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	By the numbers, Baltimore does quite well

CHRISTIAN S. JOHANSSON

Special to The Daily Record

May 11, 2007

How does Baltimore stack up? And what really constitutes the area we call “Baltimore”? 

These two questions are tied together more than you may think. The answer to the first question is simple — quite well. As evidence, Baltimore is the recipient of two major awards in the 2007-2008 North American Major Cities of the Future Competition, conducted by Foreign Direct Investment (fDi) Magazine — a magazine published by the Financial Times. 

Out of a record 108 nominees, Baltimore ranked sixth in the Overall Top 10 Major North American Cities of the Future, based on more than 60 criteria covering everything from cost effectiveness to human resources to infrastructure. In addition, Baltimore placed second in the Most Business Friendly category, one of seven major selection categories. 

In economic development, the product that we market is our locale – whether it is a county economic development agency marketing the county or the Maryland Department of Business and Economic Development selling the entire state. 

Prospective businesses, however, typically conduct their searches by comparing regional markets — which is to say comparing metro areas. The term metro area — or more technically MSA — is often confusing. A metro area is a standalone market — as defined by the federal government based on commuting patterns and other criteria. Often in comparative studies, “city” and “metro area” are jumbled up — which can lead to misleading results. 

This city/metro area confusion often hurts Baltimore in national and international rankings. Baltimore City is one of the few cities in the country that is an entirely separate political jurisdiction. Most cities are part of an expansive county — which allows the city to annex land and thus “increase” in population. 

People often say that Indianapolis, Memphis, Tenn., and Austin, Texas, are all bigger than Baltimore. This is true if you are only counting the city populations. Indianapolis has 784,118 people and is 361 square miles, Memphis has 672,277 people and is 279 square miles, and Austin has 690,252 people and is 252 square miles. In comparison, Baltimore is a much smaller land mass — 635,815 people in only 80 square miles. 

The Baltimore MSA is comprised of Baltimore City and Anne Arundel, Baltimore, Carroll, Harford, Howard and Queen Anne’s counties. If you compare Baltimore to the above-mentioned places by metro area (market), which are all roughly equivalent in land area, the population numbers come out quite differently The Baltimore MSA has a population of 2,655,675, the Indianapolis MSA is 1,640,591, the Austin MSA has 1,452,529 people, and the Memphis MSA is the smallest of the four with a population of 1,260,905. 

This difference between city and metro area (MSA) becomes even more confusing when we add to the mix the consolidated metro area (CSA). A CSA is larger than a MSA, and is essentially a ‘super-region’ — a designation for neighboring metro areas that are growing together in terms of commuting patterns and economy. Examples of CSAs are San Francisco-San Jose, Raleigh-Durham, and Washington-Baltimore. The Washington-Baltimore CSA has a population of 8,125,656. 

So, now that what “Baltimore” means is a bit clearer — what are the other metro areas that are comparable to our city? Historically, we in Baltimore have compared ourselves against places such as Pittsburgh, St. Louis and Cleveland. The truth is that Baltimore is looking more and more like metros such as Seattle, Denver and Minneapolis. 

In terms of population growth, for example, the Baltimore metro ranked 31st nationally between 2000 and 2005, with a net gain of more than 100,000 people. That put the Baltimore area just behind San Diego, but well ahead of both Cleveland (which lost more than 21,000 people) and Pittsburgh (which lost 45,000 people). 

Over and over we debunk myths about our vibrant community. The list of areas for comparison easily continues: 

Per capita personal income? Again, the Baltimore metro — ranking 8th out of the top 25 largest U.S. metros at $38,813 — looks more like Minneapolis (which ranked 7th at $40,915) and Denver (which ranked 6th at $40,939) than Pittsburgh (17th, $34,735), Cleveland (20th, $34,264), or Atlanta (22nd, $33,838). 

College education? The Baltimore metro currently ranks 10th among the 25 largest U.S. metros, with a third of its population holding a bachelor’s degree. That puts Baltimore just behind Atlanta (8th, 34.3 percent) and San Diego (9th, 34 percent), but well ahead — again — of the traditional competitors, Pittsburgh (19th, 27 percent) and Cleveland (21st, 26.6 percent). 

What is truly eye-opening, though, is how compelling the Baltimore region’s rankings are regardless of the statistical comparison used: 

Knowledge workers by metro area? Our greater region ranks 3rd nationally, behind only San Francisco and New York. 

Economic strength? Baltimore currently ranks 23rd, rapidly moving up from 44th in 2004 and 36th in 2005. 

Most desirable places to relocate families? Baltimore ranks 7th, just behind Washington, D.C. 

Top public schools? The Baltimore metro area currently ranks 3rd 
nationally for major U.S. metro areas. 

Downtown area? According to the well-respected nonprofit Brookings Institution, Baltimore has “one of the strongest emerging downtowns” in the United States. 

I could add more statistics, but the story will not change. The point is clear: This region is highly competitive with other major cities across the country, and these recent rankings are only the latest validation of what Baltimore insiders know — this ‘metro area’ is in the elite class of American ‘cities’ of the future. 

(Christian S. Johansson, the president and chief executive of the Economic Alliance of Greater Baltimore, writes a monthly column for The Daily Record.)


