
Local economywas spared the worst in 2009-no thanks to Albany
 
What a year! 

Looking back over 2009, the 
economy ha s clearly been the 

dominant story . What with the ups and 
downs (starting with major downs) of the 
financial markets, the federal bailouts, cor­
porate bankruptcies , home foreclosures 
and job cuts nationwide in the hundreds 
of thousands, it 's a story tba t touched just 
about everyone 's life. 

Fortunately, as is true to fonn for Roch­
ester, we weren't hit quite as hard as some 
communities, For a variety of reasons, the 
local economy tends to be pretty stable, his­
torically avoiding the extremes of the boom 
and bust cycles that the rest of the nation 
experiences. 2009 was no exception. 

So while we'd be bard-pressed to say 
we're happy with the current state of our 
economy, we have to acknowledge that 
we're better off not to have experienced 
firsthand some ofthe economic catastrophes 
that have touched other communities . 

I'm sure that's cold comfort for the esti ­
mated 42,000 people in the region who are 
out of work. But the latest figures showed 
unemployment here at 7 .8 percent, far be­
low the national figure of lO percent. 

Go ahead; accuse me of being one of 
those "glass-half-full people ." I'll take it, 
because part of my job as head of the re­
gional chamber of commerce is to cham­
pion the region's economy and alL its play­
ers . But it 's also in my job description to 
be a realist. By recognizing the issues our 
region already confronts and anticipating 
new obstacles to economic growth, our or­
ganization can help local businesses navi ­
gate the waters, stay afloat in tough times 
and find ways to sail into the future . 

So I want to use this space to talk about 
what I saw in 2009. Next month, I'll share 
my vision for 2010. 

Despite my earlier statements about our 
community's relatively good fortune, it is 
clear that the national recession was felt 
here in Rochester. 

Our automobile dealers felt fortunate 
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that the federal Cash for Clunkers program 
brought some much-needed sales during a 
difficult year that has seen new-car deals 
fall 12 percent and used-car sales flat. See­
ing the gla ss as half-full again, however, 
that's substantially better than the national 
decline of 40 percent. 

lt WaS much the same in tbe real estate 
market. Realtors here survived a relatively 
flat market both in sales volume and price, 
although the tax credit program for new 
homebuyers strongly spurred sales in the 
lower to middle segments in certain areas 
of the market. Compare that to double -digit 
sales decl ines in other markets, compounded 
by plummeting prices and just plain aban­
doned houses, because of foreclosures . 

As for retailers, they continually cut 
prices-and as a result their profits-in 
hopes of enticing wary consumers to open 
their wallets. In addition, most of us didn 't 
even want to look at our retirement plan 
statem ent s as the stock-market declines 
took a toll on our nest eggs. 

The jobs picture isn't particularly pret­
ty . According to the state Department of 
Labor, New York lost 222 ,500 private­
sector jobs between October 200 8 and 
October 2009 and the Rochester region 
lost 10,400. Hit hard were professional 
and business services (54,000 jobs lost 
statewide), manufacturing (43,400) and 
construction (36,800). The single bright 
spot was educational and health services, 
which actually added 44,300 jobs state­
wide, somewhat softening the blow. 

The overall decline in the number ofjobs 
here was 2.4 percent-again, better than the 

4.7 percent nationwide . But the cumulative 
job losses we 've suffered over the last de­
cade highlight an enormous challenge. One 
labor analyst said the recession wiped out 
tbejobs it took Upstate New York tbe last 
five years to create, leaving me to wonder 
what it will take to get us growing again. 

The answer to that is a familiar refrain, 
one I've been sounding for three years 
now : We need help from Albany. I don't 
mean a handou t of state money . l ' m talk­
ing about good government that will fuel 
economic development rather than ham­
per it, that will reduce the incredibly high 
cost of doing business in New York so 
employers can create more jobs, that will 
bring down our excessive taxes so people 
can keep 1U0re of their bard-earned dollars 
and spend them as they choose. 

In that regard , 2009 was a year ofmissed 
opportunities. Our elected officials had 
many chances to act Like leaders and make 
the tough decisions required to put New 
York on a better financial path . TIley need­

ed to take a hard look at state spending and 
make significant cuts to close the ever­
growing budget gap. Instead, they resorted 
to their usual tactics, avoiding politically 
sensitive cuts (those that might endanger 
their re-election), moving money out of 
other sta te funds and using one-shot rev­
enues, in this case stimulus funds that were 
designated for 2010. 

Gov . David Paterson bas said 2009 
won 't end on a high note. The sta te will 
lack the money to pay its bills, he said , un­
less it withholds payments to other entities 
like school districts and non-profits. 

If the threat of insolvency isn 't enough 
to spur action, I don't know what is. In No­
vember 20 I0, aLi 212 seats in both houses 
of the state Legislature will be up for re­
election. 2009 has shown us just how much 
some things can change in a year. In 2010, 
let's make that change positive. 

Sandra Parker is president and CEO of 
the Roch ester Business Alliance Inc. Con­
tact her at SandyP@RBAIliance.com . 


