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Here’s a prediction: When (not if) we get beyond this pandemic, the Alleghenies will be a better place – livelier, cleaner and more interesting with increased economic activity and more people moving in than out.
Frankly, this is not a bold prediction. Community improvements, business start-ups and development, in-migration, environmental clean-ups, recreational and tourism developments already are happening all around the Alleghenies.
They are just difficult to see right now because of the distorted political landscape and the fog of COVID. So stop looking there.
Instead, look locally. Individuals, businesses and organizations are busy seizing opportunities to change, create and grow.  
Some of these opportunities are new and being fueled by pandemic-related funding programs, such as the American Rescue Plan Act of 2021. But others have been around for years. The pandemic has given them new importance.

One good example is the Tourism Grant Program that is administered by the Go Laurel Highlands visitors bureau for Fayette, Somerset and Westmoreland counties. This program has been around since the early 2000s, using lodging-tax proceeds to provide grants to visitor-related businesses and organizations.

While the hospitality and tourism sector essentially was shut down by the pandemic in 2020, it is rebounding impressively, especially when one considers that COVID remains and continues to inhibit the sector.

Yet the three counties’ grant programs are back to pre-pandemic levels, collectively providing about $1.5 million in grants to more than 100 businesses and organizations this year. Remember, these funds come from visitors who pay a lodging tax on overnight stays, which means that regional lodging activity also rebounded in 2021.

During a December grant-award program in Westmoreland County, Go Laurel Highlands’ Executive Director Ann Nemanic observed that 34 new visitor-related businesses had opened during the 20 months of the pandemic.

And some of the Laurel Highlands’ most popular destinations are well-positioned to appeal to even the most-COVID-cautious visitors. Seven Springs Mountain Resort is Pennsylvania’s largest ski resort and can spread people out at three different sets of slopes.

The Great Allegheny Passage annually draws a million visits from all 50 states and 40 countries. The Allegheny Trail Alliance, which oversaw the development and operation of the Great Allegheny Passage, now has morphed into the Great Allegheny Passage Conservancy, which is creating new marketing tools to increase those numbers.
Great Allegheny Passage trail towns Meyersdale, Rockwood, Confluence, Connellsville and West Newton all are making improvements to their visitors centers and amenities. Businesses in the trail towns or near the GAP are finding new ways to market their products and services. 
The 1799 stagecoach complex known as Compass Inn of Laughlintown is seizing the opportunity offered by being one of the sites for the filming of a major motion picture. West Overton Village, the boyhood home of Henry Clay Frick, is returning to its whiskey distilling roots and will add related exhibits, programming and a tasting room.
Another distillery has been established in Salisbury, where it should be well-positioned within the gradually improving and evolving U.S. Route 219 corridor. And a new brewing company will be situated near the Great Allegheny Passage in Connellsville.

The Westmoreland Museum of American Art is teaming with Fallingwater and the Western Pennsylvania Conservancy on a major collaboration to present Frank Lloyd Wright programming at four sites across the region.

Consider that this is just a cherry-picked list of tourism initiatives in three counties of the Alleghenies. There are many more initiatives underway both within and outside those counties.

More people will be coming to our region to visit. And, given the increasing opportunities that many have to work remotely, some of them should stick around.

Then consider that tourism is just one part of one economic sector. Opportunities and initiatives abound within other sectors as well.
So stay positive and keep looking locally. This is going to be an increasingly interesting place in the years just ahead.  
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