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Housing Task Force Report
Addresses Affordability
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The Institute’s Housing Task Force, chaired
by Charlie Kasko, examined the rapidly
changing housing market in our region in its
latest study, released at the 2023 Regional
Indicators event in May.

Northeast PA has historically been known for
lower-than-average home prices due to its
older housing stock. In the past, relatively low
demand resulting from the region’s declining
population has also kept prices in check.
These lower housing costs have underpinned
the region’s favorable cost of living, which
helps draw people to the area. Since the
onset of the pandemic, the region has seen a
marked increase in housing prices. In
response, this research explores how local
governments can promote more housing
development and keep such prices affordable
in Northeast PA, building on last year’s study
which explored the nature of these market
conditions.

The pandemic’s effect on the housing market
is central to the report’s findings. During the
onset of COVID-19, many people moved into
the region from nearby major cities due to
affordability and health concerns. From 2019
to 2021, the region saw population growth of
nearly 3 percent, but for-sale inventory
decreased by over 16 percent.

While population growth is generally positive
economically, the region already had a limited
and aging housing stock, so any new influx of
people put significant stress on the housing
market. With more people competing for
limited housing, Northeastern PA saw
significant housing price growth from
throughout 2022 and 2023.
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As a result, rent has become increasingly
unaffordable for the people working in the
most common occupations in Luzerne and
Lackawanna Counties. Among the 20 most
common occupations, the average worker in
only five of them can afford homes in the
region.

Potential purchasers have had to contend
with not only price increases that have
outpaced wage growth but rising interest
rates making mortgages more expensive. 

(Continued on page 3)
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Recommendations
To make housing affordable, municipalities need to
prioritize the construction of more affordable,
middle-income housing. A prime way to do this is
to reform local land use policies. Primary research
conducted through the study found that planners
and developers view difficult zoning rules as a
major barrier to more construction. By simplifying
the code and updating the approval process,
municipalities can lower the barriers to entry for
small developers and increase competition in the
housing market.

Turning blighted and abandoned properties back
into housing can also improve the housing stock.
Land banks help put blighted properties back on
the housing market by clearing back taxes and
clarifying ownership.

Indicators 2023 

The 2023 edition of the Northeastern Pennsylvania
Regional Indicators event was held on May 3, 2023.
For the first time, two sessions were held: a morning
presentation in-person at The Woodlands Inn in
Wilkes-Barre, and an afternoon virtual session
presented in partnership with WVIA Public Media. Both
sessions included highlights from this year’s report,
including critical data on demographics, economics,
housing, health and more to serve as a regional report
card.

The 2023 edition also expanded on indicators related
to arts, culture, and recreation and social equity in
response to growing interest to systematically measure
the region’s progress in these areas. In another first,
this year's report expanded to include Wayne County to
better reflect the region’s interconnectedness.

The full report as well as interactive data tables are
available at www.institutepa.org.

What's New at The Institute?

To supplement these efforts, land trusts can be
created to purchase blighted properties. Land
trusts are community organizations that buy land
and then rent or sell the housing on the land. The
trusts maintain ownership of the land to protect it
from being bought by speculators or turned into
something other than affordable housing. While
land trusts are self-sustaining with monthly rent
and housing sales, they do need startup funding,
which could come from American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act allocations, other federal funds,
or private philanthropy.

Housing affordability is a complex topic, and no
single solution will solve this problem everywhere.
By adopting best practices and implementing
these recommendations, local leaders can
contribute significantly to keeping Northeastern PA
an affordable place for everyone.

The full study is available to read at
www.institutepa.org.



Since 2020’s significant spike in
unemployment due to the COVID-19
pandemic, unemployment  trended steadily
downward into early 2023. The 2022 annual
average unemployment rates were 4.7, 5.3,
and 5.1 percent in Lackawanna, Luzerne,
and Wayne County respectively.
Lackawanna and Luzerne’s unemployment
rates for the year were below the 2019
averages, the last full year of data before the
pandemic. This indicates the region remains
in a very tight labor market. The number of
adults participating in the labor market and
total employment are on the rise, consistent
with seasonal trends typically seen in this
non-seasonally adjusted data.

Despite modest growth in employment seen
during the second quarter of 2023 and an
upward trend in the labor force, Lackawanna
and Luzerne Counties saw an uptick in the
unemployment rate. While the rate remains
low compared to prior years, this may be
indicating of a slight loosening of labor
market conditions. While the state and
nation overall also saw increases in
unemployment during the second quarter,
this trend was not observed in Wayne
County.

Labor Market at a Glance

Despite modest growth in employment seen
during the second quarter of 2023 and an upward
trend in the labor force, Lackawanna and Luzerne
Counties saw an uptick in the unemployment rate.
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A Quarterly Update on Unemployment & Workforce



There are many ways to analyze trends in the
region’s economy. One important metric is
location quotients, a numeric representation of
the relative concentration of an industry in a
region compared with the national average. A
location quotient of 1.00 indicates that the share
of employment in an industry in a region is the
same as the share of employment nationwide.
Larger values mean higher relative shares of
employment, while lower values indicate
relatively smaller shares of regional employment
compared to the national average. For example,
if 10 percent of workers in a county are
employed in an industry, and 5 percent of all
workers nationwide are employed in the same
industry, the location quotient for the county
would be 2.0 since the regional share of
employment is double the national average. This
analysis helps to identify areas of regional
strength. Industries with high location quotients
typically have competitive advantages in that
region that can inform economic development
efforts. The table below shows major industry
sector location quotients for eleven counties in
the Greater NEPA region, with the highest three
and lowest three scores highlighted in green and
red, respectively.

Location Quotient Analysis Shows Competitive
Advantages

5T h e  I n s t i t u t e  f o r  P u b l i c  P o l i c y  &  E c o n o m i c  D e v e l o p m e n t .  E c o n o m y  T r a c k e r .  Q 2  2 0 2 3  I s s u e .

Five counties in the region have high location
quotients in the mining, quarrying, and oil and
gas industry sector, with particularly high scores
seen in Susquehanna and Bradford Counties,
demonstrating the influence of the natural gas
industry on regional employment.

Four counties, including the two most populous
in the region, Lackawanna and Luzerne, have
relatively high concentration of manufacturing.
Four rural counties also counted agriculture and
forestry as a top industry sector. The Pocono
counties of Carbon, Monroe, and Pike each have
accommodation and food service in their top
three location quotients, and Carbon and Pike
also have arts, entertainment, and recreation as
top scoring sectors, demonstrating the
concentration of tourism industry employment in
that part of the region.

Several white collar sectors, including finance
and insurance, real estate, and professional,
scientific, and technical services, were not
among any county’s strongest industries relative
to the national average, and the latter was
among the bottom three scores in seven of the
11 counties analyzed. This suggests the area
has a much smaller than average share of
employment in this industry and may not be a
regional strength currently.

Data Source:  JobsEQ



Within the three-county Scranton/Wilkes-
Barre/Hazleton Metro Area, institutions of
higher education conferred 7,437 degrees
and certificates in 2021. The total number of
degrees awarded has trended downward in
recent years. This is likely due to
demographic factors, including smaller
graduating classes of high school students
as well as a strengthening economy in the
years after the Great Recession leading
some to enter the workforce rather than
pursue higher education.

While distance education became prominent
during the pandemic, since 2019 there have
actually been fewer awards in distance
education programs offered by local
institutions. There was a much smaller
decline in the number of non-distance
awards, highlighting the continuing
importance of on-campus higher education
to the region despite advances in
instructional technology.

Over the past decade, declining trends in
awards were observed across degree levels,
including certificates, associate’s degrees,
bachelor’s degrees, and graduate degrees.
Since 2012, bachelor’s degrees saw the
smallest decrease, nine percent, while each
of the other categories declined by at lest 20
percent over the ten year period analyzed.

Workforce Pipeline:
Postsecondary Degree Trends
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There was a much smaller
decline in the number of non-
distance awards, highlighting
the continuing importance of
on-campus higher education

to the region despite advances
in instructional technology.

Data Source:
JobsEQ



Regional Economic Indicator: Exports
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Numerous firms in the region contribute to
the economy by exporting their goods
overseas. Before 2020, the region had seen
a generally upward trend in exported goods
aside from a noticeable drop from 2018 to
2019. In 2020 exports dropped 20 percent
due to the pandemic. In 2021 firms
throughout the region exported products
worth nearly $1.4 billion, a seven-percent
increase from the prior year but still below
pre-pandemic levels.

Chemical manufacturing has been the
Scranton-Wilkes-Barre MSA’s largest goods
export category for the last several years,
with approximately $506 million in exports in
2021.

This is $71 million more than 2020 numbers
(an increase exceeding 16 percent), but the
increase did not make up for what was lost in
2020. In 2021 chemical exports totaled $37
million less than 2019 total. The plastics and
rubber products manufacturing industries
suffered the greatest one-year decline, at
approximately 45 percent from 2019 to 2021. 

Food manufacturing defied broader trends to
show growth in 2020 with a five-percent
increase, though it declined three percent by
2021.

The region’s largest trade partners were
Canada and Mexico, receiving 42 percent of
the region’s exports. In 2021, the European
Union overtook Asia as the region's second
largest recipient of exports, with 21 percent
of exports going to the EU and 19 percent of
exports going to Asia. The change is the
result of back-to-back years of decreases in
exports to Asia from 2019 to 2021 and back-
to-back increases in exports to the EU.
South America, Africa, and all other
destination countries together comprise
more than percent of the region’s exports,
slightly less than they comprised in 2020.

This section is an excerpt from the 2023
Regional Indicators Report. To view  the full
report, visit www.institutepa.org.
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