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United States 

Table 2.32. United States 

Country structure Federal, with 50 states. Local government structure differs 
between states. 

Problem recognition Distressed communities and regions 

Objectives 

Federal policies typically provide infrastructure or planning 
investment to distressed areas to generate employment or 
provide affordable housing options 
Regional competitiveness, clusters, innovation, and 
sustainable development is an approach for some newer 
programmes 

Legal/institutional framework 
No overarching framework, separate laws for different 
federal programmes 
State-level regional policy making 

Spatial orientation 

Urban policy framework No overarching framework, main entity responsible for policy 
is the Department of Housing and Urban Development 

Rural policy framework No overarching framework, main entity responsible for policy 
is the Department of Agriculture 

Major policy tools 

Grants for infrastructure and planning are the main policy 
tool 
A few programmes seek to support regional economic 
development strategies, clusters and workforce development 

Policy co-ordination at central level 
Limited but increasing co-ordination process at the federal 
level for regional development policy (e.g. co-ordination of 
seven federal agencies on energy-building systems related 
to regional innovation clusters)  

Multi-level governance between national and 
sub-national levels 

Different federal departments and agencies may work with 
the state government or have their own regional 
representative offices, each with a different catchment area 

Policy co-ordination at regional level (cross-
sectoral) 

State governments may have inter-departmental committees 
for specific themes 

Policy co-ordination at regional level (geographic) 
Special district governments  
Economic Development Administration  

Evaluation and monitoring  Performed at programme level by each administering 
department or agency 

Future directions (currently under discussion) 
Increasing accent on regional competitiveness, innovation, 
clusters and sustainable development  in several federal 
programmes 
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General objectives of regional policy 

The United States federal level does not have an over-arching regional policy; 
however, various programmes for economic development with a place-based approach 
tend to focus on areas of economic distress or reconversion. The definition of the spatial 
unit depends on the programme. In some cases the region is smaller than a city (a 
neighbourhood or community). However, there are examples of a regional approach with 
a much larger area. The most prominent example is the Appalachian Regional 
Commission, a federal-state partnership to support the economic development of the 
Appalachian region that encompasses parts of 13 contiguous states. 

Legal/institutional frameworks of regional policy 

As a federal country, economic development is generally the mandate of state 
governments. Therefore, federal policies with a place-based component seek to promote 
economic development in areas where the state governments face particular challenges. 
Current programmes largely tend to have an infrastructure focus, although planning 
investments are becoming an increasingly common component of federal, regional and 
state development policies. Recent years have witnessed a growth of programmes 
designed to promote regional competitiveness and innovation through business 
development, workforce development, and cluster initiatives. Sustainable development 
has also been given an increasing accent.   

According to one estimate, economic development at the federal level in the United 
States is carried out through a constellation of approximately 180 programmes undertaken 
by nine federal departments and four agencies (Drabenstott, 2005, 2006). States, 
localities, and the private sector compliment the central government policies. These 
federal programmes address a diverse set of needs ranging from rural development to 
small business support to workforce adjustment, among others. No single department or 
agency oversees the range of policies. 

More than nine different federal departments oversee the various economic 
development programmes of the United States. The three federal departments with the 
most explicit regional economic development focus include: 

Department of Commerce, Economic Development Administration (EDA):
Within the Department of Commerce, the EDA was established under the Public Works 
and Economic Development Act of 1965 to generate jobs, help retain existing jobs, and 
stimulate industrial and commercial growth in economically distressed areas of the 
United States. The EDA’s stated mission is “to lead the federal economic development 
agenda by promoting innovation and competitiveness, preparing American regions for 
growth and success in the worldwide economy”.  

Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD): Following the U.S. 
Housing Act of 1937, the Department of Housing and Urban Development Act of 1965 
created HUD as a Cabinet-level agency. HUD’s mission is “to increase home ownership, 
support community development and increase access to affordable housing free from 
discrimination.” 

Department of Agriculture (USDA): The USDA began in the 19th century and its 
current mission is to “provide leadership on food, agriculture, natural resources, and 
related issues based on sound public policy, the best available science, and efficient 
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management”. With respect to rural development, the mission for those programmes is: 
“to increase economic opportunity and improve the quality of life for all rural Americans”.  

Other regional economic development programmes come from a range of 
departments. For example, the Department of Interior finances support to Native 
Americans, including place-based support. The Department of Defense supports the 
development of a region receiving or losing an important defence-related installation. The 
Department of Labor, through the WIRED programme (Workforce Innovation in 
Regional Economic Development), has been promoting the development of regional 
strategy making for regions facing specific challenges. 

Main implementation tools  

EDA: There are a range of investment programmes managed by the EDA that 
provide targeted investments to support successful regional economic development in 
need-based eligible regions. The Global Climate Change Mitigation Incentive Fund,
the Public Works and Economic Development Program, and the Economic 
Adjustment Assistance Program support infrastructure, technical and strategic 
planning, and revolving loan funds investments in qualifying need-based regions. In 
addition, the EDA funds programmes to improve the quality of information, strategies 
and leadership to support regional economic development through the Research and 
National Technical Assistance Program, the Local Technical Assistance Program,
the Planning Program, and the University Centre Economic Development Program.
The EDA also administers the Trade Adjustment Assistance for Firms Program to 
provide targeted assistance to help make selected firms more competitive in the global 
market. In FY 2008, those programmes totalled approximately USD 250 million, 
excluding the approximately USD 500 million supplemental appropriations for 
disaster-related assistance that year and USD 150 million in economic stimulus funding 
in FY 2009. To strengthen the EDA’s focus on regional innovation clusters, the bureau’s 
FY 2011 budget requests at least USD 75 million for that purpose.  

HUD: There are wide arrays of programmes overseen by HUD that support regional 
development. Among them, the Community Development Block Grant and renewal 
communities/empowerment zone programmes are widely known for their impact on 
US regions. The Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) programme, 
established in 1974, is a flexible programme that provides communities with resources to 
address a wide range of community development needs. The programme provides annual 
grants on a formula basis to 1 209 grant units of local governments and states. The Office 
of Community Renewal works with the leaders of the HUD-designated renewal 
communities, empowerment zones and enterprise communities to help these areas 
achieve economic development with a USD 11 billion tax incentive package. In 1994, 
HUD and USDA designated 105 distressed communities as empowerment zones and 
enterprise communities (EZs and ECs). In 1999, the initiative was expanded through a 
second round of designations to include 15 new urban EZs, five new rural EZs, and 20 
new rural ECs. In response to the actual and scheduled expiration of these programmes in 
the 2000s, the Community Renewal Tax Relief Act of 2000 expanded the initiative 
further, authorising 40 renewal communities (RCs) and nine more EZs. In 2001, HUD 
designated 28 RCs in urban areas and 12 in rural areas. HUD also designated eight urban 
Round III EZs and USDA designated two rural Round III EZs. These initiatives bring 
communities together through public and private partnerships to attract the necessary 
investment for revitalisation and sustainable economic and community development. The 
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federal government provides tax incentives, grants, loans, and technical assistance to spur 
private investment. 

USDA: Within the USDA, rural development programmes cover a wide range of 
needs for regions that are considered rural. Basic services (water, waste disposal, 
telecommunications and electricity) are covered under utilities programmes. Housing 
programmes support not only housing but other facilities to meet community needs 
(including health, fire and police stations, and other community facilities). Business 
programmes support rural areas in efforts for job creation. Community development 
programmes have special initiatives for particular communities, such as the rural 
renewal communities and empowerment zones mentioned above.  

Budget structure 

There is no unified budget for regional and community economic development or 
tracking of overall spending in this area. One estimate revealed an average annual 
spending in the early 2000s of USD 188 billion for a broad definition of economic 
development (25% of federal spending). Ninety per cent of this spending is on 
infrastructure and education, leaving only one-tenth of this amount targeted to regional
economic development (Drabenstott, 2005, 2006). 

Governance structures 

Each department or agency is independently managed. Different federal departments 
and agencies may work with the state government or have their own regional 
representative offices, each with a different catchment area. Some entities may have 
regional offices across the country to help manage their project portfolios. For example, 
the EDA has six regional offices and supports a grantee network of approximately 
380 multi-county economic development districts. The USDA rural development 
programmes at federal level work in partnership with different sub-national public and 
non-profit/private organisations with 47 state offices and 800 local offices. In other cases, 
they may work directly with states, localities or other regional development organisations.  

There is a limited but increasing co-ordination process at the federal level for regional 
development policy. For example, currently, the White House leads efforts to co-ordinate 
the assistance of seven federal agencies including the U.S. Department of Commerce in 
order to facilitate the development of an energy-building systems related to regional 
innovation clusters. 

State governments may have inter-departmental committees for specific themes. 
Special district governments are frequently created for geographic co-ordination on 
specific themes (e.g. transport, education, and watershed) across municipalities, 
sometimes crossing state boundaries. Many are funded through special tax measures as 
well as fees and charges. The boards of such special districts are usually represented by 
the constituent municipal councils except for those of the school districts who are 
generally directly elected. The Economic Development Administration supports a 
network of multi-county economic development districts charged with developing and 
implementing a co-ordinated comprehensive economic development strategy for the 
region. 
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