Economic Development Priority: Support Cuyahoga County As 
21st Century Defense Industry Manufacturing Center
By James M Trutko

Executive Summary & Action Plan
America is in the middle of a major defense buildup—and it creates a real opportunity for Cuyahoga County.
Tensions with Iran escalated sharply in 2025, and ongoing conflicts in Ukraine and the Middle East have forced the U.S. government to rethink how it produces weapons and military equipment. For too long, the country relied on foreign suppliers for critical parts and materials. That is now changing fast. 

President Trump and Congress have made rebuilding America’s domestic defense manufacturing base a top priority, backing it with real money. The Pentagon is requesting roughly $30 billion in new defense production funding for 2027, nearly one hundred times what was budgeted in recent years. Congress has pushed for more ships, missiles, drones, advanced aircraft, and ground vehicles—all manufactured right here in the United States. Companies that build these things, and the communities that support them, stand to benefit enormously.

Cleveland and Cuyahoga County are positioned to share Ohio’s evolution into a premier defense manufacturing center, but area governmental and business leaders must immediately develop a strong plan to compete with many other areas in Ohio and across the country. By leveraging the research power of NASA Glenn, the massive industrial capacity of the I-X Center, and a dense network of specialized suppliers, the region is set to capitalize on high-value sectors including propulsion, power systems, advanced materials, and extreme-environment testing. The current economic development potential for Cuyahoga County is great because there is significant support at the federal level because of projected major funding to rebuild the nation’s defense manufacturing base. The state level potential is also significant because of strong and largely complementary facilities in Dayton, state supportive legislation, and support from JobsOhio. 

A realistic 10-year goal built around this strategy might generate at least 2,000 to 5,000 high-wage, specialized jobs in the region a meaningful and transformative number for a county that has been losing manufacturing employment for decades. When combined with new business opportunities and indirect job growth, the total  job growth could be higher, but success is contingent on local action to secure industry ready sites, research prospective tenants, smooth regulatory and financing hurdle, set up a sustained federal procurement program and undertake a large and aggressive workforce development effort. 
Cuyahoga County’s Economic Development should develop a sophisticated plan to develop Cuyahoga County as a 21st Century Defense Manufacturing Center. The plan should build on NASA’s strengths, the I-X Centers size and location, and the strengths of local manufacturers, and statewide support and the following steps:
1. County leadership must act now. A serious, staffed, funded economic development initiative focused on defense manufacturing needs to launch—not a white paper, but an operational plan with named leaders, a timeline, and a budget. Existing groups like Aerozone Alliance should have funding substantially increased to handle promotional and organizational efforts.
2. Cleveland must leverage NASA Glenn aggressively. The county should be actively marketing NASA Glenn’s unique testing capabilities to defense primes and positioning the region as the place to validate and prototype the next generation of military technology.

3. The I-X Center needs a committed anchor tenant. Converting 2.2 million square feet of convention space into a defense manufacturing facility requires a real company with a real contract, not just a plan to attract one someday.
4. Workforce development must start immediately. Community college programs, apprenticeships, and university partnerships need to be spinning up now to build the pipeline of technical talent that defense contractors will demand.
5. Ohio’s statewide momentum must be captured. Government and business leaders should strongly support passage of HB 292 and a rapid launch of Ohio Defense and Space Commission, Cuyahoga must have a seat at the table and a compelling, funded proposal ready.

Cuyahoga County’s Advantages
1. NASA Glenn Research Center: The Innovation Engine
NASA Glenn serves as the primary anchor for the region’s defense value proposition. Its expertise in hypersonics, nuclear propulsion, and electrified aviation translates directly to next-generation national security needs.
· Unique Testing Capabilities: The Neil Armstrong Test Facility provides world-class space simulation, allowing contractors to validate full-scale components under launch conditions.
· Dual-Use R&D: The center bridges the gap between commercial aerospace and defense, attracting high-wage engineering talent and federal investment.
2. The I-X Center: A Legacy of Scale and Logistics
Originally the Cleveland Tank Plant, the I-X Center offers over 2.2 million square feet of defense-ready infrastructure.
· Infrastructure: Heavy-duty floors, high ceilings, and significant utility capacity make it ideal for drone/UAV production, ground-vehicle assembly, or aircraft MRO (Maintenance, Repair, and Overhaul).
· Strategic Location: Adjacency to Cleveland Hopkins International Airport and major interstates ensures seamless logistics for high-capacity defense manufacturing.
3. Industrial Depth & Supply Chain Resilience
Cuyahoga County hosts an unusually dense cluster of precision manufacturers capable of meeting rigorous defense standards (ITAR/traceability). Northeast Ohio (especially Cleveland/Cuyahoga County) is strongest in the high-value subsystems that enable modern platforms—propulsion and power components, advanced materials, sensors, thermal management, and specialized testing—rather than high-volume final assembly of complete vehicles or ships.
In practice, this positions Cleveland as a prototype/validation and subsystem manufacturing hub, with Dayton and Central Ohio serving as complementary nodes for integration and scaled production when required.
Top Beneficiaries by Category
· Cleveland-area precision manufacturers and aerospace suppliers (machining, castings/forgings, sensors, hydraulics, thermal management).
· Materion (Mayfield Heights) advanced alloys/materials used in aerospace and defense.
· Howmet Aerospace (Cleveland area) aerospace components and structures.
· PCC Airfoils (Cleveland region) turbine airfoils and high-precision castings.
· Parker Aerospace (Cleveland) flight controls, hydraulics, fuel systems, and thermal management.
· Eaton Aerospace (regional presence) electrical and fluid systems for aircraft and defense platforms.
· SIFCO Industries (Cleveland) forged components for aerospace and defense.
· Reuter-Stokes (Cleveland area) sensors and instrumentation with defense applications.
· Regional machine shops and fabricators able to meet quality/traceability and clearance requirements.
· (Supporting ecosystem) America Makes (Youngstown) additive manufacturing anchor that can feed Cleveland-area production supply chains.
4. Strong, Supporting (But Competitive) Statewide Ecosystem: Dayton’s Strengths
· Dayton has a dominant Air Force presence: Wright-Patterson is home to the Air Force Materiel Command (oversees acquisition and sustainment for the entire Air Force) and Air Force Research Laboratory. It is ideal for end-to-end development: From R&D to contracting, testing, production scaling, and long-term sustainment. Businesses serving Wright Patterson have the advantage that proximity to customers drives faster innovation cycles for defense primes and suppliers. The Dayton area complements Cleveland because it is strong in aircraft engines, composites, autonomous systems, and legacy fleet modernization and it also has a large overall defense contracting footprint and manufacturing scale in the broader region. In general, 
· Dayton has the bigger, more direct defense contracting and integration edge thanks to Wright-Patterson. Cleveland offers deeper specialized research and testing advantages, especially for space, power, and propulsion technologies that are vital in 21st-century warfare. Together, they make Ohio exceptionally strong.
5. A Complementary Statewide Government Network: Legislative Support and JobsOhio
· The Ohio legislature is poised to vote on Ohio Defense Commission bill (HB 292) which has wide bi-partisan support. House Bill 292 would establish the Ohio Defense and Space Commission to coordinate statewide defense/aerospace strategy, administer a defense-and-aerospace expansion grant program, and manage an Ohio Defense Fund.
· JobsOhio (Ohio’s private, nonprofit economic development organization) has made aerospace and defense a stated priority, using targeted incentives, site development, and workforce initiatives to attract and expand defense-related manufacturing. Key actions (summary):
· Positions “Advanced Aerospace & Defense” as a priority sector and markets Ohio to primes and suppliers.
· Uses targeted incentives (performance-based grants, tax credits, and loans) to win and expand projects.
· Runs the Aerospace & Defense Opportunity Program (a dedicated multi-year fund) to strengthen installations, industry, and communities.
· Builds shovel-ready sites and workforce pipelines through sites, infrastructure, university, and upskilling partnerships.

Job Creation & Economic Impact (10-Year Outlook)
If Ohio successfully captures federal demand and expands its workforce capacity, Northeast Ohio is projected to see significant employment gains. Unlike high-volume assembly, Cleveland’s growth will skew toward higher-wage, technology-intensive roles. Cleveland/Northeast Ohio is best positioned for technology-intensive defense manufacturing (propulsion, power, materials, testing) anchored by NASA Glenn and a deep industrial supplier base. On a directional 10-year basis, Northeast Ohio (Cleveland/Akron) could capture 2,000–5,000 direct jobs and 3,500–45,000 total jobs (direct + indirect/induced) if the area acts immediately and executes a well-funded plan, Ohio sustains federal demand, lands additional prime programs, and expands workforce capacity. 
	Metric
	Estimated Range (10 Years)

	Direct Jobs
	2,000 – 5,000

	Indirect/Induced Jobs
	3,500 – 7,500

	Total Job Impact
	5,500 – 12,500



The target job categories include:
· Test & Validation Engineers (thermal, vibration, vacuum simulation).
· Materials Scientists and Metallurgists.
· Precision Machinists and Quality/Traceability Specialists.
· Propulsion and Electrified-Systems Technicians.

Bottomline for Cuyahoga County Economic Development
Cuyahoga County’s Economic Development should develop a sophisticated plan to develop Cuyahoga County as a 21st Century Defense Manufacturing Center. The plan should build on NASA’s strengths, the I-X Centers size and location, and the strengths of local manufacturers. It must include a strong marketing effort that involves local leaders and aggressive national media promotion. To maximize these gains, the county must focus on "Contract Readiness."  This involves converting NASA Glenn’s innovation into production-ready work by helping local suppliers achieve necessary security clearances, quality certifications, and building a robust pipeline of specialized technical talent. This also includes developing a sophisticated plan to convert the I-X Center from a convention hall to a manufacturing facility quickly. It will take a strong well-planned community effort for Cuyahoga County and Northeast Ohio to capture excellent job gains and to be recognized as a 21st century defense Manufacturing center.
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