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Super Bowl XLIII was a great upset. 

Not in terms of football talent: The Steelers were expected to win. The Super Bowl was a reversal of 
fortune because Phoenix is one of the country’s biggest boom cities and Pittsburgh continues to lose 
population. Since the last census, Phoenix’s population has grown by 927,551, more than any 
metropolitan area except Atlanta and Dallas. Over that time, the Pittsburgh area has lost more than 
75,000 people, more than any city other than Katrina-beset New Orleans. 

Why is Pittsburgh losing people so quickly, while so many Americans are moving to Phoenix? A little 
urban history is needed to understand these trends. 

Pittsburgh’s first growth spurt occurred from 1820 to 1850, when its population increased to 46,000 
from 7,000. At the start of the 19th century, America was blessed with an uncommonly rich 
hinterland, but the land was virtually inaccessible. In 1816, it was cheaper to move goods across the 
Atlantic than to transport them 32 miles overland. 

Over the next 30 years, a network of waterways enabled the settling of the Midwest. The Ohio River 
was a great artery that enabled Midwestern farmers to move corn-fed pigs and whiskey downstream 
to the Gulf of Mexico or northeast along canals and lakes to New York City. Three of the 15 largest 
cities in 1850 — Cincinnati, Pittsburgh and Louisville — were commercial hubs along the Ohio. 
Pittsburgh’s transportation-related advantages were enhanced by its role as the western end of 
Pennsylvania’s main line, the canal and rail network that connected Philadelphia to the frontier. 

Pittsburgh has its Steelers because high transport costs made it costly to move coal. Prodigious 
amounts of energy were needed to work the metals, like iron and steel, which were the hard core of 
the Industrial Revolution. Since moving vast amounts of coke or coal was expensive, Andrew 
Carnegie’s steel factories were close to Henry Frick’s coking furnaces, which were close to Pittsburgh’s 
vast coal seam. 

Over the course of the 20th century, transport costs plummeted. The real cost of moving a ton of 
goods a mile by rail declined by more than 90 percent. Manufacturing left cities, the Rust Belt and 
America altogether. Every one of the old industrial cities declined greatly. The city of Pittsburgh’s 
population fell from 677,000 in 1950 (its peak) to 334,000 as of the last census, and apparently less 
than 300,000 today. 

As the Rust Belt declined, the Sun Belt grew. An intercontinental railroad, the Panama Canal and then 
the highway system made the West Coast accessible, and people flocked to warmer weather. 

There is no variable that predicts urban population growth in the 20th century better than January 
temperature. The figure below illustrates the connection between metropolitan area population 
growth from 1980 to 2000 and the January temperature. While 19th-century cities formed in places 
where companies had a productive edge, generally because of access to water ways or coal mines, 
20th-century cities formed in pleasant places where people wanted to live. 
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The first wave of Sun Belt growth was centered in coastal California, which enjoys mild winters and 
summers. However, the most pleasant places in California enacted housing market regulations, which 
made it harder and harder to grow. As a result, growth shifted to places with worse climates, but fewer 
regulations. The great boom areas of the 21st century — Atlanta, Dallas, Houston and Phoenix — are 
expanding because of a combination of warmth and willingness to build. While geography made 
Pittsburgh’s rise inevitable, Phoenix has few innate natural advantages, other than sunshine. Instead, 
it has mile after mile of desert, which it is covering with thousands of attractive, affordable homes. 

The fact that Phoenix has experienced a 42 percent housing price drop since its June 2006 peak is a 
sign of the area’s strength, not weakness. The high housing prices were always unsustainable, because 
of Phoenix’s capacity to build. Unrestricted supply meant the price boom was always a mirage. The 
decline in prices reflects the ability of Phoenix’s great growth machine to create inexpensive housing. 

Like our president, I was cheering for the Steelers. My great-grandfather helped manage a Pittsburgh 
steel plant, and I’m always rooting for the Rust Belt. However, I would not expect the great trends of 
urban change to reverse any time soon. Phoenix may have lost on Sunday, but it will continue to grow 
spectacularly. Pittsburgh’s population will continue to decline. For that reason, I’m happy that in 
Tampa Bay, in the heart of the Sun Belt, the Rust Belt had its revenge. 
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