State of the City: Rochester must plan for the future, even in trying times
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ROCHESTER — It was the late 1980s, an economic downturn gripped the nation and the Seacoast. Soon it would be exacerbated locally with the closure of the Pease Air Force Base. Nonetheless, Rochester city leaders looked to the future with the purchase of 74 acres off Ten Rod Road for an industrial park.

By the start of the next decade, a relatively new computer networking company called Cabletron had set up shop there. In time, the city's $385,000 investment would spawn a diverse group of businesses operating out of a privately-owned park worth millions of dollars in jobs and tax revenues.

On Tuesday, Rochester looked back at the lessons offered by that success during the annual State of the City gathering held at the Rochester Country Club.

"Even in difficult, challenging times, there is opportunity for development and redevelopment," said Karen Pollard, the city's economic development manager. "Certainly you can't overlook the opportunities that are already in our community, that we have, that we want to continue pursuing, because one day that pendulum will swing in the other direction."

That was the guiding theme of her message and that of Mayor John Larochelle at the Tuesday event, "Thriving in Challenging Times." 

Instead of shying away during a time of rising costs and decreased consumer spending, the morning focused how the city can remain positive and react in the right way. 

"This is the time to sharpen the ax," Larochelle said in a follow-up interview Wednesday. "You prepare for the next cycle and you be proactive ... building the infrastructure and preparing for when things pick up." In short, "Don't retreat." Change, even in adverse times, can breed progress, or "push us along as civilization," he emphasized. 

For now, the city's primary focus remains on retaining businesses, helping them grow and to add value to their operations and the community, as well as to attract commercial and industrial projects, Pollard said. It may take a little longer to shape the economic base of tomorrow but, like before, it will come, she added. 

Take for example, a perfectly situated chunk of land on Washington Street that changed hands several times over a decade until 1997. Known as the "rock pile," it was then that The Flatley Company, preeminent real estate developers, purchased the property for $295,000. it took another 10 years, but word finally came that the Massachusetts company wanted to build a 300,000-square-foot neighborhood shopping plaza to be anchored by Lowe's and Kohl's. 

Today, that plaza is open and doing business, with other tenants soon expected to join Lowe's andKohle's. 

"People actually doubted anything would ever happen there," Pollard said Wednesday, "but the cycle came back around where it was the right time to invest and make that happen."

Officials pledged during Tuesday's event to be ready for the next "right time," and City Manager John Scruton, pointing to the business, volunteer and government sectors, said the underpinnings of an attractive community are solidly in place. "It takes mutual cooperation by the three to be successful in maintaining and enhancing the quality of life we enjoy," he said. 

On the business end, the city offers new and expanded retail and commercial businesses, Frisbie Memorial Hospital's expansion is positioning the city "to be at the forefront of medical care," and "an increasing variety of restaurants tempt the palette," he said. 

Volunteers continue to pump life into the Greater Rochester Chamber of Commerce — which organized Tuesday's event along with Frisbie, the event sponsor — the Rotary Club, Rochester Main Street, the Historical Society, Opera House and veterans and church groups, Scruton said during Tuesday's event. 

In addition, government staff and officeholders continue to grapple with budgetary and growth issues that form the city's quality of life, Scruton said. He also noted the library is seeing more than 170,000 annual visits, future sources of water supply are being explored, a bevy of major construction projects is moving to completion and recent tests results show an "upward trajectory" in reading and math scores. 

