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In 1963, state lawmakers passed the Community College Act that stated that a community 
college would be located within reasonable commuting distance of all Pennsylvanians.  If you 
look at a map with the locations of Pennsylvania’s 14 community colleges, every one is south of 
I-80 except one.  And, that one (Lucerne County) is only slightly north of I-80.  (This is another 
fact to confirm my long-held theory that people living south of I-80 do not know we are up here 
in NWPA.)

About 16 years ago, there was a movement to bring a community college to Erie.  The 
state annually budgets for community colleges and given the 1963 law is still in effect, Erie 
county is entitled to receive some of it.  I’m somewhat embarrassed to admit that when I first 
heard of the effort, I responded like an uninformed Facebook user dismissing the idea as not 
necessary.

The desert of community colleges north of I-80 did not go unnoticed.  The Northwest PA 
Regional College (NPRC) was created to serve a large number of counties north of I-80.  Erie 
County was not originally part of that effort which was the political baby of PA Senate President 
Pro Tempore, Joseph Scarnatti.  Since the area to be covered by this college was large and 
sparsely populated, the idea was to provide most coursework online and host classes in various 
places.

When it came time to renew legislation regarding this NPRC, since Erie county still had 
no community college, Erie county as then included with the NPRC.   Some other counties, 
previously part of NPRC, were removed.  At the time, I thought it sounded like a good idea to 
include Erie.

In recent years, there has been a strong push, headed by a group called Empower Erie, to 
have a stand alone community college in Erie County.  This group has had considerable 
resources available through a grant from the Erie Community Foundation and one revenue form 
the Erie County Gaming funds to throughly explore the idea of Erie County’s own community 
college.  This movement has had to navigate a political mine field.  

As the effort stalled for Erie’s own community college, a proposal to have such an entity 
work jointly with the NPRC was put forth.  At the time, it sounded like a good idea to me given 
the political opposition to the stand alone was getting from Scarnati.  But, political winds blew 
again and the NPRC ultimately backed out of their commitment to work together with an Erie 
County Community College.

There are so many details that go with this issue I could never address them all.  If you 
want to be informed about this, I strongly urge you to look at the Empower Erie website at 
empowererie.org. They have thoroughly vetted this idea and have a great deal of information, 
including a feasibility study.

Funding for the community college would come from three sources: the states funds 
dedicated to community colleges; Erie County Gaming revenues; and, student tuition.

The issue now essentially is, would a stand alone Erie County Community College be 
duplicative or unnecessary because of the NPRC?  The population density and mass 
transportation availability (which would be expanded for a community college) does make it a 
different ballgame for Erie County.  The NPRC’s design and structure is for the sparsely 
populated areas.

Erie’s strong manufacturing base and medical facilities strongly want a stand alone 
college to serve the unique needs of Erie County.  The service model of a community college 
includes the close collaboration with local business and the ability to help a company quickly 
retool a workforce to take on a new challenge or order for a local manufacturer.  With the broad 
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geographic sprawl of the NPRC, businesses feel that only an Erie County Community College 
could be responsive to their needs in a timely manner.

I recently attended a program hosted by Empower Erie and received my first thorough 
education on the whole community college flap.  I have to say a stand alone Erie County 
Community College now makes sense to me and is needed.  I also believe it could work with the 
NPRC and both would be stronger because of the collaboration.  On March 18, the state board of 
Education which is charged with the task of approving or denying Erie county’s request, will 
meet at the Blasco Library.  They will hear testimony from both sides (at least, I hope both sides 
will be represented even though Scarnatti is arguing he alone should have the 4 hours allotted for 
the hearing).

It is difficult to understand the value and functioning of a community college since we 
have not had one here.  As I noted earlier, I’ve been somewhat ignorant of the facts.  I would 
encourage anyone who wants to express an opinion on this do so after reviewing the information 
on the Empower Erie website.


