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Good morning Chairman Powelson and members and staff of Pennsylvania’s Public Utility Commission. I am Rob Wonderling, President and CEO of the Greater Philadelphia Chamber of Commerce (GPCC). Thank you for the opportunity to testify today at this hearing, as the PUC exercises its statutory responsibility to examine the various capacities of the Philadelphia Gas Works to provide for the public’s safety in its daily operations.

Yesterday, Philadelphia City Council conducted a public hearing to consider how best to help in positioning Philadelphia and the region as an energy hub city, and representing the Chamber, I testified at that hearing. Some of what I testified is equally relevant today.

After explaining the economic growth prospects for Philadelphia if the city works in a coordinated fashion with the business community – and the energy industry specifically – to create an energy hub here in our city, I laid out a series of action steps that we believe could go a long way toward positioning Philadelphia for a brighter economic future. 

Those steps are: 

Action Step 1: Partner with Local Energy Industry Leaders and Promote Expansion of Existing Pipeline Capacity to Bring Marcellus Shale Gas to City and Region

Through the leadership of executives such as Phil Rinaldi of Philadelphia Energy Solutions and many others, our Greater Philadelphia Energy Action Team is working to increase the supply of natural gas and natural gas liquids available to manufacturers in the city and region by increasing pipeline capacity.  Adding additional pipeline capacity will allow more natural gas and gas liquids to flow into Greater Philadelphia – which will provide a strong, competitive advantage to the chemical and petrochemical companies already here – and to those considering locating new facilities here. An expanded pipeline capacity = more jobs in Philadelphia.

We look forward to working with the Public Utility Commission and City Council to convene the appropriate city, regional and other stakeholders to consider the expansion of our pipeline capacity through Philadelphia, and working together to approve any legislative and administrative steps as needed to make this a reality.

Action Step 2:  Expand the city’s existing Job Creation Tax Credit program to incent manufacturing and energy companies to locate and create jobs in Philadelphia.

Currently, the City offers employers the Philadelphia Job Creation Tax Credit, in addition to the Commonwealth’s Pennsylvania Job Creation Tax Credit. Both of these programs offer a specified monetary amount of tax credits off the city’s Business Income and Receipts Tax as a company creates new jobs. We recommended expanding the existing tax credit further for manufacturing and energy sector businesses – as an additional incentive to existing businesses and businesses considering locating in Philadelphia.

Action Step 3:  Preserve By-Right Zoning in Industrial Corridors

We recommended that the Council use a careful approach when evaluating zoning. While there is a large amount of residential and commercial development happening across the city – a good thing – we need to preserve large scale industrial zoning. It is particularly important to do so along the Lower Schuylkill Riverfront and portions of the Delaware Riverfront, since those locations are close to needed infrastructure like rail lines, ports and highways. These tracts of land are a vital component of attracting new companies to the region, and we cannot become an energy hub without them. 

Action Step 4: Expand vocational technical training curriculums at city colleges and high schools that align to the needs of manufacturers

We further recommended that Council and the Mayor encourage the Philadelphia School District to implement more vocational and technical training programs. The School District should seek partnerships with industry leaders to introduce students to careers in energy or manufacturing. 

City Council can influence the Community College of Philadelphia as well. At present, CCP has no program or curriculum around manufacturing technology. I served on the search committee that led to President Generals’ hiring, and he has begun to focus on developing curriculum around manufacturing technology and manufacturing and process engineering. We recommended that Council strongly advocate for this action step. A more robust degree and certificate program in these curriculums could put many Philadelphians on a strong career path that doesn’t need a four-year degree.

To further drive home the benefits of a career in manufacturing or energy, we recommend a campaign that would educate Philadelphia youth and their families about the opportunities available.

Action Step 5:  Engage in further discussions with UIL concerning PGW

Lastly but certainly not least, we respectfully asked that City Council continue an open dialogue with UIL concerning its agreement to purchase the Philadelphia Gas Works.  While neither the Chamber of Commerce nor our Energy Action Team presumed to tell Council what course of action to take, we do believe that resuming and continuing a dialogue with UIL, to ascertain whether common ground can be found, to see whether Council can reach a comfort level with this transaction in the best interests of Philadelphia citizens, will send a positive signal to companies national and international that are watching our city very closely right now.

In this same light, the Public Utility Commission must be commended for what it is doing here in Philadelphia today – duly exercising its responsibility to examine PGW’s capacity to provide for the public safety through regular maintenance and improvements to its thousands of miles of existing pipelines.

The decisions and action steps needed to preserve PGW’s future and to pave the way for an energy hub to rise in Philadelphia are momentous ones, with economic implications for hundreds of thousands of Philadelphia citizens – and for companies around the country and world who are considering our city as a place to do business.

These are truly interesting times for Philadelphia and the region, and on behalf of the Greater Philadelphia Chamber of Commerce, we welcome the Public Utility Commission into this vitally important set of conversations about our shared economic futures.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today.
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