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Pick your poison about the Alleghenies:
* There’s too-little industry here.

* We’ve lost too many people.

* Our residents are too old, too poor.

* The climate is too harsh.
* Buildings are too old, too many are blighted.

As far as Kevin Patrick is concerned, the only real poison here is that residents are too negative.
A professor of Geography and Regional Planning at Indiana University of Pennsylvania, Dr. Patrick describes geographers’ work as “a way to analyze space. That’s how geographers look at the world.”
And his analysis of our region, with a focus upon Johnstown, is that what many people view as liabilities here actually are among our greatest opportunities.

“Your built environment is yours. It’s yours!“ Patrick told a group of about 40 people recently. “The local heritage here is absolutely astounding! And it’s yours.”

Dr. Patrick was speaking to an audience of people who embodied what he was talking about. These were members of the Conemaugh Valley Conservancy, gathered for their annual meeting, who have been turning the region’s liabilities into assets for decades now.
When the CVC was founded in 1994, the Kiskiminetas, Conemaugh, Stonycreek and Little Conemaugh rivers were considered useless liabilities – polluted with industrial and residential waste, discolored and nearly lifeless.

Today, all of those rivers have improved dramatically. Most now support diverse aquatic life and increasing numbers of local businesses.
Boaters and fishers visit various parts of this watershed from a multi-state area. Festivals and an annual river sojourn showcase the river basin’s history, beauty and communities.
Created from an old railroad line, the CVC’s West Penn Trail is one of the region’s most-popular. Now the CVC is playing a key role in a project to establish a riverfront park near Johnstown’s Inclined Plane. 

So Dr. Patrick’s message that places don’t go back in time, they change, resonated with this group. For they have been very much a part of some of those changes – at least the most-recent ones.
The geographer described the three periods of change that the Alleghenies have been through: industrialization, de-industrialization and restructuring. Using population data for the Johnstown area, he showed that the latter two periods have been underway since the 1960s.
While Johnstown continues to lose population, its losses are leveling out, compared to the last 40 years of the 20th century. Meanwhile the resultant reduced-need for historical building stock is creating new opportunities to use resources that make our communities unique.
“These are the component parts that will save your town,” said Patrick. “This is where the future is.”

What’s needed now are fresh, new faces in the community – preferably young people – who aren’t familiar with the tired, negative thinking of many long-time residents. They can create a new place where people will want to be – a livable place offering opportunity.
Seeking to shatter some other traditional notions, albeit ones reflective of more-recent thinking, Dr. Patrick made a more-surprising statement:

“Tourists won’t save you,” he stated bluntly, explaining that tourists can only play a role in supporting a local economy. The actual end product of developing visitor-supported enterprises is the creation of sustainable businesses that also enhance the local quality of life.
“A great environment for tourists is also a great environment for locals,” Patrick said.
The takeaway from this geography professor’s talk is something the CVC crowd already knows:

We have what’s needed to create livable, enjoyable, even exciting places: natural beauty, recreational resources, a fascinating heritage, a vibrant culture and a built environment that can both interpret our heritage and – with creative development – make our Alleghenies uniquely fresh and different from anywhere else.

Now that the pandemic has scrambled conventional thinking and put our national economy into the equivalent of a Waring® blender, we may also be seeing more of the resource that’s been somewhat scarce here: poison-free thinking.
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