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Congress has recently shown serious interest

in reauthorizing the Economic Development
Administration (EDA), a Department of Commerce
agency last authorized in 2004. Congressional
appropriators will also have their turn in adequately
resourcing the agency, following the extraordinary
demands of the pandemic and other impacts to local
economies over the past two years.

The urgency and importance of congressional
attention cannot be overstated. America’s global
economic standing is under threat as digital
disruption, the race for talent, and widening inequality
both within and across regions challenge the nation’s
competitiveness. Meanwhile, the U.S. economy
regularly confronts recessions, extreme weather
events, supply chain breakdowns, and other shocks
that disproportionately impact some local economies
and further test the nation’s collective ability to adapt
and maintain economic resilience over the long run.

In response, the country needs to marshal the
economic assets that cluster in specialized ways

across the regions that make up the U.S. economy—
be they leading industries, research universities,
entrepreneurs, or workers. These assets are critical if
the nation hopes to, for instance, reduce its reliance
on imports and boost supply chain resilience with
greater homegrown capabilities in the design and
production of computer chips, renewable energy, and
medical equipment. Furthermore, regions with strong
innovation, diverse industries, and civic capacities are
more able to adapt and bounce back from economic
disruptions. For these reasons, the federal government
has a vested interest in spurring place-based regional
economic development. To do that, it has the EDA—the
one federal agency whose sole charge is to promote
economic revitalization in communities of any scale,
rural or urban, across the country. In short, the EDA's
role is essential if the U.S. is to compete globally and
prosper locally.

The concern is that the EDA is not properly resourced
or equipped to meet its vital mission and nationwide
mandate. The agency is tasked to do too much

with too little—its chronically small annual budget,
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combined with unpredictable special appropriations,
positions the agency as marginal when, in fact, the
opposite is true. The EDA is the nation’s indispensable
agency for supporting economic growth and resilience
for communities large and small, as their leaders
respond regularly to new opportunities and threats.
But the policy and budget process does not yet treat it
accordingly.

Congress can do its part. It can use reauthorization,
now decades overdue, to elevate and modernize the
EDA. It can give the agency the tools and resources
to match its mandate, so it can successfully help
communities and the nation adapt and rise to the
immense challenges of the 21st century economy,
including the range of economic disruptions today
and those to come. EDA reauthorization deserves
bipartisan attention and action.

To inform this process, this brief provides a rationale
and framework for EDA reauthorization. It is organized
in three sections. First, it expands on the case for

a federal role in regional economic development.

It then shows why only the legislative process can
better equip the EDA to improve America’s capacity to
innovate, compete, and expand economic opportunity
for more people in more places. The brief closes

with how: We recommend that the EDA become a

$4 billion agency with a sharper purpose and set of
roles and capabilities that match that mission. We
believe this framework for EDA reauthorization and
future appropriations would set the agency and its
community partners up for success in today's—and
tomorrow’s—economy.

The authors of this brief have worked for decades
with local, state, tribal, and national leaders on
economic development planning, strategies, and
execution. We are attuned to the demands placed on
economic development actors across urban and rural
communities, small and large regions, tribal nations,
and downtowns and Main Streets. We are familiar with
the complexity of implementation in areas such as
innovation, talent development, finance, community
economic development, placemaking, infrastructure,
and regional and environmental planning. We came
together to test a simple proposition: That despite our
diverse backgrounds and experiences in economic

development, we could agree on the importance of
making the EDA a high-performing federal partner in
spurring innovation and economic renewal for every
region of the country and a policy framework for how
to make that happen.

The case for a federal
role in regional
economic development

There are several reasons the federal government
needs to proactively engage and support place-based
economic development.

First, the path to national economic success will

not come from a top-down, one-size-fits-all solution.
That's because the U.S. is not one monolithic
economy, but a network of regional economies. Each
is anchored by metropolitan areas and surrounding
micropolitan and rural areas with their own unique
industry specializations, labor and housing markets,
and institutional capacities and relationships. Public,
private, educational, and civic partners in each
region often come together to help their businesses,
industries, and workers adapt to new economic
challenges or opportunities. Some regions benefit
from a robust civic infrastructure; others suffer from
weakened civic capacity reflecting years of economic
disinvestment, siloed mandates, and talent flight. In
short, any federal approach to bottom-up economic
growth and renewal must unleash regions’ varied
assets and governing capabilities.

Second, while the economic geography of the U.S.
has always been highly varied, what's alarming is the
extent to which it has become a winner-take-most
economy from region to region. Since 2005, a handful
of metropolitan areas have captured a predominant
market share of the nation’s high-value innovation
jobs, while hundreds of other communities lag behind.
Indeed, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) finds that the average
income gap between the most and least productive
regions within wealthy nations grew an astonishing
60% over the past two decades.
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This uneven economic landscape is a national
problem, not simply a local one, as it concentrates the
country’s competitive advantages in too few places
while leaving large swaths of the U.S. underperforming
their economic potential. There are twin costs to

this extreme imbalance: Workers and industries in
high-growth markets suffer from an unaffordable

cost of living (especially high housing costs) and
sharp inequality between communities within their
regions, while other urban and rural regions struggle
to generate income, wealth, and economic security.
The result is that too few communities and regions are
economically dynamic, prosperous, and inclusive.

A third reason for federal engagement is that in the
wake of the pandemic, promising market forces

are creating a valuable window to advance federal
efforts to expand economic opportunity. While the
aforementioned trends of regional divergence have
largely continued since the onset of COVID-19, some
cities and metro areas are beginning to grow tech
jobs after years of job losses or stagnation. These
places are buoyed by the movement of workers

out of some of the largest metro areas and into
smaller metro areas and rural towns, thanks to the
flexibility of remote and hybrid work. Meanwhile,

the future of work is reinventing downtowns, Main
Streets, and other commercial corridors throughout
regions. The geography of economic growth and
opportunity is shifting, and rather than fuel more
economic winners and losers from these dynamics,
the federal government can use improved policies and
investments to better enable leaders in every region,
office, and commercial corridor to adapt and keep
pace with the changing rules of the digital economy. In
other words, the time is ripe to make wider and more
resilient geographic prosperity a real possibility.

Lastly, the federal government is uniquely capable

of making the scale of investments required to help
local actors adapt to external forces—from natural
disasters to technological shifts—and unleash the
economic potential of places. Despite their best
intentions, local interventions alone are inadequate to
address economic shocks and the yawning gaps of
growth and opportunity across the U.S. map. However,
for now, the U.S. invests significantly less than other

OECD member nations in helping its lagging regions
adapt and develop. Our federal government also
coordinates less consistently with subnational units of
government—states, territories, tribes, and localities—
on critical policymaking such as industry regulation,
which can have far-reaching and disparate effects on
different regional economies.

HOW CHANGES IN PLACE-BASED
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT INFORM
TODAY'’S FEDERAL SUPPORT

To best understand the federal role, the federal gov-
ernment must first recognize how local economic
development has changed and become even more
resource- and capacity-intensive.

For decades, the primary focus of local economic
development efforts has been to market their
regions for business attraction, which was viewed

as the most effective way to create jobs and grow

a regional economy. Regions would provide the
marketing and coordination, and states would provide
incentives to secure the deal. Sometimes, the federal
government would make public works or other
infrastructure investments in regions to support the
location and expansion of businesses—reinforcing
the transactional, project-based nature of traditional
economic development practice.

While incentives-driven business attraction remains
one part of local economic development, numerous
studies have found that it has not solved many

of today’s local economic challenges. Rather, an
increasing number of local leaders are going beyond
measures of job growth to instead prioritize job quality,
productivity, income growth, or other qualify-of-life
measures, especially in smaller communities where
job creation is not a realistic objective.

To achieve these broader aims, leaders are moving
away from singularly focused transactions and
toward more holistic, integrated approaches. This
includes investments in strategic initiatives such as
helping existing firms and industries grow, innovate,
and develop diverse talent; creating an inclusive,
homegrown entrepreneurship ecosystem; rebuilding
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Main Streets, downtowns, or other neighborhood
corridors as flywheels for broader market-based
growth and wealth creation; and centering talent and
housing affordability in economic competitiveness and
inclusion. Finally, both regional and community actors
are investing in good governance by bringing local
leaders and institutions together to solve problems
and create the conditions in which workers, families,
businesses, and other key partners are willing and able
to stay and invest in the community.

As they do, local leaders are also increasingly

mindful of ways to help vulnerable populations or
protect the environment as sources of economic
growth. For instance, local leaders are responding

to the dislocating effects of disruptive technologies,
especially to support Black, Latino or Hispanic, and
other disadvantaged workers and entrepreneurs who
are most vulnerable to automation and business
closures in “high-risk” sectors such as food service,
logistics, and retail. Regional leaders are aware of the
costs of climate risk for businesses and communities
and, conversely, the significant growth opportunities in
building a low-carbon future.

Both large urban centers and rural areas are pursuing
these broader approaches to economic development,
despite the false urban-rural binary that permeates
the political and policy discourse. In fact, rural leaders
share similar challenges to their urban counterparts.
For instance, rural communities are becoming more
racially and economically diverse, while they grapple
with educational quality, inadequate incomes for
workers and their families, and challenges in health
care access, cost, and outcomes. The extractive
nature of many rural economies leaves too little wealth
and economic decisionmaking to the communities
themselves. Just like urban areas, rural towns have
hidden assets and innovation ready to be leveraged
but too often overlooked. And rural and urban regions
are interdependent in ways that dated economic
development paradigms and practices barely
acknowledge, let alone build on.

That's why economic development leaders from
across the urban and rural continuum, such as in

Indianapolis, Birmingham, Ala., and Wytheville, Va.,
have stepped up to create high-quality, entrepreneurial,
and inclusive growth in their communities.

But this kind of inclusive economic development is
hard work—and even pioneers in the field face many
barriers to implementation. Local leaders typically lack
the resources and organizational capacity to plan well,
coordinate across actors, and respond to a patchwork
of rural, tribal, and place-based programs alongside
other state or philanthropic resources.

This reality prompted one of the authors of this brief
to make the case for vigorous federal engagement to
promote more centers of innovation and opportunity
across the American landscape. Specifically, the report
on growth centers from Brookings and the Information
Technology and Innovation Foundation argues

that absent robust federal action, few if any places
(outside of the top U.S. metro areas) will be able to
transform themselves into vibrant economies with
self-sustaining innovation growth paths. The federal
government is uniquely capable of investing at scale
in targeted places to counter regional divergence and
promote spillover benefits.

Another Brookings report makes the case that the
most successful and promising cluster initiatives

in the U.S. are industry-driven, university-fueled, and
government-funded. In each of the cases in the report,
significant government funding—from local, state, and
federal sources—gave the initiatives early credibility
and provided the scale required to have real impact.
Without government investment, it is likely that none
of the profiled initiatives, from Milwaukee’s water
tech cluster to central New York’s unmanned aerial
systems, would have even made it out of the starting
gate.

Both reports reveal that public and private sector
leaders in many U.S. regions have identified unique,
high-potential opportunities, but also gaps in their
local economies that are holding them back. They
need adequate resources to grow and connect their
economic and other assets in ways that can place
them on a new economic trajectory.
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The federal government has a critical and unique

role in such place-based economic development.

It can assess federal budgets, trade and regulatory
proposals, and other policies for differential impacts
on regions of the country based on their distinct
economic realities, as the United Kingdom and other
advanced economies do. In addition to the OECD
analysis mentioned above, there is a compelling
research base here in the U.S. to support such regional
equity analyses in national policymaking. To cite one
costly example, the U.S. could have approached airline
industry deregulation differently if regional economic
disparities and likely impacts had been considered
rigorously and creatively. The federal government
needs to build out and fully exercise this ability if it
wants the U.S. to remain a world leader in innovation
and become one in inclusive economic growth.

The EDA’s broad and
under-resourced
mandate

If place-based economic development is critical

to our nation's economic future, then the EDA is

well positioned as the lead federal agency to fulfill
that mandate. Though larger federal agencies

provide grants, loans, and other supports for local
development, the EDA is the agency tasked to: 1)
work most directly with all types of regions across the
country specifically on economic revitalization; and 2)
bring rigorous economic analysis to help local regions
make the most promising choices.

For these reasons, it is crucial that Congress
reauthorize the EDA. More than that, Congress must
use the process to elevate and modernize the agency.
The dramatic shifts in the economy and economic
development over the past several decades require
the lead federal agency on economic development to
be a meaningful partner to the regional entities that
steward American competitiveness. And it should

do so by reflecting the leading edge of practice in
communities.

The EDA was established by the Public Works and

Economic Development Act of 1965 to help industrial
areas (urban), agricultural communities (rural), and
mining towns deal with economic distress. For

these reasons, the EDA’'s most consistent and best-
resourced mandate has been in public works projects
and infrastructure development, as documented in a
recently published overview of the EDA by the Urban
Institute. That mandate reflects a classic—but now
dated—understanding of the federal role in local
economic development to promote large-scale, place-
targeted capital investments in major public works,
such as the Erie Canal and the many projects made
possible through the Tennessee Valley Authority.

The EDA's last reauthorization—in 2004—highlighted
Congress’ understanding of the critical and evolving
role of the federal government in place-based
economic revitalization. The 2004 reforms recognized
the need to expand the EDA’'s mandate and mission

to include promoting growth and competitiveness
through better local economic planning; investments
in economic innovation through university centers,
new technologies, and broadband; brownfields
remediation to prepare land for forward-looking,
cluster-based development; assistance to respond

to economic dislocation and adjustment triggered by
growing global trade; and post-disaster assistance for
economic recovery.

Unfortunately, that extensive mandate—meant to
serve thousands of communities nationwide, on a

fair and inclusive basis—has been supported with
very modest congressional appropriations, averaging
approximately $283 million annually since fiscal year
2011. To put that in perspective, the city of Alexandria,
Va., home to 159,000 residents in 2020, approved an
annual budget of $761.5 million that year. The EDA

is forced to spread itself thin across its wide-ranging
mandates and geographic remit, and it often lacks the
funds to waive or reduce matching-fund requirements
for smaller, poorer jurisdictions that most need help
strengthening their economic and fiscal base.

The EDA’s budget is not only routinely inadequate—
it is also unpredictable. For instance, in FY 2008,

its budget more than doubled in absolute terms to
reflect supplemental funding for Gulf Coast disaster
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recovery. In FY 2018, the agency was proposed

for elimination due to arguments over government
waste and redundancy. In stark contrast, in FY 2021,
the agency received $1.5 billion through the CARES
Act, followed by an additional $3 billion through the
American Rescue Plan Act—10 times its typical annual
appropriation over the past decade.

On the plus side, these one-time appropriations

and supplemental programs have allowed the EDA

to experiment with new economic development
initiatives, such as the recent Build Back Better
Regional Challenge grant program. But this seesaw
has also left the agency with an impossible task

of delivering an expansive mix of new and existing
programs—from targeted public works projects in rural
areas to broad regional innovation grants to economic
adjustment assistance for coal communities—all on a
miniscule and unpredictable annual budget.

In sum, the EDA enters reauthorization as an under-
resourced agency. It is tasked to do too much with too
little, employing a mix of new and outdated programs.
It is time for Congress to reach the same awareness of
needed change as it did in 2004 and reauthorize and
modernize the EDA once again.

The proposal:
A framework for
modernizing the EDA

Reforming a federal agency through the legislative
process is often hard, if not impossible, as
competition between interest groups and agendas
can produce a something-for-everyone patchwork
and only incremental change. Fortunately, a

group of national economic development groups

and associations has unified to support EDA
reauthorization. This EDA Stakeholder Coalition,
which features diverse local membership representing
all parts of the country, issued a statement for
congressional leaders that includes nine shared
priorities for the agency. There are many strong, tested

programmatic ideas among the list that we reinforce
below.

However, our proposal addresses two first-order
questions: What specific roles and functions are most
important for the EDA now, given the changing context
for its work and the range of places its tools must
target? And in what ways should the EDA organize
itself to deliver on those functions effectively? To
answer these, we offer an organizing framework for
legislators to consider so the EDA is equipped with the
proper purpose, roles, and capabilities.

THE ROLES OF A MODERN EDA

The EDA has a laudable, aspirational mission.
From its website:

Mission: To lead the federal economic
development agenda by promoting
innovation and competitiveness, preparing
American regions for growth and success
in the worldwide economy.

The U.S. Economic Development Administration’s
investment policy is designed to establish a
foundation for sustainable job growth and the
building of durable regional economies throughout
the United States. This foundation builds upon

two key economic drivers—innovation and

regional collaboration. Innovation is key to global
competitiveness, new and better jobs, a resilient
economy, and the attainment of national economic
goals. Regional collaboration is essential for
economic recovery because regions are the centers
of competition in the new global economy and
those that work together to leverage resources and
use their strengths to overcome weaknesses will
fare better than those that do not. EDA encourages
its partners around the country to develop initiatives
that advance new ideas and creative approaches to
address rapidly evolving economic conditions.
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Unfortunately, the EDA is not currently structured

or resourced to effectively carry out a mission of
innovation and competitiveness across the nation’s
wide range of regional economies. So let's clarify the
roles and core competencies the EDA must have to
meet its mission.

To start, targeting and tailoring are crucial. The

EDA's overarching objective—given its place-based
mission—is to unleash the latent economic potential
in U.S. regions. To sharpen this purpose, the EDA must
recognize that it demands expertise in both innovation
and renewal. The former helps larger regions stay

on the leading edge of discovery, development, and
dynamism. The latter helps economically distressed
places of all sizes stabilize or revitalize, putting them
on the path to inclusive growth, a better business
environment, and a better quality of life for residents.
The paths to innovation and renewal have different
starting points and, ultimately, different outcomes.
They require different strategies, tools, and resources,
and their programs are deployed at different scales,
such as a region versus a Main Street.

So then, what functions does the EDA require?

To successfully unleash regions’ latent economic
potential, the EDA must play four essential roles:
thought leader, resource provider, capacity builder,

and coordinator of federal support for local economic
development. These roles complement the key roles of
state, local, and public and private sector actors.

+  Thought leader: The EDA should be the intellectual
home for regional economic analysis and state-of-
the-art economic development policy and practice
in the U.S. This will inform and guide its own work
and expand the sharing of best practices and new
ideas across local markets; both are critical to
driving better outcomes.

* Resource provider: The EDA should provide
large, flexible funding in the form of regular
challenge grants to urban and rural regions, so
leaders can pursue comprehensive approaches
to economic transformation. This is true not just
for high-growth regional markets but smaller rural
communities as well.

+  Capacity builder: The EDA can use its expertise
and targeted assistance to build the capacity
of local and regional intermediaries to plan and
implement effective economic development
strategies and use federal and state resources
more effectively. Such intermediaries play a vital
role in strengthening critical assets and aligning
actors, and this EDA role helps them access the
training and resources they need.

+  Federal coordinator: The EDA can serve as the
convener agency working with multiple federal
agencies to coordinate, align, or help administer
cross-agency federal responses to regional
innovation and renewal. Doing so would optimize
the use of limited government funding. This
function is well precedented in existing law and
agency practice, but it needs to be affirmed by
Congress and consistently supported by the
executive branch.

FUNDING AND THE SIGNATURE
ACTIVITIES TO FULFILL THE EDA’S ROLES

Today, the EDA’s programs are primarily organized
around the following specialized investment areas:
public works, infrastructure, and facilities; research
and technical assistance; economic adjustment
grants and disaster recovery; innovation and
entrepreneurship; economic development planning;
and trade adjustment assistance and consultant
services for firms. Together, these wide-ranging
programs have been funded at just $283 million per
year on average. Through reauthorization, the EDA
should emerge as a financially robust agency, with
its suite of existing programs anchored by signature
initiatives supporting the four key roles described
above.

To start, the EDA ought to operate with a

dependable annual budget of at least $4 billion,
which is commensurate with its vital mission and
nationwide mandate. The agency received a $3

billion appropriation in the American Rescue Plan
Act—a level we believe should be maintained given
widespread demand for the new programs these
resources were able to deliver. This would provide the
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EDA with the consistent scale of resources required
to have real impact on local economies, and enable
the agency to recruit, train, and retain the staff needed
at both headquarters and regional offices to carry

out its essential roles. This would also give the EDA
the budget space to waive or reduce matching-fund
requirements for the jurisdictions that most need

help strengthening their economic and fiscal base. An

investment of $4 billion in the EDA would match that of

its popular complement, the Community Development

Block Grant; the Biden administration’s FY 2023 budget

request for that program is $3.8 billion.

With those resources, the EDA could implement a
set of signature activities that advance the four roles
of a modern, place-focused economic development
agency. An inventory of existing EDA programs
demonstrates critical gaps and the opportunity

to prioritize broader, more flexible offerings over
narrow, categorical ones that tackle the spectrum

of local interests in innovation and renewal. This
structure would also allow the EDA to move

beyond organizing tactically with a large number of
independent programs to organizing strategically
around clear national priorities that empower local
communities to achieve measurable outcomes (for
example, a more competitive and resilient domestic
manufacturing base). Most existing programs,

and the recommendations of the EDA Stakeholder
Coalition, align with those functions. Below are the
signature initiatives that could deliver coherently on
those functions to ensure a measurable return on the
taxpayer’s larger investment in the agency:

1. Thought leader: Issue a regular report on the
economic health and challenges of U.S. regions
and serve as a clearinghouse of state-of-the art
strategies.

Given its mandate and resources, the EDA can
and should be the go-to resource on the nation’s
economic geography, thanks to its on-the-
ground knowledge from regional field offices, its
expertise in industry clusters, and its access to
critical statistical agencies such as the Bureau of
Economic Analysis and the Census Bureau, also
housed in the Department of Commerce.

To anchor this work, every four years, the EDA
should produce a signature “State of U.S. Regions”
report connecting national competitiveness,
economic security, and broad-based geographic
opportunity. This report would support improved
federal decisionmaking and strategy, build
awareness of new ideas across U.S. regions

(and the globe), and monitor progress with
innovative new initiatives. Additional reporting
could address, for example, the health of the
labor market, industry clusters, entrepreneurship,
and wealth creation by race, gender, and region.
This would give local and national leaders a
picture of changing market conditions and how
national place-based policies can solve problems
or facilitate emerging competitive advantages

in key sectors in different parts of the country.
Through this process, the EDA could develop a
unified definition of “economic distress” to guide
programs that are aimed at supporting distressed
places across all federal agencies. Further, the
EDA could provide case studies of emerging
practices, such as how economic developers are
addressing talent needs, how-to guides informed
by the work of pioneering intermediaries in the
field, and workshops and conferences in which
leaders can learn from one another. In this regard,
the EDA would be mimicking and aligning itself
with leading economic development entities that
have strong market research teams—not solely
for branding and marketing campaigns, but for
helping leaders and partners make well-informed
decisions and strategies.

In short, to be an expert on how economic
development can best address innovation and
renewal, the EDA must have robust in-house staff
capacity and expertise of its own, at headquarters
and in the field offices, so it can bring that
collective knowledge to the field.

Resource provider: Make permanent the
provision of large-scale, flexible challenge grants
to boost innovation and competitiveness.

A core function of the EDA should be to manage a
rotating set of large-scale competitive challenge
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grant programs to make flexible, transformative
funding available to U.S. regions for pursuing
promising innovations and strategies.

The key is to enable the EDA to routinely
administer high-demand “big bet” competitions,
which have thus far been operated only from
one-time supplemental appropriations, as outlined
above. This proposal highlights the importance
of scale (high-dollar, flexible challenge grants) in
driving real, tangible change across regions. As
the aforementioned research on growth centers
shows, it is critical to help midsized metro areas
with high potential for success plug into the
innovation economy’s tendency to concentrate in
particular places with a critical density of assets.
These competitive grants should also reward key
outcomes that go beyond traditional job creation
metrics. With its thought leadership function, the
EDA can then capture lessons and evaluations
from innovative practices and share them with
other regions to inspire more evidence-driven
strategies. Meanwhile, the EDA could support
components of non-winning grant applications
with existing, targeted EDA programs—for
example, in public works or university innovation.

To that end, the $3 billion for the EDA in the
American Rescue Plan Act is a model approach.
The funding enabled the agency to design and
announce a set of grant competitions to meet
nationally significant economic recovery priorities,
including tech-enabled industry growth, a skilled
workforce, travel and tourism, and prosperous
Indigenous and coal communities. What's

notable here is that competitive grants can be
deployed to support innovation and renewal
across large regions as well as smaller urban and
rural communities. That approach to allocating
resources is inclusive, targeted, tailored, and
intensive enough in each economic region to make
a meaningful difference.

Within that $3 billion package, the $1 billion Build
Back Better Regional Challenge grant program
demonstrates the promise of scale and flexibility
in promoting global competitiveness. The

funding—focused on a planning grant round and
then implementation grants of $50 million to $100
million in selected regions—sufficiently empowers
local leaders to implement smart, holistic regional
cluster initiatives that create lasting economic
competitiveness. It is flexible in that it rewards

a suite of initiatives identified by multisector
leaders (e.g., applied research, workforce training,
entrepreneurship, community development) that
create the conditions for industry clusters to
succeed. What's more, the program articulates
clear and meaningful outcomes such as long-

run industry competitiveness, quality jobs,

racial and economic equity, and bridging urban
and rural divides. As one of our local partners
shared, “These targeted investments to fill [key
intervention] gaps is one capability that EDA

has that maybe no one else does. If this is the
direction the EDA is going, then bravo.”

Future EDA challenge grant programs could
reward transformative initiatives that connect
urban and rural economies through supply
chains and other linkages (a core insight from
development economists worldwide); address
specific areas of innovation needs as surfaced by
EDA regional clusters research; or that leverage
anchor institutions such as regional public
universities to spearhead economic development
in distressed places. The main point is that
categorical, capital-intensive project funding will
not yield projects that accelerate or reinvent a
region’s economic trajectory. Regions need well-
resourced challenge grants like Build Back Better
to become the norm, because that is what it takes
to generate impact.

State and regional stakeholders agree. The EDA
received over 500 applications for the Build Back
Better Regional Challenge from all 50 states and
five territories, for just 60 planning grants and even
fewer implementation grants. That's an indication
of the hunger for large-scale economic growth
programs and of what'’s right about this program’s
design.
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Capacity builder: Strengthen the capacity

of local and regional intermediaries so they
can effectively take on efforts related to both
innovation and renewal.

The EDA should have a set of capacity-building
programs that meet the needs of large regions
and lagging communities. On the former, large
metro areas ought not be dismissed as “high-
capacity” places that can take care of themselves,
when the reality is that organizing cross-sector,
multijurisdictional regional competitiveness
strategies toward greater equity and inclusion

is complex, labor-intensive work. Meanwhile,
many rural Main Streets, small towns, and urban
corridors do not have the institutions or capacity
to plan, design, or kick-start new initiatives to
reverse or stem economic distress. In short, the
EDA should adopt a flexible, locally responsive
approach to capacity building that reflects the
continuum of challenges across communities.

To do this, Congress could equip the EDA to
administer two broad sets of capacity-building
programs.

First, the EDA could offer grants to local, regional,
and national intermediaries with the goal of
increasing the capacity of local and regional
entities to plan, develop, implement, and manage
multisector economic revitalization strategies.
This includes direct investment in organizations
to hire and train staff and use market research.

It also includes enabling smaller communities to
participate and link up to regional strategies; this
could prioritize giving lagging local economies
the capacity to compete for large-scale funding,
such as the challenge grants described above.
Furthermore, via its thought leadership role, the
EDA could provide or co-sponsor seminars and
training programs for economic development
professionals on the latest trends and practices.
In short, to move regions out of distress, the EDA
should invest in the capability of “backbone”
organizations and other implementers to
collectively execute high-quality visions and
strategies that endure and adapt over time.

Second, the EDA should administer an efficient
national corps of deployable talent—for example, a
“fellows” program that places qualified economic
development professionals in local and regional
organizations. These fellows could help local
organizations develop regional planning strategies,
organize civic planning processes in preparation
for competitive grants, put together competitive
grant applications, and design and execute key
initiatives.

Federal coordinator: Formalize the EDA’s capacity
to coordinate with other federal agencies to
ensure federal investment in local economies is
cohesive and maximizes benefits.

Federal programs are too often siloed,
burdensome to access and use, and not
responsive enough to the varied economic
conditions and institutional capacities at the
local level. There are two ways in which Congress
should empower the EDA to be a more effective
coordinator of federal support for local economic
development.

The first way involves formally elevating the EDA's
role to bring greater coherence to interagency
federal place-based economic development when
appropriate. This is not a new role for the EDA,
given its interagency collaboration on disaster
recovery and manufacturing communities. This
might include elevating the EDA head from an
assistant secretary to an under secretary within
Commerce, so its leadership is on par with that
of the International Trade Administration or
National Institute of Standards and Technology,
and more able to convene other cabinet-level
agencies. Congress could formally establish and
resource the EDA’'s small Economic Development
Integration office to further the agency’s capacity
to coordinate federal programs in its headquarters
and field offices. Congress could also expand the
EDA's role as coordinator to include serving as

a delivery partner with other agencies eager to
benefit from its place-based economic expertise.
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Second, Congress could support an EDA planning
coordination program to maximize the alignment
of federally mandated regional plans, so that
required objectives actually map toward achieving
coordinated, desired outcomes in communities.
Currently, at least three other federal agencies—
Housing and Urban Development (HUD), Labor,
and Transportation—plus the EDA require regions
to produce detailed long-range or consolidated
plans. It is commendable that the EDA has
worked with other agencies on cross-agency
recognition of these plans (e.g., a consolidated
plan submitted to HUD can count for the EDA's
program requirements, and vice-versa). However,
there is little coordination between the processes
driven by multiple agency requirements, resulting
in regional plans that often operate on parallel

but disconnected tracks, sometimes with
contradictory or competing priorities. Yet leaders
on the ground know that effective, inclusive
regional economic development requires that
workforce, housing, land use, and transportation
goals and investments work in concert. Grants
for this EDA coordination program would increase
the capacity of EDA staff and regional entities

to regularly convene regional actors, coordinate
with the public, align goals and investments,

and revise formal plans accordingly. The EDA,
HUD, the Environmental Protection Agency,

the Department of Transportation, and the
Government Accountability Office have all affirmed
the need to better coordinate federally funded
regional and local planning efforts to ensure
federal investments are more strategic, aligned,
and effective. Not surprisingly, some of the most
promising cross-agency work currently underway
is both targeted and outcome driven—for example,
seeking to accelerate economic innovation,
diversification, and the creation of good jobs in
coal and power plant communities.

Beyond these four key roles, the EDA could employ
some core principles to inform the design and
implementation of its programs, policies, and

partnerships. This is what the agency, at its best,
already strives to be: flexible, to best meet the unique
needs of different communities and regions; locally
led, to increase the probability of success and better
ensure it avoids favoring some communities over
others; equitable and sustainable, to demonstrate
that embracing diversity, equity, inclusion, and climate
resilience is key to unleashing economic opportunity
and boosting U.S. competitiveness; and outcome-
driven, to reward local and regional initiatives that
identify clear outcomes and measures to gauge
progress on those outcomes.

Conclusion

As the U.S. confronts a range of economic shocks
and intense global competition for leadership

in innovation and economic growth, it is vital

that policymakers remember that the nation's
competitiveness depends on the capacities of
regions, both urban and rural, to innovate, prosper,
and become more economically resilient.

Today, America’s competitive advantages are
concentrated in too few places. But there is a way to
unleash the economic promise of more places, expand
opportunity at home and competitiveness broadly, and
make the economy work for all regions and all groups
of people. With the EDA, the federal government has
an indispensable agency whose sole mission is to
revitalize local economies. But for now, the agency is
tasked to do too much with too little, with a remit to
renew distressed regions and accelerate innovation

in others. Doing both effectively is crucial, and it is
possible with the right support.

For these reasons, the EDA’s reauthorization and future
budget appropriations must go beyond the status

quo in order to modernize and equip the agency to do
transformative work.
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