Investing in Granite State Business Park

[image: image1.png]



Article Date: Thursday, April 24, 2008

In the late 1980s, Rochester's available industrial land was owned by private developers who were naturally holding out for top dollar for their acreage — but this, in the opinion of then Mayor Dick Green and a majority of the City Council, was making it harder for the city to bring about industrial growth.

Green's arguments, in persuading the city to spend around $1.2 million to purchase land off Ten Rod Road and then extend utilities to that area, were these:

A) the subsequent sale of the industrial lots the city created would bring back the $1.2 million but still bring the price per acre below the going rate of the holdout private developers, thus making Rochester a more attractive location for entrepreneurs.

B) the resulting factory buildings would broaden the city's tax base and increase annual revenues.

C) hundreds, even thousands, of jobs could be created to replace those lost by the demise of the shoe factories.

As Green himself has often said, "Timing is everything," and his timing could not have been better. By the close of 1994, Cabletron (remember them?) was employing at least 2,400 people in New Hampshire — most of them in Ten Rod Industrial Park — while elsewhere in the park Teledyne Laars had over 100 people building commercial and residential boilers and even a small enterprise called Ashland Electric Products was shipping its wares across the world. Today, the sun has set on Cabletron, but other manufacturers are still there, while companies like Eastern Propane have moved in.

Now, 20 years on from the successful Green initiative, the City Council seems to be contemplating a similar move with money in this year's budget to buy Granite State Business Park acreage adjacent to Skyhaven Airport, and access it via a railroad crossing at a combined cost of $1,250,000.

Certainly, the same benefits can be advanced today as two decades ago — more property tax revenue for city coffers if companies are persuaded to locate or expand here, and more local jobs for Rochester area citizens in an age where increasingly gouged commuters may be doing a cost-benefit analysis on trading in a car for a horse. 

The current owner of Granite State Business Park is the New York-based Howard Katz, whose major business interests keep him focused many miles away, rather than in the Lilac City. Thus a case can be made that local ownership and city marketing of developable industrial land would be more advantageous to the people of Rochester. 

There are certainly people who will say the flaw in any parallel between 1988 and 2008 is that in the last 20 years, manufacturing jobs have followed the cheapest labor markets, which are no longer in New Hampshire as compared to, say, Detroit, but in Central America or Southeast Asia as compared to the United States.

On the brighter side, though, NH Employment Security numbers show that the significant loss of manufacturing jobs of a few years ago has now slowed to a trickle and that currently, around 77,000 people are in that sector of the economy — which, in a sense, is the wealth producing sector, in that money comes into the local region from distant customers who purchase the wares produced.

Thus, even in tough times, and with a property tax increase of some proportions looming, we think most people of Rochester will support an investment into industrial park development. The alternative, a poor one, is to allow others to have a greater sway over the city's economic fate. That said, we do not think any kind of case has been made for the city to own Skyhaven, as opposed to Pease Development Authority. The runway is too short, and fuel costs too high, to consider shipping product in volume out of Skyhaven. Visiting CEOs can happily fly into Pease and reach Rochester in 25 minutes or less — something few conurbations can boast.

Looking into the future, we think the most valuable asset for Granite State Business Park is its proximity to the rail line. At some point, with dwindling oil supplies, the United States has got to catch up with other industrialized countries and develop a modern commuter rail network — one that can quickly, cleanly and affordably convey thousands of people, daily, to their places of work. GSBP is ideally placed to reap the benefits of such.
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