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residents from other neighborhoods…and 
build on ethnic diversity in terms of dining 
and specialty retail.”27 The resultant identity 
of these gateway neighborhoods is just that: 
the “first-impression” neighborhoods on the 
east and west sides are promoted for their 
diversity in order to set the stage for the 
coming attractions.

II. CASINO
When the casino is opened in 2009, 

it garners a variety of reactions from the 
townspeople. Some embrace the new jobs it 
creates, some ruefully accept that this is the 
last decent option, and many vehemently 
oppose the casino, claiming that it is a short-
term, unethical solution that will draw an 
outside crowd for the wrong reasons. The 
Bethlehem Sands is to compete with Atlantic 
City casinos, welcoming hoards of gamblers 

from New Jersey and New York (just a 
90-minute bus ride down I-78).28  These nay-
sayers fear Bethlehem will become a hub for 
organized vice, now simply catering to the 
cities it once helped build.

Empathizing with the concerns of the 
townspeople, the local government, Mayor 
Callahan in particular, does everything in 
its power to limit the cultural impact of 
the $800 million dollar casino and resort 
complex on the surrounding neighborhood. 

Figure 4. Southside 2014 Vision Map 25



16 THE LEHIGH REVIEW

and garbage collection in order to keep the 
area updated and clean.31 Redevelopment 
of the area around the blast furnaces has 
been much more extensive, made possible 
only through the tax revenues from the 
casino. At the base of the furnaces is a new, 
rarely utilized public square and green space 
circumscribing the Leavitt Pavilion, a stage 
for outdoor concerts and events. Also on the 
grounds is the arts and entertainment center 
ArtsQuest, a mixed-use venue containing 
a movie theater, shops and concessions, 
gallery space and event spaces. All these 
updates make up the SteelStacks complex, 
the crown jewel of Bethlehem’s 
steel mill redevelopment.32 

This Gentrification Zone is the center of 
Bethlehem’s new brand of cultural events. 
First Fridays, Celticfest, Musikfest and 
gallery openings draw in the middle class 
from surrounding areas like Northampton, 
North Bethlehem and Allentown to have a 
genuine South Bethlehem experience—fairly 
generic art events to boost revenues. The 
local South Side population, typically of 
lower income, are mostly absent from these 
events, giving the Gentrification Zone a 
specifically tourist identity.

IV. UNIVERSITY
Lehigh University, built on the steep 

slopes of South Mountain, remains virtually 
absent from the South Side Vision 2014 plan 
despite its central location in the South 
Bethlehem community. Historically, Lehigh’s 
extremely strong School of Engineering 

was a feeder for management positions to 
Bethlehem Steel; the Steel’s most profitable 
and influential president, Eugene Grace, 
graduated from Lehigh in 1899 and served as 
president of the board of trustees from 1924 
to 1957. Much of the success and prestige 
of the engineering school stems from the 
influence of important Bethlehem Steel 
engineers like Grace and John Fritz, whose 
name is now attached to one of Lehigh’s 
largest engineering labs. Donations from the 
Steel also helped to build up
Lehigh’s endowment.34 

But with the absence of Bethlehem Steel, 
the school remains virtually disconnected 
from the surrounding community, other 
than occasional community service 
projects benefitting the area’s children. The 
university retains its own student culture, 
with many students ignorant to the city’s 
current dealings and its history.

V. NEGLECTED NEIGHBORHOODS
Almost entirely absent from the 

redevelopment plan is any attempt to 
integrate the larger residential areas on the 
western and southern ends of the hill into 
the new Bethlehem the city is attempting 
to create. The residents of these ethnically 
diverse neighborhoods, over 30 percent 
of whom have incomes below the poverty 
level and nearly 10 percent of whom are 
unemployed, remain alienated from the 
city’s efforts to turn Bethlehem into a more 
tourist-friendly, welcoming place.35  Vision 
2014 makes little effort to help the residents 
of Bethlehem who are truly in need, instead 
focusing only on making these areas safer 
for outsiders by providing better, more 
pedestrian-friendly lighting conditions, and 
“encouraging home ownership and home 
improvement in all neighborhoods based 
on building conditions.”36 These generally 
poorer areas rarely benefit from the art and 
entertainment opportunities like Musikfest 
and First Fridays in which most of the 

This includes new zoning regulations: 
barring pawn shops, cash-checking vendors 
and adult entertainment stores within 5,000 
feet of the casino. It includes widening roads 
to reduce traffic and upping the Bethlehem 
police force by a few officers each year. 
The results are positive; crime rate does 
not change dramatically, nor does traffic 
increase after a spike in congestion during 
the first couple weeks following the grand 
opening, and the surrounding area is free of 
the shadier retailers many anticipated.29

The result of these factors—out of town 
gamblers and new zoning regulations—along 
with the industrial, low-key design of the 
casino, is a completely neutral, isolated 
casino culture. The populations of this 
culture are the gamblers, the majority of 
whom come from out of state and stay only 
on the casino grounds, and the workers, 
who do not identify with their jobs as former 
steelworkers once did. Tax revenue and 
the prolonging of economic and cultural 
stagnation are essentially the only relations 
the casino and city share.

III. GENTRIFICATION ZONE
The Gentrification Zone, consisting of 

the 3rd and 4th Street shops on the blocks 
adjacent to New Street as well as the area 
around the blast furnaces (SteelStacks), 
is the main tourist attraction following 
the redevelopments after Bethlehem 
Steel’s demise. Marketed by the city as a 
retail, arts and entertainment district, the 
redevelopment of this area focuses on 
general environment changes coupled with 
more cultural and social planned events.30

Cosmetic changes in the New Street 
area are limited mostly to the streets 
and sidewalks rather than the buildings 
themselves. Updates include strategically 
placed seating, planters and trees, as well 
as better lighting to encourage evening use. 
The city also has begun to more strictly 
enforce policies like property management 

Figure 5. Musikfest at SteelStacks 33
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products and events cost money that the 
families can’t spare. Their only saving grace 
is the Greenway, a tree-lined linear park 
tethering neighborhoods together, and the 
Skateplaza, a free and in fact nationally 
renowned skate park at the east end of the 
Greenway used heavily and enthusiastically 
by Bethlehem’s large, growing community 
of skateboarders.37 But even that is a 
pseudo-ploy to keep skateboarders out 
of the Gentrification Zone. The neglected 
neighborhoods retain their identity of post-
industrial hardship. 

LEGACY: 1970 – 2001
In 1970, U.S. Steel and Bethlehem Steel 

place competing bids on the contract to 
construct the new World Trade Center, 
two 1,300-foot towers designed by Minoru 
Yamasaki, in New York. After finding out 
that its $117 million bid undercut the U.S. 
Steel bid by $5 million, Bethlehem believes 
they have won the project, but instead, the 
Port Authority of New York and New Jersey 
splits the contract into 15 pieces, divvying 
them out to a consortium of smaller 
companies who integrate foreign steel and 
collectively underbid Bethlehem by $34 
million. This sets a precedent; the years of 
one contractor large-scale building projects 
is over, and Bethlehem loses a contract it 
desperately needed.38  

Despite 1979 being Bethlehem Steel’s 
most profitable year ever, the 1980s mark the 
beginning of the Steel’s inevitable decline 
in full swing. Due to overpaid executives, 
resistance of progress and innovation, and a 
massive pension plan it cannot even begin 
to pay, the corporation is slowly sliding 
deeper and deeper in debt. Unable to hook 
big contracts to make up for the losses, the 
Steel makes major layoffs in the mid 1980s 
to early 1990s, forcing the shutdown of six 
of its 11 plants, and by 1995, the company 
is down to 12,000 employees, whose 
production must profit enough to 

provide pension support and benefits to 
130,000 retirees. In 1995, the Bethlehem 
plant is forced to shut down, in 2001, 
Bethlehem Steel files for bankruptcy and in 
2003, the International Steel Group buys the 
once industrial giant for $1.5 billion.39  

The history of Bethlehem ends with 
Bethlehem Steel, but as Bethlehem carries 
the legacy of its industrial past, the question 
remains as to whether Bethlehem will 
learn from its past or carry the weight of its 
industrial heritage as a burden, remaining in 
a state of post-industrial limbo.
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