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Introduction 

This report collects insights and findings from the virtual Transforming Industrial Regions of North 

America and Europe symposium on May 11 and 12, 2021. The symposium explored the causes and 

challenges posed to democracies from populist movements, the links between economic conditions and 

populist sentiments, and effective policies and practices for economic transition in struggling industrial 

regions. 

Hosted by the Chicago Council on Global Affairs and its partner organizations—Georgetown University’s 

BMW Center for German and European Studies, the Michigan Economic Center, Policy@Manchester at 

the University of Manchester, and the Consulate General of the Federal Republic of Germany in 

Chicago—the symposium convened more than 100 federal, state, and local leaders; policymakers; and 

economy-building practitioners from Europe and North America to discuss these issues. 

Participants traded notes, shared experiences, and underscored the urgency of implementing policies, 

practices, and strategies that facilitate economic development and create new opportunities for 

residents of older industrial regions—with the goal of addressing a fundamental cause of the strain of 

populism that is threatening Western democracies, polarizing politics, and undermining the transatlantic 

alliance. 

https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/events/transforming-industrial-regions-north-america-and-europe
https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/events/transforming-industrial-regions-north-america-and-europe
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The Challenge of Economic Transition and Populism 

Why We Care 
 
As Rachel Wolf, founding partner of Public First, told symposium participants: 

“The reason we care so much about . . . these regions is fundamentally because we are 

very worried about politics. We are worried that across the developed world there are 

seismic changes happening in the kinds of politicians that are voted for, the kinds of 

parties that are voted for, and what that means for everything from transatlantic trade 

policy, tariffs, the principles of globalization and free markets, down to national 

immigration policy [. . .] and the degree to which we’re able to take action on climate 

change, as well as broad economic policy.” 

As we have observed in recent years, such polarized politics at home threatens the health 

of transatlantic cooperation—and our democracies themselves. 

The two-day symposium confirmed the central role of economic conditions in driving support for 

antidemocratic populism. Such support thrives as geographic economic disparities and opportunity gaps 

grow, particularly disparities between thriving global-city regions and communities in industrial 

heartlands. 

Older industrial communities are geopolitically significant places where many residents feel ignored, 

looked down on, and patronized by national politicians. 

Roland Lescure, chairman of the Economic Affairs Committee of the French National Assembly, speaks 

on the sentiments behind recent populist movements in France. 

Residents’ economic anxieties, concerns about losing their place in a changing world, and perceptions of 

community decline can increase the appeal of populist messages of nativism, nationalism, isolationism, 

and economic nostalgia. 

Mark Speich, State Secretary of North Rhine-Westphalia, Germany, talks about the relationship between 

economic structural change, cultural and social change, and populism. 

Those on both the left and the right are capable of fanning the flames of these populist movements and 

the accompanying polarization. 

Rachel Wolf interprets characteristics of left-wing and right-wing populism. 

But as populism scholar Cas Mudde told the group, it is the right-wing variant that encourages 

antidemocratic behavior and distrust of institutions and the press, leading to a breakdown in support for 

the civil rights of others and nurturing a fierce political polarization that undermines democracies. 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=2570&end=2620
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=2570&end=2620
https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=3049&end=3168
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=2284&end=2312
https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=4044&end=4065
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The urgent need to find a successful, unifying political path forward is compounded by the fact that 

democracies face new challenges. For example, an emerging China and a revisionist Russia seek to 

weaken the open, rules-based economic and political system—and democracy itself—with an 

authoritarian model. 

In a competition between democracy and authoritarianism in a multipolar world, our own democracies 

must strengthen themselves and work together to check the bad behavior of China and other state 

actors. 

Peter Beyer, coordinator of transatlantic cooperation with the Federal Foreign Office of 

Germany, advocates for the removal of barriers to transatlantic fair trade. 

We must also offer a compelling alternative model to the authoritarianism of China and others to 

demonstrate that functional democracies deliver greater freedom and more economic opportunity and 

security. 

Martin van der Pütten of the Office for International Relations in Dortmund, Germany, says a new urban 

diplomacy is emerging. 

But even as many of the root causes of these populist movements are economic, the solutions are 

inherently political. 

Leaders who want to address these root causes must win elections and then empower industrial 

communities to shape their own unique paths to a brighter economic future while providing the 

resources and support necessary to get there. 

The good news is that there is a middle path that can bring people together and capture elections. 

Rachel Wolf outlines a moderate agenda with broad appeal. 

But as the symposium made clear, knowing how to begin is imperative. 

What We Learned 

The two-day event proposed new approaches, including how to effectively communicate with residents 
of struggling economic regions and how to support them in invigorating local and regional economies. 

To effectively aid struggling communities, leaders must first see things as residents do: the hollowing out 

of communities; the loss of local schools and sports leagues; degraded main and high streets; and lost 

cultural facilities, union halls, local papers, family-owned shops, taverns, and restaurants. 

As UK MP Lisa Nandy noted, the loss of opportunity and the decline of institutions that build and 

reinforce civic pride leads to a loss of a sense of identity. 

A first step on the path to a new sense of optimism is ensuring that national and federal leaders 

understand these issues, and then providing the resources to mend the tears in the economic and social 

fabric of communities. 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=574&end=695
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=3355&end=3403
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=3355&end=3403
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=2270&end=2285
https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=1988&end=2046
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Congresswoman Cheri Bustos explains her approach to understanding constituents’ lives and needs. 

In cities and towns that still struggle economically, leadership that focuses on the people, and pays 

attention to their tangible and immediate needs, can build “permission” to be heard on larger things. 

Rachel Wolf outlines how to create momentum for economic investment and change. 

To be effective, leaders must bring the resources and external investments needed to implement 

solutions. If done well, this can create trust between communities and national leaders—trust that will 

nurture support and acceptance of additional investments that can move their economies forward in 

more substantive ways, such as with larger-scale investments in people, infrastructure, skills, and 

innovation. 

But as Mayor Thomas Westphal of Dortmund, Germany, argued, the plan for economic evolution has to 

come from within. It must be specific to each community and owned and operated by community 

residents and leaders. 

Change cannot be “done to” a community or perceived to be coming from others, even if the change is 

backed by good intentions. From West Germany coming in to the former East to rebuild its economy, to 

the European Union telling Central European communities they must go green, to Washington pundits 

offering “solutions” for heartland people and places, such efforts have the unintended consequence of 

triggering negativity and resentment and reminding industrial-community residents of their loss of 

control. 

Thomas Kralinski, former state secretary of Brandenburg, details how top-down policies spurred 

populism in East Germany. 

Solutions have to come from the people. From Milwaukee, Wisconsin, to Sheffield, United Kingdom, to 

Windsor, Ontario, to the communities of Germany’s Ruhr valley, the transformational strategies that 

have enabled industrial regions to find new footing in a globalized, technology-driven knowledge 

economy have come from within. 

COMMENTS FROM THE SYMPOSIUM CHAT 

“Sustainable transformation needs capacity building with residents and the active 

engagement of civil society, including young and more senior perspectives. Only all 

together we can change narratives and take it out of the hands of populists. The 

alternative is quite dark, as we can witness from many parts of eastern Germany, 

despite signs of economic revival. Sociocultural factors must be actively thought through 

together with economic considerations and discussed and developed with residents.” 

Friedrich Opitz, Deutsch-Amerikanisches Institut Sachsen, Leipzig, Germany 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=1265&end=1303
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=1825&end=1911
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=3015&end=3072
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=10725&end=10875
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A hopeful new future for industrial communities can be built by embracing their historical identities and 

building from them. Residents in these heartland industrial communities are proud of their legacies of 

making things and contributing to their nation’s economic and political success. 

Birgit Klohs talks about how Grand Rapids, Michigan, built on past successes to grow its economy. 

Richard Jones of the University of Manchester discusses the use of local identity as the basis for long-

term planning in Sheffield. 

And in communities whose economic identity was lost—as in Pittsburgh, the former Steel City, or 

Manchester, once the world’s textile capital, or Dortmund, a former coal and steel capital—community 

members must confront this reality, identify their community’s strengths, and envision a new future. 

Don Carter of Carnegie Mellon University describes the collapse of steel in Pittsburgh in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s, and the beginning of a rebirth. 

Perhaps the most important thing leaders can do to empower these industrial regions’ new success and 

optimism is to refrain from talking down to residents, patronizing them, or viewing them with pity. 

Rachel Wolf says it’s important for leaders and policymakers to avoid condescension. 

Residents don’t like being called “left behind” (in the United States) or in need of “leveling up” (in the 

United Kingdom). They do not consider themselves “postindustrial,” living in “Rust Belts,” or in need of 

“restructuring.” 

COMMENTS FROM THE SYMPOSIUM CHAT 

“When we say, 'People feel like they are being talked down to,' we're centering 

ourselves as elites and reinforcing why people are reacting to 'being talked down to.' 

We need to ask, 'Why do we keep talking down to people, and how do we change what 

we’re doing?' That simple reframing could deliver enormous returns on the goals we're 

claiming we all share.” 

Matt Russell, Farmer, Iowa 

Instead, wrote Iowa farmer Matt Russell in a symposium chat comment, what residents should hear 
from their leaders is: “We see you. We understand why you are upset with the conditions of your 
community. You and your community and future success is a national priority. We are here to support 
and offer resources for you to build your own future.” 

  

https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=11462&end=11571
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=4675&end=4725
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qQzRbZKMSS8&t=26s
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=1672&end=1708
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Understanding Populism and Place 

To open the symposium, several leading scholars discussed the meaning of populism, the historical 

significance of the present moment, and the relationship of this political phenomenon to geographical 

place. 

Cas Mudde of the University of Georgia laid out a broad conceptual framework for the discussion. He 

offered a definition of populism and traced its history and impact. 

As Mudde argued, populism is nothing new, but the current wave of populism since the Great Recession 

is distinctive in that it is virulent, widespread, and concentrated primarily in the far-right wing of the 

political spectrum. The current populist wave poses a particularly worrisome threat to liberal democracy 

around the world, in that today’s populist leaders ascend to power via majoritarian democratic means 

but then quickly begin to undermine many of liberal democracy’s core features: the rule of law, minority 

rights, and the separation of powers. 

As Mudde argued, populism and place are strongly connected. 

Katherine Cramer of the University of Wisconsin–Madison echoed these themes, drawing from her 

research on attitudes, values, and resentments among rural residents of Wisconsin. 

Stephen Weymouth of Georgetown University continued the discussion on populism, speaking to two 

key questions: What explains the emergence of the current populist wave, and why has that wave come 

overwhelmingly from the right wing? 

As Weymouth noted, economic geography is an important part of the answer to both questions. 

Technological developments are producing diverging spatial patterns of economic development in the 

United States and elsewhere. The globalization of production, the spread of automation, and the 

increasing ability to trade services (not just goods) globally have led to growing regional disparities in 

economic structure, performance, and prosperity.1  

Meanwhile, Weymouth noted, the growing high-tech and knowledge-driven services industries 

increasingly cluster in what are often labeled “superstar cities.” Technological change over the past 

several decades has led to differences in economic performance between rural and thriving urban areas, 

 
 

 

 

1 See, for example, Richard Florida, The New Urban Crisis: How Cities Are Increasing Inequality (New York: Basic 
Books, 2017). 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=3725&end=3814
https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=3725&end=3814
https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=4067&end=4188
https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=4387&end=4479
https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=4972&end=5008
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and these differences in economic performance have exacerbated the cultural tensions that have fueled 

the populist revival. 

COMMENTS FROM THE SYMPOSIUM CHAT 

“Another obstacle to a better politics would seem to be economic. We spoke about the 

forces of economic agglomeration, driven in part by globalization. How successful can 

regional economic strategies and investments be in the face of these trends? If you are 

not a megacity or able to become one, can you still thrive in a globalized economy?” 

Steve Grand, Nonresident Senior Fellow, Atlantic Council 

Answers to Weymouth’s second question—why current populist movements mainly emerge from the 

right wing—relate to the decline of manufacturing in formerly industrial regions. That decline, combined 

with the United States’ deep-rooted, painful history of racism, creates a perceived status threat to white 

populations in certain parts of the country. Drawing on social-identity theory, Weymouth argued that 

this perceived threat draws white residents in those areas to populist candidates such as former 

President Donald Trump who promise a nationalist industrial revival and who signal sympathy for the 

status concerns of white voters. 

Pauliina Patana of Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government drew on her research on France and 

Finland to highlight the emergence of sharp regional disparities in growth and prosperity. These 

disparities, she said, create divergences in important aspects of community conditions such as housing 

affordability and residential mobility, which in turn reshape political geography. 

In thriving urban areas, the rising cost of housing has made city living unaffordable for people in other 

parts of the country, creating barriers to moving to where the jobs are. 

At the same time, residents on the economic periphery face the other side of the housing coin—they 

live in stagnating areas where the housing market is depressed and the value of individual homes is 

declining. These challenges compound the difficulty of relocating from these regions and cities in search 

of upward mobility. 

Feeling locked into a place fuels a sense of hopelessness and resentment, creating opportunities for 

populist candidates to garner support in key geographies. People prefer to see their communities as 

they once were. 

Lisa Nandy says the losses of younger populations have profound implications for communities. 

But residents who cannot exit because they are boxed out of more expensive communities—or who 

decide not to leave—voice their frustration at the ballot box. Right-wing populist parties actively amplify 

these residential issues, while mainstream parties often exacerbate these dynamics by focusing their 

attention on issues that are important to wealthier urban voters rather than on issues such as affordable 

housing. 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=5367&end=5495
https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=5818&end=5946
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5W0JYkskjuU&t=2s
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Tony Pipa, senior fellow in the Center for Sustainable Development at the Brookings Institution, says the 

United States lacks a coherent set of policies for rural America. 

Another challenge, argued UW-Madison’s Cramer, is that solutions to support social mobility—even 

obvious ones such as improved education and skill levels—have become wrapped up in identity politics. 

Perceptions of educational needs are very closely intertwined with the cultural-political divide 

generated by the populist challenge. 

For example, higher education is increasingly associated with urban, left-leaning elites, while struggling 

communities place more emphasis on practical solutions such as job training and technical college. At 

the end of the day, the two sides are talking past one another. 

Making Change 

What Works 

The discussion at the symposium led to rich insights about how to accelerate economic transition in 

similarly situated regions, and about the varied tactics and strategies that work. 

The following strategic guidance and overarching principles for creating economic transformation 

emerged in sessions with mayors, local and regional leadership, and economic development 

practitioners. 

1. Let change come from the people 

Leaders of effective change strategies consistently reinforced the importance of civic and community 

engagement. 

Thomas Westphal outlines how to build a bottom-up plan for economic transformation. 

Julia Taylor says leaders have to build trust. 

Manchester Mayor Andy Burnham covers the appeal of locally rooted solutions. 

As Rachel Wolf argued, leaders who listen to their communities and stay in touch with their needs get 

permission to do more. 

2. Implement coupled, holistic, and integrated strategies 

Many economic change practitioners discussed the importance of coupling strategies between 

organizations and institutions such as businesses, universities, and governments. Effective strategic 

change in communities works across community domains, and works from the bottom up and the top 

down. 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=6542&end=6587
https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=6542&end=6587
https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=6880&end=6964
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=3082&end=31710
https://www.youtube.com/watch?t=88&end=99&v=CyTrhDg2GuY&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=11135&end=11168
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=1945&end=1970
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Peter Berkowitz of the European Commission notes the challenge of inclusive growth in knowledge-

driven economic development. 

Grant Ervin notes the importance of bringing different institutional interests and voices together. 

Katje Witte, Wuppertal Institute, explains how structural change must be specific to place and holistic. 

As Birgit Klohs noted, the holistic approach needs to be inclusive, both in terms of people and across 

geographies. 

COMMENTS FROM THE SYMPOSIUM CHAT 

“There is a lot of fragmentation and multiple layers of government in the EU combined 

with pretty strong restrictions on financial autonomy, particularly in relation to 

borrowing. There are a lot of historical ties between different regions in Europe. 

Increasingly, faced with public-sector reform there are incentives for cooperation. So 

this creates a more favorable environment for cooperation. What is interesting is that 

there [is] quite a strong demand from regional and local authorities for support at the 

EU level to support cooperation; for example, in the areas of research and industrial 

development. One really interesting instrument that we have just launched is a fund to 

support complementarities between regions in specific technologies so that firms can 

share demonstrator facilities and pilot lines. This can be particularly important for 

peripheral cities and regions. I wonder if such an approach would work in the more 

competitive US environment.” 

Peter Berkowitz, European Commission 

3. Fashion a new story of hope 

Residents need to believe in a future for themselves and their communities. One of the functions of 

community leaders is to engage with their constituents and help to construct a new, affirmative 

narrative based on who they are and where they are going. 

Grant Ervin on the power of a positive vision. 

Michael Vassiliadis, President of IG Bergbau, Chemie, u. Energie, says codetermination can create a 

hopeful vision for the future. 

4. Build on who you are 

Residents don’t want to feel that they can’t take pride in their community or that their hard work is 

being belittled by outsiders. External efforts to create a new community identity or the application of 

labels such as “postindustrial” can build resentment. Rather, effective change agents and agency come 

from building on the legacies of the past—the pride and competencies forged by leadership in the 

industrial economy—and adapting this identity to a new economy. 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=5886&end=5928
https://www.youtube.com/embed/CcpOAteKqkI?start=161&end=243
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=5037&end=5099
https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=11571&end=11602
https://www.youtube.com/embed/CcpOAteKqkI?start=0&end=59
https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=8500&end=8634
https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=8500&end=8634
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Mayor Tom Barrett of Milwaukee describes how the city’s history as “the machine shop of the world” 

gave it strength in engineering and technical professions. 

Mayor Andy Burnham explains how Manchester builds on its past to tackle the digital economy and 

decarbonization. 

5. Work on demand and supply 

Economic-development practitioners note the importance of talent, education, and skill building, and 

creating an environment and conditions in communities that both attract newcomers and keep local 

talent. But equally important is nurturing the creation of new businesses and jobs that pay well. 

Peter Berkowitz of the European Commission shares lessons on creating new jobs and businesses. 

Mayor Jeff Lehman of Barrie, Ontario, argues that policymakers should focus on careers, not jobs. 

6. Build public-private partnerships 

Successful community transition efforts demand effective public- and private-sector collaborations, in 

which business, labor, government, and nongovernmental organizations share the same strategy. 

Mayor Rosalynn Bliss of Grand Rapids, Michigan, describes how her city’s history of public-private 

collaboration helped reverse decline. 

7. Borrow success and make your own version 

Many successful economic change leaders adopt ideas and strategies from other communities and 

adapt them to meet their own needs. 

Julia Taylor, Greater Milwaukee Committee, speaks on the benefits of sharing and stealing good ideas. 

Former Grand Rapids, Michigan, Mayor George Heartwell says mayors are great “idea thieves.” 

8. Provide the necessary resources 

Policies that respond to a degraded social fabric and the loss of community institutions, and which 

afford the education, skill-development, innovation, and commercialization of new products and 

services that support good-paying jobs—all take significant resources. Economic changemakers 

emphasized the nature and the scale needed to manage effective change. 

Peter Berkowitz of the European Commission discusses the need to create capacity for change. 

Former Mayor Frank Baranowski of Gelsenkirchen describes what happens without sufficient resources. 

9. Think beyond the traditional economic development tool kit 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=10641&end=10726
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0kWtvPciBPM
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=5452&end=5571
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=12605&end=12644
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=9960&end=10480
https://www.youtube.com/embed/CyTrhDg2GuY?start=0&end=87
https://www.youtube.com/embed/fCB52mj8Yb4?start=0&end=376
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=5673&end=5693
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=11783&end=11884


11 

 

 

 

Just as successful communities managing economic transformation strive to evolve their existing 

economies and business bases, practitioners of economic development say there’s a need to adapt the 

thinking, strategies, and traditional tools of economic development in light of new forces that affect the 

work of economic development. 

Peter Berkowitz proposes that traditional economic development policies must adapt to today’s 

challenges. 

Evolving those strategies means rethinking traditional economic development tools—such as tax breaks 

and other giveaways that may not work. 

COMMENTS FROM THE SYMPOSIUM CHAT 

“Would be good to create a rubric or framework for accountability that represents the 

intersectional elements essential to today’s progress . . . defined by equitable 

development/sustainable development. With that, enhanced diversity at the table will 

make us all the more able.” 

Court Gould, Sustainable Solutions Consultant, Erie, PA 

Paths to New Economic Success 

Local communities and regions in the process of structural economic change can leverage their assets to 
create economic success in today’s changed economy. 

As detailed in the 2020 Chicago Council on Global Affairs report A Vital Midwest and the symposium 

background paper Paths to New Prosperity in Industrial Regions of the West, industrial regions on both 
sides of the Atlantic are developing a variety of paths to find new economic purchase in a changed 
world. 

While many of these communities share similar economic development patterns, some choose to 
integrate a number of strategies as part of their transformation effort, while others lean in to one or two 
powerful levers to drive economic change. The symposium and the recent reports highlighted several 
pathways to community economic success, including the following: 

Innovation and Universities 

Many communities lean on colleges, universities, and other research and education institutions as 
powerful engines of skill building, innovation, and community development. 

Peter Berkowitz outlines the role of universities in place-based strategies. 

Global Engagement 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=5970&end=6043
https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/research/report/vital-midwest-path-new-prosperity
https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/sites/default/files/Events/Paths%20to%20New%20Prosperity_Discussion-Paper.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=5732&end=5755
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Several economic development leaders stressed the economic payoffs of their communities’ global 

engagement, trade, and growing partnerships with the world. 

Jay Byers, CEO of the Greater Des Moines Partnership, breaks down how global engagement benefits 

local communities. 

'Green' and 'Blue' Economy Building 

As communities seek to evolve their focus from the industries that powered the previous century to the 
sectors that are fueling today’s economy, many are rebooting their existing economic bases for 
leadership in the “green” and “blue” sectors and sustainable industries of tomorrow. 

Mayor Thomas Kufen, Essen, Germany, speaks on transitioning from a coal city to a green city. 

Advanced Manufacturing 

Industrial regions and communities have rich manufacturing histories, but today’s efforts focus on 
evolving leadership in advanced manufacturing, often referred to as manufacturing 4.0. 

Mayor Jeff Lehman of Barrie, Ontario, points to local advantages in advanced manufacturing. 

Place-Based Assets 

Other industrial regions start by building on their own unique attributes of place, including natural, 
historical, and cultural assets and institutions. 

Mayor Rosalynn Bliss of Grand Rapids, Michigan describes the importance of creating community 
conditions to keep residents and attract newcomers. 

Talent 

Many industrial communities have found promising pathways to success by attracting new talent and 
tapping the workforce skills of the entire population. 

Jeff Lehman says building talent can be an anti-populism strategy. 

Welcoming Immigrants 

Other communities look to welcome immigrants as a powerful vector in driving population growth, 
entrepreneurship, and innovation. 

Steve Tobocman, executive director of Global Detroit, highlights immigrants’ contributions to economic 
revitalization. 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=6708&end=6765
https://www.youtube.com/embed/iRmPQwdZ7Ec?start=0&end=68
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=12455&end=12580
https://www.youtube.com/embed/G-IJkvPf49U?start=96&end=151
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=12774&end=12795
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=7022&end=7056
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=7022&end=7056
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Sarah Wayland explains why welcoming immigrants should not be viewed as a “humanitarian project.” 

Integrated, Multifaceted Strategies 

Other communities animate more multifaceted economic development plans, where a combination of 
strategies and elements have turned the tide of decline and nurtured a new era of economic vitality. 

Tim Bartik, senior economist at the Upjohn Institute in Kalamazoo, Michigan, explains how partnerships 
helped revive Kalamazoo. 

COMMENTS FROM THE SYMPOSIUM CHAT 

“Lessons learned in remaking industrial regions: 

It takes time. 

The scale is metropolitan. 

You need a long-term vision. 

Diversify the economy. 

Be bold, take risks. 

You can’t do it alone. 

Leadership is important. 

Citizen engagement is also important. 

Strengthen the central city. 

Invest in culture, heritage, and quality of life. 

Invest in education. 

Develop equitably and sustainably. 

Good planning and urban design matter.” 

Don Carter, Carnegie Mellon University, Pittsburgh 

Where We Go from Here 

There is an urgent need for local, regional, and national governments across Europe and North America 
to come together and address the challenges posed by deindustrialization and technological change that 
is driving political discontent. 

It must become a national priority to work across borders and help renew regional economies in 
industrial heartland communities. 

Mayor Andy Burnham of Manchester argues for reducing the focus on London and correcting regional 
imbalances. 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/cozIJFnu7dc?start=0&end=70
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=7507&end=7719
https://www.youtube.com/embed/yzLUMHUXf1g?start=7507&end=7719
https://www.youtube.com/embed/867SyY8kGI4?start=12750&end=12930
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The prosperity of these regions affects not only the lives of residents but also the health of democracies. 
Governments at all levels must support these communities and regions in developing and implementing 
winning strategies that draw on the best ideas to build new economic success—by forming new 
transatlantic networks, sharing best practices, and nurturing effective, homegrown solutions and 
strategies. 

As the symposium made clear, the pathways forward must not be imposed by leaders. They must be 
built from the ground up, empowering and supporting community residents, businesses, political 
leaders, and local institutions. We must embrace these challenges as our collective challenge. Only then 
will we see more good jobs, growing firms, vibrant downtowns, high standards in healthcare and 
education, and modern infrastructure linking these regions to one another and to the rest of the world. 

The alternative leads to problems for us all: Disconnection. Resentment and anger. Economic decline. A 
lack of opportunity for residents and their families. A loss of optimism about the future. A sense that 
others do not understand or care, or that certain people and places do not matter as much as others. 
Unchecked, these feelings of discontent become fertile ground for division, distrust, and disaffection. 
When people and places feel ignored or disrespected, entire democracies and economies are weakened 
and threatened. 

This is an urgent issue on both sides of the Atlantic. As a critical step to advance this work, the 
symposium organizers have joined with other interested partners in an ongoing transnational initiative 
and learning program aimed at animating policies, practices, and strategies that accelerate economic 
transformation in these industrial regions. 

The goals of this initiative include the following: 

• Focus leaders’ attention and actions on the need for enhanced place-based economic 
development that supports residents of communities in economic transition. 

• Place this priority on the agendas of appropriate transatlantic meetings and dialogues involving 
the United States, Canada, the European Union, and the United Kingdom. 

• Continue to build a network of transatlantic interlocutors including local and federal leaders, 
researchers and policy analysts, and practitioners of economic structural adjustment and change 
committed to this priority and the work of sharing ideas, models, policies, and lessons around 
driving economic transformation. 

• Strengthen transatlantic collaboration and, in so doing, our democracies. 

Conclusion 

Leaders of democracies face the critical task of attacking the root causes of right-wing populism, 

economic anxiety, and the relative decline of particular communities and geographies. Unless local and 

federal leaders focus on and support economic success in places where residents feel alienated and not 

in control of their lives, these citizens will continue to fuel a polarizing populist politics that undermines 

our democracies. 
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Out of the shattering experience of World War II, the United States and Europe took action to bolster 

liberal democracies and market economies across the transatlantic space by creating the Marshall Plan 

and the European Economic Community. Now we must rise to a new political, economic, and social 

challenge, one rooted in growing regional inequalities that threaten democracy and the broader 

international order. We must create mechanisms that will permit us to build models and successes, 

share them with leaders on the ground, and support communities in animating and implementing their 

own paths forward. Rebuilding the confidence and capacity of these communities will enable them to 

play their full part in remaking our economic and political future. The survival of the hard-won 

achievements of the postwar transatlantic partnership depends on it. 

Only then will we assuage the anger and anxiety that feed nationalist and isolationist movements—and 

hollow out our democracies from within. 
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Learn more about the project 

This symposium report is part of an ongoing project on Transforming Industrial Regions of North 

America and Europe. To access additional papers and resources, visit the project page. 

 

Questions? 

For inquiries about the project, please contact John Austin, Nonresident Senior Fellow at the Chicago 

Council on Global Affairs, and Alexander Hitch, Research Associate at Chicago Council on Global Affairs. 

Contact John Austin 

Contact Alexander Hitch 

https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/events/transforming-industrial-regions-north-america-and-europe
https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/research/experts/john-austin
https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/about/staff/alexander-hitch
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