Economic development only

part of the employment story
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SENECA — While the
number of Oconee County
residents with jobs is up and
 unemployment has dropped
to an all-time low, not all of
those jobs have been created
in Oconee County.

Employment and unem-
ployment statistics are based
on where the people live, not
where the jobs are, accord-
ing to Richard Blackwell,
executive director of Oconee
Economic Alliance. So an
Oconee County resident who

en an mcfeasimf 150 jobs at its Seneca plant since December.

works in Pickens, Ander-
son, Greenville county or

. anywhere else in the state

still counts as an employed
person in Oconee County.

“] definitely don’t claim
credit for the unemploy-
ment going down, nor am
I claiming credit for the
unemployment rate getting
5.1 percent,” Blackwell said,
referring to numbers that
show unemployment among
Oconee County residents has
dropped from 10.1 percent in
2011 to a current rate of 5.1
percent.

Other statistics from the
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S.C. Department of Employ-
ment and Workforce show
that 29,647 Oconee residents

_ are currently employed in-

side or outside the county as
compared to 28,081 employed
Oconee residents in 2011.
While those statistics
represent good news for
residents, it is not a complete
picture of how successful the
county’s economic develop-
ment efforts are in bringing
more jobs. g !
According to statistics The
Journal calculated from a
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combination of state and local
sources — government and
private enterprise — there have
been approximately 721 new
jobs in the county since 2011. In
the same time period there has
been a loss of 1,062 jobs that are
either not in the county any-
more or are in the process of
being based somewhere outside
Oconee. .

Most of the jobs lost came
in 2012 as Blackwell was just
coming on board in his job
in Oconee County. Covidien
announced it was closing its
Seneca plant and moving it to
Costa Rica. At the time, Covid-
ien had 595 jobs. Those jobs are

set to be completely phased out

by 2015. Itron announced 300
layoffs at its West Union plant
and Ryan’s in Seneca, a busi-
ness with 40 jobs, announced it
was closing. Blackwell’s office
also announced 125 new jobs
coming to the county that year.
Things improved a year later
as net jobs reached 114, when
taking into account the 224
job gains or announcements
along with an announcement
last summer that Taylor Made
was moving its 110-job plant

from Westminster to Liberty in
Pickens County.

So far this year, new or
expanding industry announce-
ments have included 292 new
jobs without any announce-
ments of companies leaving or
cutting back.

While Alliance Pickens exec- -

utive director Ray Farley said
at the time of the Taylor Made
decision that the announce-
ment would initially mean 125
new jobs for his county, Black-
well disagreed. He said the loss
of the plant is not a job loss for
Oconee County because many
of the current Oconee County
employees will make the drive
to Liberty to keep their jobs
when the company completes
its move this summer.
“Saying that Taylor Made is

job losses, you can’t say that,”
Blackwell said. “That’s like
saying that Michelin in Sandy
Springs shouldn’t count all
those employees for their job
gains because people in Oconee
County come there to work.”

He added that the work of his
office is helping to improve the
overall jobs picture.

“You see an announcement
like Taylor Made and Covidien,
it hurts — it hurts very deeply.
It pains me every single time I
drive by that facility in Liber-
ty,” Blackwell said. “But I know
that with our industrial parks,
the momentum that we have go-
ing, there will be a brighter day
in Oconee County. It is work-
ing. Our economic development
strategy is paying off, people
are thinking about Oconee

County as a great place to live,
work, play and invest.”

Blackwell added that many
who lost jobs with Covidien
have found jobs with other com-
panies in the county.

“It still hurts today when I
talk to the leadership about

. them exiting in the summer of

2015, but what is good is a lot of
those people, let’s say 300 peo-
ple, have found other employ-
ment opportunities because
we’re growing the economy
here,” he said.

“In our per capita income,
again, we're creating wealth;
we're 15th in the state. We
increased per capita income in.
2013, by $2,000.” ¢
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