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Introduction

Since the dawn of the new millennium, American cities have found themselves amid a whirlwind
of change, a landscape shaped by shifting demographics, cutting-edge technology, sweeping
socio-economic shifts, and the unprecedented challenges of a global pandemic. In this era of
rapid evolution, where every corner of the urban landscape is tinged with innovation and
uncertainty, one mission remains at the forefront of city leaders’ agendas: fostering a robust and
thriving economy.

While cities throughout the United States navigate the twists and turns of the 21st century,
they’re confronted with new challenges and opportunities that fundamentally reshape the fabric
of urban life.! Yet, amidst this wave of fresh perspectives and creative approaches, some cities
find themselves tethered to their storied past as regional economic and cultural powerhouses,
grappling with how best to adapt to the emerging change landscape. For some, this adaptation
journey has been long and arduous, forged through decades of persistent challenges and shifting
dynamics.

St. Louis, Missouri, is a testament to resilience and determination. It embodies the spirit of cities
that have weathered their fair share of trials and tribulations. From economic downturns and
population decline to racial tensions and urban decay, the city has confronted many challenges
throughout its history.2 Through it all, St. Louis has remained steadfast, demonstrating an
unwavering ability to adapt and evolve in the face of adversity. Today, St. Louis continues to
navigate a challenging environment, and its aspirations for economic prosperity remain a driving
force in the quest to enhance the quality of life for its residents.
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However, it is essential to contextualize these efforts within the broader landscape of the
Midwest and consider how they compare to similar cities facing similar circumstances to
understand the prospects facing St. Louis fully. One city with a similar history to St. Louis is
Louisville, Kentucky. Comparative exploration of the economic trajectories of St. Louis and
Louisville reveals both are central cities of similar size and geographical location, which can
inform urban governance and policymaking.

While historically civic leaders in St. Louis have seen their city as the natural rival of Chicago,
Illinois, this is unrealistic. Chicago is one of the largest US cities, with significant nationwide
influence in finance, industry, technology, and culture. In contrast, despite its rich history and
contributions, St. Louis has not achieved the same scale or national influence. The disparity in
population, economic power, and recognition makes the comparison symbolic rather than
practical. Chicago’s strategic location, infrastructure, and historical developments have elevated
it far above St. Louis as a major urban center. Based on current population and economic trends,
a more fitting comparison for St. Louis is Louisville, which shares a similar scale of regional
influence.

Historical Context: Foundations and Experiences of St. Louis and Louisville

Both cities’ emergences can be traced to the 18" century. St. Louis, founded in 1764 by French
fur traders, quickly became a major port on the Mississippi River.? Its strategic location made it a
gateway for westward expansion, earning it the nickname “Gateway to the West.” This strategic
location would allow the city to play a pivotal role as a bustling industrial and transportation hub
in the aftermath of the Industrial Revolution.* St. Louis’s importance in the country’s economic
growth was recognized by hosting the 1904 World’s Fair and the Summer Olympics, which
showcased its cultural and economic significance at the turn of the 20th century.

Louisville, established in 1778 by George Rogers Clark, is situated on the banks of the Ohio
River.® The city’s early growth was fueled by its strategic position as another transportation
crossroads important to the westward expansion of the new nation. Whereas St. Louis was a vital
link to the American West, Louisville flourished as a key river trade port, connecting the South
and the Midwest during the steamboat era. In this position, the city became a center for the
tobacco, whiskey, and meatpacking industries, contributing significantly to its economic
development. The annual Kentucky Derby, first held in 1875, has cemented Louisville’s place in
American cultural history, linking the Midwest to the South.®

Both St. Louis and Louisville share a similar historical timeline, with their foundations laid in the
late 18th century. Positioned along major rivers, the Mississippi for St. Louis and the Ohio for
Louisville, both cities played vital roles in the early economic development and trade activities
of the United States. As both towns entered the 19th century, they experienced distinctive
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economic booms. St. Louis, thriving with river commerce and fur trading, played a pivotal role
in the westward movement.” Completing an essential canal in the 19" century propelled
Louisville’s status as a prominent steamboat hub, fostering economic growth and cultural
development.®

Both cities underwent significant industrialization in the early 20th century, shaping their
economies and urban landscapes. St. Louis became known for its diverse economy, including
manufacturing, brewing, and transportation. Louisville then diversified its economy, focusing on
industrial manufacturing, transportation, and bourbon production.® Both cities’ distinct
contributions to American economic history were solidified during this period of growth.

The historical development of St. Louis and Louisville has played a pivotal role in shaping their
status as major metropolitan areas. St. Louis’s early prominence as a trading hub and gateway to
the West laid the foundation for its strategic importance to the Midwest. Louisville’s history as a
trade port and its subsequent industrialization have contributed to its reputation as a
manufacturing and consumer production center.

As the 20" century unfolded following the conclusion of the Depression and the Second World
War, both cities faced the same economic headwinds, which challenged other American cities.
Each city acted with its unique historical legacies as constraints, determining what could be
accomplished when pursuing economic growth. Each city’s historical legacy complicated the
ability to achieve high levels of growth over the rest of the century.

Once a thriving industrial hub, St. Louis experienced economic challenges driven by racial
conflict and population loss. The city’s economy would be characterized by a sustained
marginalization of African Americans and resulting racial tension within the city.!° In addition,
there was a wave of mass suburbanization, during which many returning war veterans left to start
families beyond the city’s boundaries.!

Louisville maintained a more stable economic trajectory in the postwar era, buoyed by its diverse
economy and strategic location.!? However, Louisville would be shaped by an environment
characterized by less racial tension than St. Louis. The economy benefitted from the noticeable,
but not overwhelming, campaign to achieve African American integration within the city.
Additionally, the city’s economy would also be shaped by many of the more extensive changes in
the industrial sector that came to drive strong economic growth in many Southern cities,*3
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including lower taxes, newer infrastructure, lower land prices,* and the lack of unions which
promised a higher quality of life.!® The city’s growth in industrial manufacturing would also be
joined by expansion in tourism, the bourbon industry, and the expanding healthcare sector. These
three industries, along with the more significant changes in the industrial sector, propelled
Louisville’s respectable economic resilience of the late 20" century.®

Given the prospect of either continued economic decline or slight economic growth, civic leaders
in both cities would attempt to achieve revitalization by focusing on promoting economic sectors
such as healthcare, biotechnology, and entrepreneurship. When these cities entered the 21st
century, Louisville’s economy shared similarities with that of St. Louis but with distinct
differences. Louisville’s economic fortunes were centered more on warehousing and
transportation, capitalizing on its strategic location as a transportation hub along the Ohio River
and major interstate highways.!” The city’s strong logistics and distribution sectors positively
promoted economic growth, attracting transportation-reliant businesses and other enterprises
adjacent to this economic sector. However, this impact did not promote the city to a first-rate
economy.

St. Louis’s economy, on the other hand, appeared better situated to capture the growth associated
with the postindustrial era as its economy focused on administration in healthcare, finance, and
higher education institutions. It should be noted, however, that many of the firms in these sectors
were essentially in place before this time and benefitted from a delayed recognition among civic
leaders of what these industries could add to a faltering economy.*® These emerging economic
commitments have shaped the development trajectories of both cities, highlighting the unique
strengths and opportunities within their respective metropolitan areas. As the 21st century
dawned, both cities fell behind more prominent, prosperous cities in the race for economic
growth.

The Path to Economic Growth

As both cities have confronted the dawn of the new millennium and the need to engage in the
revitalization of their economies, leaders in both cities intensified investments in infrastructure,
education, and innovation to bolster their city’s competitiveness. Desperate to achieve economic
competitiveness in the new global marketplace, leaders in both cities attempted to generate any
momentum that would enable residents to experience a higher quality of life because of
increasing economic prosperity and sustainable development. Both cities, however, failed to
experience the level of growth that was hoped for by municipal leaders. While the growth levels
desired by city leaders in both communities did not materialize, Louisville did grow® while St.
Louis continued to decline.?’ Given the active promotion of both economies, one may wonder
why there were disparities in the outcomes experienced by both cities. Why did Louisville
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accessed March 13, 2024, https://www.annualreviews.org/content/journals/10.1146/annurev-soc-071811-145540.
15 Ingrassia. “Rust Belt Problems, Sunbelt Solutions,” 307.

16 Yater, “Louisville,” xxvii—xxix.

17 Coomes and Chou, “Cyclical Patterns,” 19-20.

18 Ingrassia, “Rust Belt Problems, Sunbelt Solutions,” 311.

19 “Comes and Chou, “Cyclical Patterns,” 19.

20 Ingrassia, “Rust Belt Problems, Sunbelt Solutions,” 314.



Missouri Policy Journal | Volume 2, Number 2 (Spring/Summer 2025) | 16

experience more remarkable growth? What impeded the ability of St. Louis to reverse its
economic prospects? How will the future impact the aspirations for economic revitalization in
both communities?

Achieving Economic Prosperity in a Globalized World

The answer lies in the power of urban networks that provide economic opportunities in a global
economy. Jane Jacobs’ arguments in Cities and the Wealth of Nations: Principles of Economic
Life can help us understand cities’ financial prospects. In this book, the author posits that a city’s
economic success is largely determined by its ability to foster diverse economic activities,
facilitate the exchange of ideas, and create an environment conducive to innovation and
growth.?! Thus, economic prosperity is achieved when cities can access new outlets for the goods
produced within their borders and consumer products from other cities they cannot deliver.
Diverse and dense urban environments foster unique economic activities, facilitating the
exchange of ideas and skills that create new industries and jobs.?? By leveraging this logic,
modern cities can harness their inherent advantages to drive economic development. This can be
achieved through policies that encourage entrepreneurship, investments in education and
infrastructure, and promote cultural and economic diversity. By cultivating an environment that
supports startups and small businesses, cities can become hotbeds of innovation, attracting talent
and investment. Additionally, improving public transportation and digital infrastructure can make
cities more accessible and connected, further enhancing their economic potential. Education
initiatives focusing on skill development and lifelong learning can ensure a steady stream of
capable workers ready to meet the demands of evolving industries.

Cities can create an urban network, connecting with other cities to share resources, knowledge,
and opportunities. This network can enhance the economic prospects of each city while creating
a constellation of prosperity. Through collaborative projects, joint ventures, and regional
planning, cities can collectively elevate their financial status, ensuring that the benefits of growth
and innovation are widespread and sustainable. For example, cities can partner with other cities
to facilitate research and development initiatives, pooling resources to tackle common challenges
such as climate change or healthcare innovation. Cities can become powerful engines of
economic opportunity and prosperity by fostering strong connections and cooperation among
urban centers. This model emphasizes the importance of inter-city collaboration, where one
city’s success contributes to the success of others, creating a synergistic effect that can drive
regional and even global economic growth.

Metropolitan Statistical Regions and Urban Linkages

The table at the end of this article represents those metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs) within
180 miles of the downtown area of either Louisville or St. Louis. The distance from each MSA to
either of the two focal cities was measured as the distance from the central city of the MSA to the
central city, St. Louis or Louisville. This distance was selected to conform with the standard
measurement common in recent urban planning literature and to ensure that the distances
between cities were consistent. The distance, 180 miles, is recognized by various scholars as

21 Jane Jacobs, Cities and the Wealth of Nations: Principles of Economic Life (New York: Vintage, 1985), 15-25.
22 Jacobs, Cities and the Wealth of Nations, 28.
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representing a vital limit to daily life within the urban core. Scholars recognize such a distance
based on the maximum sustainable commuting distance, which either allows individuals to
reasonably commute to work or allows a delivery truck to make its rounds in a single day.?3
Dropping this standard to increase the 180-mile limit to 240 miles would be arbitrary and would
lead us to draw spurious connections between St. Louis and Louisville with other cities, thereby
causing us to draw false conclusions.

A Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) is a region defined by the US Office of Management and
Budget (OMB) that includes a central urban area with a population of at least 50,000 people, as
well as neighboring communities that have strong economic and social ties to the urban core,
primarily measured by commuting patterns.?* We do not separate those MSAs aggregated by the
OMB into a larger MSA. The US Census Bureau aggregates smaller MSAs into larger MSAs in
recognition of the interconnectedness of both economies.?® From the perspective of the Census
Bureau, the fundamental bonds between smaller and larger MSAs are the substance of regional
economies. Still, such fine-grain distinctions are not necessarily useful for comparing two large
metropolitan areas.

We also do not include micropolitan statistical regions (LWSAs) in this table. This choice is
because uSAs display little capacity to impact the fortunes of more significant metropolitan
regions. These areas represent communities with fewer than 50,000 residents and, as a result,
often demonstrate much less economic activity and diversity in economic life than would be
observed in an MSA.% Also, the focus of economic life is often largely rural.?” Consequently, the
scope and nature of this pattern of economic activity displays little potential to shape the
economic fortunes of either St. Louis or Louisville. This pattern of limited business activity
affects the strength of economic analyses drawn regarding economic performance, market
potential, and other business-related activity within these smaller regions.

Connected in Middle America

With metro prosperity increasingly secured by leveraging ties and connections into a more
extensive urban network, one must consider the extent to which the Midwest provides
opportunities for either city. St. Louis and Louisville demonstrate geographical proximity to
significant portions of the Midwestern urban network. As a result, each city can take advantage
of these linkages to rebuild the urban economy. Since both cities display links to numerous other
MSAs, we must next consider which has access to a more significant number of people because
of the linkages they enjoy. The number of people who live in the MSAs connected to either city
will influence the ability to devise strategies to leverage economic opportunities and foster
sustainable growth. This is due to the partnerships fostered among firms located in neighboring
municipalities, which ensures the possibility of new linkages. More residents also increase the
likelihood of sharing resources and expertise and aligning policies and initiatives to promote

2 Fotini Kehagia, “Sustainable Mobility,” In City Networks: Collaboration and Planning for Health and
Sustainability, ed. Federico Fontana (New York, Springer Press, 2017), 99-119.

24 United States Census Bureau, Metropolitan and Micropolitan, accessed March 31, 2024,
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/metro-micro.html.

2 Tbid.
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increased economic competitiveness and resilience. Large populations in metro areas increase
the capacity to attract investment capital, employee talent, and business ideas, fostering a
dynamic ecosystem of trade, commerce, and cultural exchange. By embracing their connections
to more extensive urban networks, cities can ultimately enhance their prosperity and quality of
life for firms and residents, thereby achieving greater economic vitality.

For both St. Louis and Louisville, integrating further with the urban network across the Midwest
implies making stronger connections to both smaller cities, which need those products produced
in these two cities, but also to those larger cities, which can be easily accessed from either city.
As a region, the Midwest presents unique opportunities to both cities, but it also presents some
challenges. Since the late 20" century, economic decline has characterized most of the region.
Still, growing prosperity can be found in a few large urban centers such as Chicago;
Indianapolis, Indiana; Columbus, Ohio; and Minneapolis, Minnesota.

Both St. Louis and Louisville would need to access these markets to succeed in achieving
growth. Distance, however, plays a crucial role in shaping the ability of either city to access the
larger cities in the Midwestern urban network. To fully gain the advantages Jacobs listed in
Cities and the Wealth of Nations, businesses must be able to access markets within easy reach
due to shorter travel times and lower transportation costs. This allows these firms to conduct
business in a less costly way, thereby adding to the wealth generated in either St. Louis or
Louisville. If we are to understand the economic prospects of cities like Louisville and St. Louis
through the lens of Jacobs’ arguments, we need to focus our attention on the networks within
which each city is located and the economic opportunities both can mobilize from their
respective networks. The question is: “Which of these two cities possess connections to more
cities and the residents living within its borders??® If we look at Table 1, we immediately begin
to see with clarity whether St. Louis or Louisville has an advantage in accessing these markets.

After reviewing the table at the end of this article, it is apparent that St. Louis is primarily limited
to forging close connections to smaller urban areas. Entrepreneurs and organizations within the
St. Louis metro area cannot access the larger numbers of potential customers and suppliers that
could be found if they were in the Louisville metro region. St. Louis does not provide easy
access to an urban region comparable to either Cincinnati, Indianapolis, or Nashville. Larger
cities offer a wider range of services and goods to entrepreneurs and a more diverse range of
customers, providing more opportunities to generate wealth. This provides a stronger, more
resilient foundation to establish prosperity within an economic region. Louisville possesses an
advantage in achieving future growth simply by having easy access to more significant numbers
of customers than could be accessed from within St. Louis. For firms within Louisville, this
translates into more potential sales and the possibility of offering greater numbers of goods and
services that promote economic resiliency during the economic downturn. St. Louis, as a result,
simply is in a less advantageous position because firms within this region do not have as many
options to generate wealth from within those metropolitan regions with which they share easy
access. To overcome these limitations, many firms in St. Louis might consider accessing the
markets provided by urban areas that are further away, such as Chicago. While such a strategy
might appear straightforward, it presents the likelihood of greater competition and of the one
utilizing the approach to be less able to judge what consumers need in more distant markets. In

28 Jacobs, Cities and the Wealth of Nations, 39.
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effect, it would minimize the likelihood of enabling innovative business networks to provide
relevant business opportunities for customers in the metropolitan region.?®

Conclusion

In exploring the unique path facing St. Louis, it becomes evident that while the city’s challenges
may be distinctive in some respects, they also share commonalities with other regional urban
centers. Across the Midwest, cities grapple with similar issues of deindustrialization, population
loss, and urban blight. Regardless of what commonalities one may find across these cities in
decline, St. Louis has unique challenges stemming from its relative isolation from larger markets,
which require a unique approach to reverse its fortunes. In effect, city leaders need to recognize
the limited access to other markets that provide the context in which the city economy must
exist. Based on the experience of different cities, the most likely pathway for economic growth
in St. Louis will be to create a climate encouraging prosperity through more excellent economic
activity focused on the smaller cities within St. Louis’ orbit.

The first step in accomplishing greater linkages to these cities is to establish a business
environment that offers more value to consumers through fostering a network of increased
cooperation and innovation among firms.%® Such a policy would reflect the importance of
promoting a localized, inclusive approach to urban revitalization, providing a foundation for St.
Louis to build a vibrant, resilient, and self-sustaining future. The city will enjoy a larger
opportunity to overcome its current challenges and achieve long-term prosperity by taking these
proactive steps. Closeness to these other communities will enable entrepreneurs to serve
customers in these neighboring urban areas by engaging in innovation and coworking to identify
new goods and services that are in demand among these consumers. In effect, closeness to these
other consumers will enable entrepreneurs within St. Louis to benefit from possessing more
accurate information about what products will be profitable.

Second, the nature of St. Louis’s urban network is overwhelmingly focused on domestic
communities and rural areas. This implies that targeted investment in education and workforce
development should prioritize goods and services desirable to those in these areas. Rather than
attempting to promote businesses that can serve a national or international customer base, St.
Louis leaders should amplify those existing efforts to encourage companies that reflect the area’s
economic profile. Some efforts are underway to equip residents with the skills needed to serve
the region’s interests, such as the ongoing effort to develop rubber from sunflowers, which could
quickly be grown within the region St. Louis serves.3! However, there is a continued emphasis
on establishing linkages between St. Louis and distant markets, such as those that export

2 Vesa Harmaakorpi and Satu Rinkinen, “Regional Development Platforms as Incubators of Business Ecosystems.
Case Study: The Lahti Urban Region, Finland,” Growth and Change 51 (2020): 629, accessed March 23, 2024,
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/grow.12375.

30 Harmaakorpi and Rinkinen, “Regional Development Platforms,” 628.

3L STL Partnership, Edison Agrosciences, Changing the World by Offering Plant-Based Industrial Materials,
accessed June 1, 2024, https://stlpartnership.com/edison-agrosciences-changing-the-world-by-offering-plant-based-
industrial-materials/.
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agricultural products to South America.®? The effort to develop sunflowers as a sustainable
source of rubber in the Midwest will face far fewer competitors, whether different products or
other firms represent that competition. Traveling to South America to establish links to new
customers will expose these efforts to greater competition for economic opportunities and, as a
result, less likelihood of achieving success. If Jacobs’ advice is heeded, St. Louis can transform
its challenges into opportunities, paving the way for a vibrant and prosperous future.

Table 1: Cities within 180 miles of St. Louis and Louisville

Metro Regions Less than 180 miles from St. Louis

(Population & Distance from Core)

Metro Regions Less than 180 miles from Louisville

(Population & Distance from Core)

Large Metro Regions (Popula

tion of 750,000 and above)

Cincinnati, OH (Pop: 2.2 million & 90 miles)
Indianapolis, IN (Pop: 2.1 million & 108 miles)
Nashville, TN (Pop: 2.1 million & 150 miles)
Dayton, OH (Pop: 814,000 & 134 miles)

Medium Metro Regions (Popul

ation of 230,000 to 749,999)

Peoria, IL (Pop: 362,000 & 146 miles)
Evansville, IN (310,000 & 145 miles)
Champaign-Urbana, IL (Pop; 235,000 & 149
miles)

Lexington, KY (Pop: 500,000 & 70 miles)
Huntington, WV & Ashland, KY, (Pop: 378,000 &
179 miles)

Clarksville, TN (Pop: 341,000 & 142 miles)
Evansville, IN (310,000 & 99 miles)

Small Metro Regions (Population of 50,000 to 229,999)

Lafayette — West Lafayette, IN (Pop: 227,000 &
150 miles)

Springfield, IL (Pop: 210,000 & 90 miles)
Bloomington — Pontiac, IL (pop: 171,000 & 144
miles)

Terre Haute, IN (Pop: 171,000 & 161 miles)
Bloomington, IN (Pop: 170,000 & 175 miles)
Columbia, MO (Pop: 170,000 & 125 miles)
Jefferson City, MO (Pop: 150,000 & 125 miles)
Carbondale, IL: (Pop: 125,000 & 110 miles)
Owensboro, KY (Pop: 113,000 & 180 miles)
Paducah, KY (Pop: 103,000 & 150 miles)

Cape Girardeau, MO (Pop: 100,000 & 115 miles)
Decatur, IL (Pop: 100,000 & 173 miles)

Lafayette — West Lafayette, IN (Pop: 227, 000 & 155
miles)

Bowling Green, KY (Pop: 189,000 & 97 miles)
Terre Haute, IN (Pop: 171,000 & 121 miles)
Bloomington IN (Pop: 170,000 & 79 miles)
Owensboro, KY (Pop: 113,000 & 82 miles)
Paducah, KY (Pop: 103,000 & 177 miles)

32 STL Partnership, St. Louis Leaders Build on Successful Strategies to Bridge AgTech Innovation Between Latin
America and St. Louis, accessed June 13, 2024, https://stlpartnership.com/st-louis-leaders-build-on-successful-
strategies-to-bridge-agtech-innovation-between-latin-america-and-st-louis/.




