resources. 
Steel is ideally suited to a recovery and reshape operation. I thank the students of the CMU 
Urban Systems Studio for opening this avenue for imagination.  Without a vision, nothing 
changes, but with a new vision, inspired innovation follows. Let’s keep talking together.  

~~~~~ 
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