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Rising from the Rust: Reinventing the
Manufacturing Cities of the Industrialized
World

“We are not going to compete with Sri Lanka for cheap labor.
Maybe we are not the place to build gadgets, but we can be the
place to invent them.”

Adele ROTH

I live in Akron, northeast Ohio, a medium sized Midwest Amer-
ican city which once proudly wore its badge as the “rubber capi-
tal of the world.” Today, not a single road  tire is manufactured in
Akron, part of a state which lost nearly 100,000 manufacturing
jobs between 1994 and 2000 (Honeck 5). Mentioning the words
“globalisation” or “free trade” conjures images of shuttered facto-
ries and lost livelihoods. I could just as easily be living in the
Midlands of England or another declining manufacturing region
in the industrial west.  

The city of Akron, however, is an inspiring example of economic
revival. The world’s former “rubber capital” is reinventing itself as
the world’s polymer research capital by embracing the same 
forces that sent its jobs overseas-globalisation, free trade, and
comparative advantage. In the process the city is generating new
industries, new jobs, and a spirit of optimism for the future. 

Can Akron’s transformation be replicated in the ailing manufac-
turing cities of the industrialized world? My answer is a resoun-
ding yes. Drawing lessons from Akron’s approach, I propose a uni-
versal model for economic transition built upon Regionalism,
Comparative advantage, Collaboration and Innovation.   

Although inspired by the goal of fostering the economic revitali-
sation of western manufacturing cities, the model is universal.
After all, the plausibility that today’s outsourcing destinations
will become tomorrow’s outsourcers, and the fact that out-
sourcing affects both the manufacturing and service sectors, a
truly useful model must be applicable in Detroit, Nairobi, or
Tianjin.
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Regionalism

“Every city can be a competitor,” says Adele Roth, an economist
working in the Economic Development department of the city of
Akron. Roth’s view is not simply optimistic, it is logical. Every city
can compete because no city can be all things to all people. By the
same token, no city can stand purely on its own. Through pooling
resources with its neighbors, a city becomes part of region that
can offer many more things to many more people than any single
city can offer on its own, thus enabling every city to compete. 

As Team North East Ohio (NEO), a regional economic develop-
ment organisation explains, 

“No single city, such as Akron, Canton or Cleveland, can effectively
compete for business, jobs and population in today’s global econo-
my. United, however, Northeast Ohio is a formidable force with a
population of more than 4 million and an economy that rivals
many small countries.”

In Akron’s case, a regional perspective multiplies the city’s
strengths exponentially. A city with a population of 212,000 and
an economy of $24.9 billion becomes part of a $140 billion econ-
omy consisting of six metropolitan areas, “4 million people, 26
universities, more than a dozen Fortune 500 headquarters, major
sports, world-renowned orchestra, and strong logistics capability
with three international airports, highways, ports and rail” – all
within 90 miles of Akron (Team NEO). 

Comparative Advantage

“This pursuit of individual advantage is admirably connected with
the universal good of the whole. It distributes labour most effecti-
vely…and binds together the universal society of nations throug-
hout the civilized world. It is this principle which determines that
wine shall be made in France and Portugal, that corn shall be
grown in America and Poland, and that hardware and other goods
shall be manufactured in England.”
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In Ricardo’s theory of comparative advantage, nations allocate
their resources according to industries in which they have the
least opportunity cost, paving the way for free trade and special-
isation of countries. Today, global outsourcing offers industrial
countries the opportunity to specialise in areas of their core com-
petencies (Rajan and Srivastava). The same principles also hold
true for cities and regions.  

As Roth explains, “Each city has to look internally to what their
own strengths are … at some kind of wealth system.” Instead of
competing with a neighboring city to offer investors essentially
the same thing, cities can differentiate themselves from one
another by focusing on their own comparative advantage within
the region.  

For example, the city of Akron determined its comparative advan-
tage in becoming a center of polymer research. This was due to
the work done in Akron during World War II to develop synthetic
rubber and the University of Akron's history of polymer research
for rubber Companies such as Goodyear, Firestone and Goodrich
that were headquartered in the city (UA History).  Today, over 400
polymer related companies employ approximately 35,000 people
in Akron area (City of Akron). Furthermore, 2007 was the sixth
consecutive year of growth in economic output (Greater Akron
Chamber).
When each city determines its strengths and works to bring forth
its best assets, the region collectively develops several compara-
tive advantages. Thus the region broadens its appeal to a diverse
range of investors, allowing each city the opportunity to benefit
from the spillover effects of greater regional investment.   

Collaboration and Innovation

“Innovation has always been the theme in the city. The ability to
adapt to a competitive global market is to see where you were,
where you are, and where you are going to be.”

Sustaining regional economic revival and growth ultimately
depends on the ability to generate innovative ideas and solutions
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to the challenges of globalisation. To achieve this end, collabora-
tion between all stakeholders goes hand in hand with innovation.

A review of case studies cited by the Upjohn Institute for Employ-
ment Research concluded that “civic entrepreneurship where
local governments create partnerships and alliances with indus-
try and universities can be the key to revival of distressed areas”
(Erickcek and McKinney, 11).  

The successful collaboration between the University of Akron’s
polymer research institutes and the local rubber industry is but
one example of collaborative innovation. Another example is the
Akron Industrial Incubator jointly established by the city, the uni-
versity, the Akron Development Corporation, and the State of
Ohio to provide support, technical assistance and lab facilities for
new or expanding technology driven businesses.  

Ultimately, the ability to generate such collaborative innovation
depends on human capital. Factories do close. Jobs do leave. A
city across the world can overtake your comparative advantage.
Such is the reality of globalization. Investing in the ingenuity and
creativity of human capital is crucial to persevering in the face of
harsh economic truths. This requires strong commitment to
schools, universities, and other community resources such as
industrial incubators, business counseling services, private
research enterprises and all other sources and supporters of inno-
vation. 

Although inspired by the economic challenges facing western
manufacturing cities, the model of Regionalism, Comparative
Advantage, Collaboration and Innovation is universally applica-
ble. As globalisation continues, outsourcing has the potential to
affect nearly every sector of the economy in every part of the
world.  It may not be far into the future when the service cities of
India or the manufacturing cities of China find themselves in the
same position as their western counterparts. 



St. Gallen Wings of Excellence Award 2008 Aniqa Feerasta

26

City of Akron. Facts and Fancy. 
<www.ci.akron.oh.us/akrfacts.html>. 23 Jan. 2007.

Erickcek, George A. and Mckinney, Hannay. “Small Cities 
Blues: Looking for Growth Factors in Small and Medium-Sized
Cities.” Economic Development Quarterly. Nov. 2006:232-35. 
Sage Journals Online. < http://edq.sagepub.com/cgi/content/ 
abstract/20/3/232>.

Greater Akron Chamber. Directions. Akron: Greater Akron 
Chamber, Summer 2007. 

Honeck, Jon. International Trade and Job Loss in Ohio. 
Columbus: Policy Matters Ohio, 2007.

Rebadow, Richard. Telephone Interview. 17 Jan. 2008.

Rajan, R.S. and Srivastava, Sadhana. “Global Outsourcing of 
Services: Issues and Implications.” Harvard Asia Pacific Review 
winter 2007: 39-40.

Ricardo, David. On the Principles of Political Economy and 
Taxation. London: John Murray, 1821. Third Edition. The Library
of Economics and Liberty. 1999. The Liberty Fund. 18 Jan 2007.

Roth, Adele. Economist. Mayor’s Office of Economic 
Development. Akron, OH USA. Personal Interview. 25 Jan. 2
2007.

The University of Akron. UA History.  
<www.uakron.edu/resources/history/ UAhistory.php>.
“Why Regionalism.“ 

Team Neo. <http://www.teamneo.org/Regionalism/>. 
23 Jan. 2007.



St. Gallen Wings of Excellence Award 2008

38th St. Gallen Symposium

University of St. Gallen, Switzerland

15–17 May 2008

Global Capitalism –
Local Values

St. Gallen Symposium 2008

38

St. Gallen
Wings of Excellence

Award

St. Gallen Symposium Tel. +41 (0)71 227 20 20

Dufourstrasse 83 Fax +41 (0)71 227 20 30

P. O. Box 1045 symposium@stgallen-symposium.org

CH - 9001 St. Gallen www.stgallen-symposium.org


