
 BY PATTY TASCARELLA

Innovation Works is spear-
heading an effort by the Tech-
Belt Initiative to obtain $129.7 
million in government funding 
to create an energy regional 
innovation cluster providing 

funding to companies in Ohio, 
West Virginia and western 
Pennsylvania.

 TechBelt, a three-year-old col-
laboration among organizations 
in the three-state region created 
to spur regional economic devel-
opment growth, should know by 

early August whether it’s among 
the finalists for the money, most 
of which comes from the Depart-
ment of Energy and would be 
paid out over five years. Even 
if the collaboration does not re-
ceive the funding, it intends to 
move ahead with plans to form 

the innovation cluster, albeit in 
a more piecemeal fashion.

The grant would be used to 
commercialize energy-related 
products from both corporate 
and academic research, and to 
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BY TIM SCHOOLEY

After pumping out four fitness centers in 
suburbs such as Bridgeville, Monroeville 
and Pleasant Hills, LA Fitness is now work-
ing out a plan to establish two locations in 
the city.

The Los Angeles-based health club is 
negotiating with the Soffer Organization 
to establish an LA Fitness location in the 
East Carson Street corner building formerly 
occupied by Joseph-Beth Booksellers, ac-
cording to local sources familiar with the 
plan. At the same time, LA Fitness has an 

agreement to buy the former Don Allen Maz-
da dealership on Liberty Avenue in Bloom-
field, which it expects to redevelop into a 
new health club there, sources say.

The real estate sources spoke anonymously 

LA Fitness eyes two city sites

TechBelt Initiative forming regional energy innovation cluster
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LA Fitness eyes two city sites

Economy pokes hole in plans
When credit tightened just as 
Heartland Restaurant Group was 
launching new doughnut 
franchises, it scaled back goals 
and rebounded. 16

Film production fi rm homeless
Plans for a Strip District fi lm 
campus are in doubt after Mogul 
Mind had its lease terminated.  3

New leader for Vincentian 
Raymond Washburn comes to 
senior living facility operator Vin-
centian Collaborative Systems.  6

Top of the list
The David L. Lawrence Conven-
tion Center is the region’s largest 
LEED-certifi ed building in the 
region. 15

Art rescued from trash heap
  Diseased trees become 
   furniture, and glass shards
    make mosaics as would-be
                garbage is turned into
                        green art.  14

JOE WOJCIK

Beth Nury, president of Beth’s Barricades, says “there is a lot of 
concern about the future,” when stimulus funding is not available.

Contractors worry as 
stimulus nears end
PennDOT to face funding gaps in 2011

BY ANYA LITVAK

It’s a phrase he never wants to 
hear from other people, but 
Rich Barcaskey couldn’t keep 

himself from saying it. 
“I tend to want to say it’s the 

perfect storm,” said the execu-
tive director of the Constructors 
Association of Western Penn-
sylvania, describing the state’s 
transportation funding. 

The reluctant cliche owes its 
utterance to three major prob-
lems facing transportation 
spending in the state, he said. 

The first is a $472.5 million 
 budget gap facing the Pennsyl-
vania Department of Transpor-
tation, which was supposed to 
be plugged by the twice-rejected 
tolling of Interstate 80.

The second is the federal gov-
ernment’s continuing failure to 

reauthorize the national trans-
portation spending formula for 
another six-year term. The leg-
islation expired in September 
and has been on life support 
with consecutive  six month ex-
tensions since. 

Finally, the state’s sizable 
stimulus infusion will end in 
2011. Already all the funds from 
PennDOT’s $1.026 billion have 
been spoken for and contractors 
assigned to the 326 projects com-
pleted or under way.

“The hope was that the stimu-
lus would fill the gap until reau-
thorization” of the federal bill, 
Barcaskey said. 

That did not happen, which 
means highways contractors are 
preparing for a slow and uncer-
tain 2011, he said.

       City looks to zone drilling
Pittsburgh’s legal department is 
working to determine the extent 
of the city’s legal authority to 
regulate natural gas drilling. 10

Venture spending up in 2Q
More money poured into young 
local companies from venture 
capital in the second quarter 
than any since 2006.  3

New rules for paying interns 
A look at how companies 
approach interns a year after the 
Labor Department issued new 
criteria.  4

Getting green to pay its way
Though green certifi cation is 
gaining traction, its value has 
yet to trickle down to appraisals, 
mortgages and sales prices.  12

Go-go gadgets
Newly launched DeviceKnit helps 
consumers link their electronic 
devices to perform functions like 
phones turning on lights remotely. 8

SEE PENNDOT, PAGE 38 

SEE ENERGY, PAGE 38 

SEE LA FITNESS, PAGE 39 

Health club nears deals to move into SouthSide Works, former Don Allen dealership

Collaboration hopes to receive $129M in federal funding for tri-state program
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CREATING A BACKLOG
Beth Nury, president of Beth’s Barri-

cades in Gibsonia, has benefited from 41 
Recovery subcontracts since 2009, each 
averaging about $20,000. The work con-
stitutes about 10 percent of the company’s 
revenue, she said.

“In 2009, everybody was telling us: ‘Get 
it. Get it. Get it now.’ We basically went out 
there and secured a lot of work because 
they said (in) 2010, it’s going to dry up,” 
she said.

But 2010 was spared by the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act, Nury 
said, and the industry buzz refocused on 
2011 as the year when capital funding falls 
off a cliff.

“It’s too early for us to tell what 2011 will 
be like,” Nury’s bidding staff told her. 

“However, everyone is nervous,” she 
said.

“There is a lot of concern about the fu-
ture and that drop off,” Barcaskey said. 
“It’s been extremely competitive (as com-
panies are) bidding jobs in order to estab-
lish a backlog to get (them) through the 
rough times.”

Chuck Niederriter, owner of Golden 
Triangle Construction in Imperial, said 
his company already has worked through 
much of its backlog and expects to be fin-
ished with all four stimulus contracts this 
year.

Golden’s stimulus jobs, which include 
rail work for the North Shore Connector, 

comprise a fifth of the firm’s work this 
year.

“It’s going to be a down year,” Nieder-
riter predicted for 2011. “You stop growing 
and you end up maybe shrinking.”

The funding hole that the industry faces 
now was so unlikely that it didn’t occur to 
Niederriter when the company decided to 
move into a new building to accommodate 
its growth this year.

Now, the firm is bidding many small 
projects, but Niederriter said he’s discour-
aged by how competitive the market is. 
Plus, the increasing materials costs — a 
welcome sign of recovery in some circles 
— are adding more pressure to highway 
construction firms, he said.

Even if PennDOT maintains the same 
capital spending in 2011 as it has for 2010 
— $1.8 billion — fewer projects will be 
funded, Niederriter said.

“With inflation, the way it’s starting to 
go, it’s going to be a smaller program,” he 
said.

According to Ken Simonson, chief econ-
omist for the Associated General Contrac-
tors of America, material costs are ex-
pected to increase between 3 percent and 
8 percent in 2011. That’s on top of already 
increased costs in 2010 as compared with 
the prior year. 

CAPITAL SPENDING 
The stimulus award of $1.026 billion for 

transportation work is spread over three 
years, with all the money mandated to be 
spent by the end of 2011. 

By the end of June, PennDOT spent 

$445 million of that sum and has allo-
cated the rest. However, the cost sav-
ings achieved from low bids and project 
adjustments means the department will 
have some money left over and it is de-
ciding how many additional projects it 
will be able to fund, said spokesman Rich 
Kirkpatrick.

The stimulus, while designed to add, not 
supplement, state transportation spend-
ing, came at a time when Pennsylvania’s 
federal share for highway work was on 
the decline.

During the last fiscal year, which end-
ed June 30, the stimulus funds brought 
PennDOT’s federal funding to $2.32 bil-
lion, a record for the state.

“Were it not for the ARRA funds, the 
state’s federal aid total would have dropped 
to $1.41 billion,” according to a May report 
from the state’s Transportation Advisory 
Commission. 

“The additional funding enabled 
PennDOT to move forward on 326 projects 
that were able to be implemented sooner,” 
the report stated.

But the influx barely made a dent in the 
state’s underfunded maintenance and ca-
pacity gaps, Barcaskey said. 

As for the larger funding issues, there 
is no fix on the horizon as the Legislature 
and Gov. Ed Rendell struggle to find addi-
tional revenue for PennDOT for 2011.

The governor has asked the PennDOT 
staff to look at alternatives, including the 
possibility of selling advertising on elec-
tronic signs along its highways.

That proposal, in preliminary talks for 

now, may yield about $150 million a year, 
advocates say.

BRANCHING OUT
In the meantime, Pennsylvania con-

struction firms are forced to look else-
where for work.

John McCaskie, chief engineer for 
Swank Associated Cos. in New Kensing-
ton, said his firm has revised its bidding 
margin and began exploring “foreign” 
markets to make up for the work it’s lack-
ing in Pennsylvania.

About 90 percent of Swank’s work is tied 
to PennDOT, and the company received 
four stimulus contracts. Swank recent-
ly bid on a job in West Virginia, its first 
such venture in a dozen years, McCaskie 
said. 

It also is reviewing requirements for 
a possible contract with the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers, which Swank ordi-
narily wouldn’t do.

“If there are no legislative improve-
ments, I would say that our opportunities 
will be cut from 2009 to 2010 very close 
to 50 percent,” McCaskie said. Next year 
is expected to be commensurate with the 
present, he added.

Beth’s Barricades, too, is looking to oth-
er states for work. As the head of a wom-
an-owned business, Nury has registered 
her company in West Virginia and Mary-
land in hopes of bidding projects outside 
of Pennsylvania while the state comes up 
with more certain capital plans. 

alitvak@bizjournals.com | (412) 208-3824

fund spinouts and existing companies, 
said Tim Fogarty, Innovation Works’ di-
rector of energy programs. Innovation 
Works was the grants’ lead applicant. 

The Department of Energy announced 
in April it intends to fund the creation of 
three energy regional innovation clusters 
across the country, each one focusing on a 
different aspect of energy-efficient build-
ing systems. 

DOE, along with several other federal 
agencies, issued a combined Funding Op-
portunity Announcement of up to $129.7 
million per cluster. Recipients would re-
ceive up to $22 million in the first year 
and $25 million annually over the next 
four years.

The TechBelt E-RIC would capitalize on 
companies and products focused on en-
ergy demand reduction; renewable energy 
integration and transportation; indoor 
environmental such as lighting thermal 
controls, and acoustical comfort and ven-
tilation systems; ecological impact such as 
watershed features; and low impact mate-
rials, reusable materials and recycling.

It would be based at the TechBelt Re-
search Center in Pittsburgh, while its cen-
ter for engineering, prototype development 
and testing would be in located in Warren, 
Ohio. URS Corp., a San Francisco-based 

provider of engineering, construction and 
technical services for public agencies and 
private sector companies, will be engaged 
to manage the operations and research 
program.

Roughly 30 organizations — including 
economic development entities, univer-
sities and colleges, and private sector 
companies — already are working cor-
roboratively to create the E-RIC. The lo-
cals include PPG Industries, Alcoa Inc., 
Bayer Corp., the University of Pittsburgh, 
the Allegheny Conference on Community 
Development, Catalyst Connection, the 
Pennsylvania Nanomaterials Center and 
Phipps Conservatory. 

“With U.S. headquarters in Pittsburgh, 
Bayer’s involvement in the TechBelt Initia-
tive is a great opportunity to work with oth-
ers to encourage regional innovation,” Katie 
Kirkpatrick, a Bayer communications rep-
resentative, said in an e-mail statement. 

“Bayer is committed to sustainable de-
velopment, and we have many products 
and technologies that can meet the ener-
gy-efficiency and sustainability needs of 
today and tomorrow.”

The effort is the largest to date by Tech-
Belt, and helps to set a precedent for future 
applications.

“In some ways, it forced people to get 
together who should have been talking,” 
Fogarty said. “On the down side, it’s very 

competitive.”
The field of applicants hasn’t been 

announced.
“I’ve heard different numbers, but I’m 

guessing between 30 to 50,” said Rich 
Overmoyer, a principal of GSP Consult-
ing Corp., Station Square, which helped 
draft the grant application in May and 
serves as staff for TechBelt. “If we’re in 
the running, we’ll hear by late July or 
early August.”

DOE spokeswoman Jennifer Lee said 
via e-mail that the number of applicants 
is “procurement sensitive information” 
and she could not comment. The fund-
ing is expected to be awarded by Sept. 
30, according to the funding opportunity 
announcement.

But it’s far from a slam-dunk. 
If the funding goes elsewhere, that won’t 

deter the effort, though it would be “more 
piecemeal,” said Rebecca Bagley, president 
and CEO of Nortech, a Cleveland-based 
nonprofit organization focused on tech-
nology development in 21 Ohio counties, 
which is a coapplicant on the grant. 

She said the team would regroup 
and pursue corporate and government 
support. 

“We’d go down to the DOE and ask, 
‘Where are pools of funding?’” said Bagley, 
who previously was deputy secretary for 
the Technology Investment Office of the 

Pennsylvania Department of Community 
and Economic Development.

Art Boni, executive director of the Don-
ald H. Jones Center for Entrepreneurship 
at Carnegie Mellon University, said any 
group applying for grants looks for alter-
native solutions.

“You’re always developing a plan along 
the way — how can I scale this from $130 
million to $10 million, or even $5 million, 
to get it going and build the money back 
up later?” he said.

Innovation Works already has begun 
working to find additional funding. The 
group last week teamed with GSP to sub-
mit a different proposal for around $1 
million over three years to the Innova-
tion Ecosystems Development Initiative, a 
federal program of the DOE that is focused 
on better leveraging technology developed 
at universities.

“It rekindled the need to really collabo-
rate and respond to opportunities,” Foga-
rty said.

Boni said it “makes a lot of sense” to 
pursue the E-RIC funding.

“My understanding is that it’s highly 
competitive, but that’s the way life is in 
the fast lane,” Boni said. “It’s a good thing 
because it basically motivates people to 
think creatively and synergistically.”

ptascarella@bizjournals.com | (412) 208-3832

penndot: Some construction firms begin to look elsewhere to find work

energy: E-RIC would help commercialize products, fund spinouts, existing companies
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