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Preserving the Vital Center  
Renew the Economy of the Industrial Heartland 
 

Background 
 
The United States is experiencing a profound economic transformation driven by 
globalization and our transition to an economy based on knowledge.  America’s Great 
Lakes region, once the core of the nation’s industrial production and wealth creation, is 
struggling to maintain its ground.  This 12-state region reaches from Buffalo and 
Pittsburgh in the east, to Minneapolis-St. Paul and St. Louis in the west.  Some parts of 
the region, such as Chicago and the Twin Cities, are thriving in the knowledge 
economy, while other communities, like Buffalo, Detroit, Cleveland, and Milwaukee, are 
losing jobs, talent, and economic vitality.  At this critical moment, federal investment 
in U.S. competitiveness lacks a regional focus.  Federal policy fails to recognize that 
national growth is driven by integrated regional economies with the strong underlying 
assets necessary for talent creation and innovation.   
 

Recommendations 
 

The competitiveness agenda of the next President should include an investment 
strategy that focuses on regional assets and institutions that steer the transition to the 
knowledge economy. Specifically, the next President should focus investment to: 

 tap the Great Lakes region’s unrivaled educational infrastructure to produce the 
talent needed to compete in the 21st century, by fostering a “Great Lakes 
Compact on In-State Tuition” and a “Passport to Higher Education”  

 expand the public-private research and development infrastructure in the region 
to cultivate the technologies of the future  

 promote sustainable development within the “North Coast”  
 strengthen economic integration with Canada, creating a new mechanism for bi-

national coordination and cooperation on transportation and other issues 
 enlist the region’s labor, business, civic, and political leadership to remake the 

nation’s social compact—and thus spur competitiveness—through a regional 
health care consortium and a portable defined-contribution pension plan 
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Key Facts 
 

 more than a third of the nation’s manufacturing job losses from 2000 to 2005 
occurred in seven Great Lakes states 

 colleges and universities in the Great Lakes states annually produce 38 
percent of all U.S. bachelor degrees, 36 percent of all science and 
engineering degrees, and 37 percent of all advanced science and engineering 
degrees 

 the Great Lakes watershed includes one-fifth of the world’s fresh water and 
almost 11,000 miles of coastline 

 
 
A full version of this proposal, as well as supporting background material, is available 
at www.opportunity08.org
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Opportunity 08 aims to help 2008 presidential candidates and the public focus on 
critical issues facing the nation, presenting policy ideas on a wide array of domestic 
and foreign policy questions.  The project is committed to providing both independent 
policy solutions and background material on issues of concern to voters. 
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