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Friday, October 4, 2002

Health care, jobs on minds of many

Retention ratings vary in Dutchess, Ulster

By Craig Wolf
Poughkeepsie Journal

Keeping businesses in the area ranks as the
top concern for residents and leaders in 
Dutchess County.

Several other economic priorities appear on 
their lists, including creating more jobs, 
according to the ''Many Voices, One Valley" 
survey by the Marist College Institute for 
Public Opinion, funded by the Dyson 
Foundation.

But among Ulster County residents, the top 
issue is making health care more affordable, 
while keeping business comes in as a close 
second. Leaders say business is tops.

A major split between residents and leaders 
showed up on the question about ''slowing 
growth and development,'' with residents rating it higher.

On a scale of 0 to 10, Dutchess residents scored it a 6.1 while the 
leaders gave it only a 4.6, with a similar split in Ulster. But the topic 
was at the bottom of the list of 19 that residents in a pre-test identified 
as the significant issues they care about.

''Protecting open space,'' which would appear to be the other side of the 
''slowing growth'' coin, scored higher, 7.3 for Dutchess residents and 
7.0 for leaders.

Ulsterites scored open space at 7.2, far higher than did their leaders, at 
6.5.

Different results are seen in some of the breakouts for specific groups. 
Among mid-Hudson residents, African Americans put ''improving the 
quality of the public schools'' at the top of the list, with creating more 
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jobs second and making health care more affordable third.

''I don't doubt that,'' Cora Mallory-Davis of Poughkeepsie said. ''I think 
schools are key. ... No matter who we are, where we are, it's so 
important. That's the future.''

That business retention topped the overall Dutchess lists came as a 
surprise to Ronald Coan, president of the Dutchess County Economic 
Development Corp.

''Isn't that interesting?'' he said. ''The pressure I get is to bring new ones
in. Everybody tends to have the benchmark of: What are you bringing 
in from outside the area?''

Retention and recruitment are both core activities for his agency. The 
survey found high support for new employers too, fifth on the list for 
residents and third for leaders.

And the housing question showed there is support for the Housing for 
Us initiative launched by Coan's group to expand the stock of 
''work-force housing'' in Dutchess.

Affordable housing needed

Residents gave a 6.5 rating to ''increasing the amount of affordable 
housing'' while leaders saw the need more strongly at 7.4.

But Coan said the survey's use of the word ''affordable'' may bring 
visions of low-income subsidized housing, which is not what the 
agency is working on. It seeks housing for the next level up, 
middle-income working people, who are finding housing tight as costs 
and rents rise faster than paychecks.

Robert Dyson, president of the foundation, said the group is analyzing 
the responses on jobs, including the differences between ''keeping 
businesses'' and ''creating more jobs,'' which he speculated may involve
''a slight definitional problem.''

Dyson Executive Director Diana Gurieva suggested a reason for the 
high score for ''keeping business.''

''Everybody knows someone who's lost a job because a business moved
out of the area,'' she said.

Quality of jobs is a concern. The six-county survey found 57 percent of
residents ''do not rate the quality of jobs in their communities 
positively.'' But among leaders, 51 percent did not.

Marist's Barbara Carvalho said this was an issue on which ''disconnect''
was found.

Of African-American residents surveyed, 69 percent are concerned 
about the quality of jobs, and 72 percent of Latinos rate the quality as 
fair or poor, while 55 percent of whites share the view.
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Half the residents think their communities spend too little on 
improving jobs. But only 45 percent of spenders -- the leaders -- say 
that, while 44 percent say it's about right.
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