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Rochester-area brain drain shows in census

by Sean Dobbin 

May 12, 2011

Many in the business community have been saying it for years, and now there are concrete numbers to back it up: Young professionals are leaving the Rochester area.

New demographic data released today by the U.S. Census Bureau show that Monroe County's workforce has dwindled, while the region's migratory population gains came only from the elderly and middle- and high-school-aged youths.

Every segment of people born between the years of 1936 and 1990 showed some level of migration away from Monroe County over the past 10 years, with the largest exodus coming from those born between 1966 and 1980.

In 2000, there were about 145,000 county residents who were born in that time frame. By last year, that same group had dwindled to roughly 135,000.

Of the decrease, only about 1,700 can be attributed to deaths, meaning that over the past 10 years, the Rochester area has seen a net 8,300 younger workers — or 5.7 percent of the original total — leave the area for other parts of the country and world.

"I didn't have any hard feelings about Rochester, I just wanted to get out of there and find myself," said Janet Kotwas, 30, a Honeoye Falls-Lima High School graduate who now lives in San Clemente, Calif. "I was working dead-end jobs and wasn't really doing anything with my life."

Employment is likely the biggest factor, said Alexei Alexandrov, assistant professor of economics at the University of Rochester's Simon School of Business. The area's universities attract a good share of students, but many of those students stay for only a handful of years after graduation, he said.

"It's probably easier to get a job locally than it is to go into the national job market," said Alexandrov. "But once they're in a company here, they network, and then many of them move. In 10 years, they'll definitely have had a chance to go somewhere else."

The Rochester Young Professionals group started in 2002 as a direct result of young people moving out of the area, said Steve Vogt, the group's president.

"Young people want to be in an area with energy that excites them," Vogt said. "The right track is to build up downtown. Why people were moving to the South is because they are taking the southern cities, knocking down everything that was there and building whole new cities — lifestyle centers, places where you can work and play in the same area. Downtown Rochester is coming back."

Vogt said groups such as RYP have sought to connect students to the Rochester community before they graduate from college and seek employment.

They also try to connect new young Rochester residents both socially and professionally, to show them the city's highlights and help them climb ladders at work.

Gains

Overall, Monroe County's population increased by about 9,000 residents over the past 10 years, and the gains were largely due to the elderly. Older folks are either moving here in bunches, or living longer. After adjusting for expected deaths, the number of Monroe County residents born between 1926 and 1935 increased by 10.8 percent from 2000 to 2010.

"We are often finding that people who have moved out of the area for retirement are coming back to the area in their later years to be near family," said Ellen O'Connor, a spokesperson for Senior Options for Independence, a division of Fairport Baptist Homes. "I would also say that we do have very good services and service connections for people to be able to age well in this area."

Overall, the number of people age 65 or older in Monroe County increased from 95,779 in 2000 to 103,594 in 2010. Also seeing a migratory gain were youths born between 1991 and 2000. The demographic which houses the majority of these youths' parents — those born between 1956 and 1965 — has seen a less precipitous migration decrease than the groups around it, suggesting that families with school-age children have been targeting Rochester over the past 10 years.

"When we hire at the U of R, one of our main selling points is that if you're about to start a family, this is an absolutely wonderful place, because housing is cheaper than other areas and the schools are great," said Alexandrov.

Race and ethnicity

The new census data also showed an increase in the population of area minorities, with the Hispanic and Asian populations growing most quickly in Monroe County over the past 10 years — though not as quickly as in the rest of the country.

Monroe County's Hispanic population grew by 38 percent since 2000.

A majority of the area's Hispanic immigrants fall into lower income brackets, said Hilda Rosario-Escher, the chief executive of the Ibero-American Action League. This has meant an increase in the number of people using the league's services.

"Especially in the past three years, it has been even more significant," said Rosario-Escher, who said that many of the immigrants are coming from Puerto Rico. "The economy is hitting those countries, and they move here looking for a better standard of living. They get here and find that we're not as bad, but we're in a recession, too."

The number of people in Monroe County identifying themselves as Asian increased by 35 percent; nationally, the average increase for both Hispanic and Asian populations was 43 percent. Meanwhile, the number of people identifying themselves as black or African-American increased by 12 percent, and now make up 15 percent of the county's population.

White people remain the overwhelming majority, comprising 76 percent of the area's population. But there were 15,000 fewer reported in the 2010 census than in 2000, when white people made up 79 percent of the population.
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