Report shows county's progress, ability to weather recession
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The results of the 2009 YorkCounts quality-of-life indicators reports are out, and the results make it clear that the York county was in a fairly healthy economic position before the downturn, said Eric Menzer, the nonprofit's board chairman. Because the county was slightly better off than other parts of the state, it stands to reason that it will remain that way in troubling economic times, Menzer said. 

"We are still probably in a better position, and I think coming out of the recession we'll still be in a better position," he said. "I think that means we'll survive the recession a little better, and we should come out of it a little stronger."

YorkCounts released its indicators report March 20 during its annual summit at the Yorktowne Hotel. The group is working to improve the county's quality of life. 

The report includes 38 indicators that compare statistics from a variety of sources to create a picture of the county. It includes information regarding employment, workforce, public health, diversity, education, and arts and entertainment. It can be reviewed at yorkcounts.org. 

The report serves as an accountability tool for YorkCounts, said James DeBord, the organization's director. It allows the group to keep track of which indicators are moving in the right direction and which ones need to improve, he said. It also helps the group map out solutions to issues that need to be addressed. 

One of the positive results of the report was that nearly 5,000 jobs were gained in York County between 2002 and 2006, DeBord said. And the county's unemployment rate has remained below the state's average every year from 2001 to 2007, according to the report. While those statistics predate the economic downturn, he said he finds it encouraging that the county was in a better position than a lot of other areas of Pennsylvania before the economy headed south. 

The state lost 41,000 jobs in February -- the largest single-month job loss for the state in 13 years, according to the state department of labor and industry. 

"While everybody's been impacted by the downturn, York County was in a better place, which hopefully means the recovery will impact the county sooner," he said.

The job growth also indicates York County is more than a bedroom community to the Baltimore and Harrisburg areas -- businesses are locating in the county and employing its citizens, he said.

The county also experienced an increase in the number of minority-owned businesses between 2002 and 2006, which DeBord said is a healthy indicator of a community that is growing in sectors that traditionally haven't always had the same advantages as others. 

The report covers a variety of topics that are not traditionally related to business but affect the economy, DeBord said. One example is that most county school districts improved their graduation rates from 2002-03 to 2006-07, which DeBord said could help businesses attract employees to the area who are looking for quality schools for their children. 

"So many of these issues you can't separate from whether you're a business person or a parent," DeBord said. "Whatever your involvement in terms of how you connect to the community, these things affect all of our lives."'

The report's results were a mixed bag of improved trends and issues that need to be addressed, said Darrell Auterson, president and chief executive officer of the York County Economic Development Corp. Two of Auterson's staff members helped assemble the report. 

One area that troubled Auterson was how much time people spend commuting to work, which indicated the county is dealing with congestion that will have to be addressed, he said. 

In 2006, the average amount of time it took someone to get to work was a little more than 25 minutes -- just barely above the state average of 25 minutes, according to the report. In 2000, the county was below the state's average in this category. 

Auterson said he was pleased the county has consistently fallen below the state and national unemployment levels -- a trend he anticipates will continue.  

"I think it does give us some tools for helping to forecast where we will likely be in the future provided that we can stay focused on keeping the various aspects that are critical not only to our economy but to our community," he said.

The results of the report will influence how resources are allocated to various county initiatives, said Menzer, who also is senior vice president for York County-based general contracting firm Wagman Construction Inc. As various indicators improve, the quality of life in the community also improves, which has a significant impact on business recruitment, he said. 

"This report really is an attempt to measure with some degree of consistency and validity some things that by their nature are hard to measure," he said. "I think there's a lot of good news and some troubling news in that report. You'll be hard pressed to find any community where that isn't the case." 
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