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2010 census shows change in many Rochester suburbs

by Alan Morrell, Ernst Lamothe Jr., and Bennett J. Loudon

April 3, 2011

For most of Rochester's suburbs, the last decade has brought more footsteps to their sidewalks, more cars to their roads and more children to their schools.

Since 2000, these growing towns have enjoyed commercial and residential development and additional jobs. However, that expansion comes at a price, straining infrastructure and gobbling up available land.

Other towns are struggling with stagnant or declining populations, aging infrastructure, dwindling open space, stagnant home prices and a shrinking tax base.

As the communities examine their population changes since 2000, they are also looking forward and assessing the opportunities and challenges growth and decline can bring.

Managing major growth

The suburb with the greatest growth since 2000 is Victor, where the population grew about 43 percent — from 9,977 to 14,275. "I was certainly surprised when the numbers came out," said Victor Supervisor Jack Marren. "The area offers so many things, whether it's the quality of life issues, schools, shopping, the close proximity from downtown Rochester or the Thruway."

Tom Kehoe, 46, and his wife, Kelly, 43, moved from Perinton to Victor in 2009, mainly for the schools and the lower taxes.

They moved from a home worth about $370,000 to a $430,000 house in Victor, but their tax bill dropped about 28 percent, said Kelly Kehoe, a securities trader.

The Kehoes believed their 9-year-old son and 12-year-old daughter would have more opportunities in Victor schools, which are smaller than in Fairport, but also among the fastest growing in the state.

"It was really, unfortunately, a no-brainer," Kelly Kehoe said. "We had to do it. I think it's open space and the taxes. We were trying to escape the taxes."

But some residents are concerned about the direction of development in the town. Victor has a comprehensive plan, but it was created in 1995 and it hasn't been updated in 10 years. Town officials have limited and outdated guidance when considering development proposals so an update to that plan is now under way.

The growth in population also means political changes. Now that Victor's population is over 10,000, the Town Board must decide whether to switch some elected positions to appointed jobs, such as town clerk and highway superintendent. Marren said there has been no discussion of that issue yet.

The population changes will also affect weighted voting on the Ontario County Board of Supervisors, where the Victor supervisor will have the most powerful vote as of January 2012. Also affected will be state revenue sharing and sales tax revenue distribution. The growth in Victor is affecting the Victor Central School District, where officials expect enrollment to grow from about 4,200 today to about 4,900 by 2019. On March 22, voters approved a $28.7 million expansion plan to add more classroom space and a new swimming pool.

Continued expansion

The town of Webster, which had a 12.4 percent population increase from 2000 to 2010, is the fastest-growing community in Monroe County. Supervisor Ron Nesbitt said most of that growth occurred in the first half of the decade, when developers built 200 to 300 new houses annually. That number is now about 50 per year, he said.

Joe and Samantha Duffy built a house on Brick Landing Place nine years ago. He said the town's proximity to Lake Ontario — and a nearby Wegmans — are appealing.

"We love everything about it," said Joe Duffy, a Herkimer County native who lived in Penfield and Fairport before moving to Webster.

"A lot of people who grew up here don't like the expansion, but we're part of that expansion. The town is handling it well."

Enrollment in the Webster Central School District has increased in the past decade from 8,295 to 8,844, said spokeswoman Ann Carmody. To deal with the enrollment growth, the district reconfigured its schools and reopened R.L. Thomas, which had been a middle school, as a high school.

Residential and commercial growth has meant a significant reduction in the amount of undeveloped land in Webster. Studies showed about 18 percent open space in the town in 2006, compared with about 40 percent in 2000, but there were differences in the way the data were collected for those studies, said Gary Kleist, the town's commissioner of public works. Since 2006, there have been no updates as open space has decreased slightly.

Last year, the Town Board repealed a 1992 law that gave tax breaks to property owners who temporarily held off on developing their parcels. Under the law, the town had preserved 952 acres, said Town Assessor Donna Komor. One reason the law came off the books was because the town preserved another 970 acres through passage of an open space bond vote in 2004.

Maintaining growth

The population of Monroe County's largest suburb, Greece, grew much more slowly. It increased by 2 percent to 96,095 residents over the last decade. As the suburb has grown throughout the years, it has also evolved from a blue-collar bedroom community of many Kodak employees to an increasingly white-collar town, said Lee Strauss of the Greece Historical Society. In the 1980s, construction of Route 390 provided a highway between Ridge Road and the Lake Ontario State Parkway, and the 1990s saw the connection of two malls to form the Mall at Greece Ridge. In the past 10 years, major reconstruction of the West Ridge Road corridor has improved the flow of traffic for more than 40,000 vehicles daily. The school district is expecting nearly 500 more students by 2016.

Greece continues to upgrade its infrastructure to accommodate the previous growth, and it has not yet reached its capacity.

"With everything that happened, there seems to be an affordable amount of land in Greece that people flocked to," said Strauss, a Greece resident since 1966. "You're finding more people who aren't native to the area living in Greece. It's really become a boomtown, yet it still has a small-town atmosphere."

Managing loss

Irondequoit officials were happy that the town, which lost 1.3 percent of its population in the past decade, did not lose more. The town still is the second most-populous in Monroe County, with 51,692 people, but is about 98 percent developed and has the highest percentage of senior citizens.

Supervisor Mary Joyce D'Aurizio said keeping its ranking among towns assures Irondequoit a bigger slice of sales-tax revenue from the county. There were concerns that Irondequoit would lose money under a federal Housing and Urban Development program if the population dipped beneath 50,000, but a HUD spokesman said Irondequoit would have been grandfathered in.

The town's little undeveloped land is in environmentally sensitive areas and consists in some cases of steep slopes. Only about five homes were built last year, some on sites where the previous house was demolished, said Public Works Commissioner Patrick Meredith.

"We're really bogged down," D'Aurizio said. "We have to focus on our fine stock of diverse housing."

Several big-ticket housing projects have been approved but delayed for various reasons. Those projects — redevelopment of the Medley Centre mall, and construction of Lighthouse Pointe on the banks of the Genesee River and of the former Newport House site on the shores of Irondequoit Bay — would add hundreds of condominiums and townhouses.

Keeping up with the town's infrastructure is another problem.

"We are in constant need of infrastructure improvements for roads, sewers and sidewalks," said Meredith.

Planning ahead

In Henrietta, town officials weren't shocked that the population had grown by 9 percent since 2000. They were surprised it wasn't higher than the 42,581 people counted in the 2010 census. Almost two years ago, the U.S. Census Bureau projected Henrietta would have more than 45,600 residents today, and the town has been planning for it. The town will roll out a comprehensive plan draft update this month, showing more growth in the southwest toward its border with Wheatland.

The suburb has long been inviting to residents with about 25 percent undeveloped land. Even in a down economy, the town averages about 100 new homes a year. It had as many as 200 a year during the early part of the last decade.

"Some subdivisions feel like you are out in the country even when you are in a neighborhood, and residents enjoy that," said Michael Yudelson, Henrietta supervisor.

The construction of the $57 million Global Village, a student housing complex near Rochester Institute of Technology, and a mix of restaurants and businesses helps keep taxes low.

The appeal of home

When Abby Adair Reinhard graduated from Pittsford Sutherland High School in 1996, she couldn't wait to leave and pursue adventure and traveling. Reinhard attended the University of Michigan before spending a few years in the Big Apple and then eight years in Boston. She met her husband, Joshua, and settled down there, but something never felt right.

She realized that Pittsford's nationally renowned school system, the proximity to the Erie Canal, the town's parks and the new housing developments were intriguing and affordable when compared to what's available near larger cities.

"If you want to live in a nice suburban house with a yard near the city, try finding a good price in Boston," said Reinhard, 32, who is expecting her first child this summer.

Pittsford's population has increased to 29,405 — 8 percent — since 2000.

Lindsay Rae, 33, also wanted to experience some excitement after graduating Pittsford Sutherland the same year as Reinhard. She moved to Colorado and North and South Carolina as a whitewater raft guide. She also met her future husband, Mike, during her journey and they moved to Washington, D.C., but after her father became very ill, the strong family connection pulled her back to western New York. Rae, an outdoors lover, appreciates Pittsford's Erie Canal and 35 miles of trails in town.

The town may need sewer upgrades as more residents arrive. An 185-unit apartment complex on Monroe Avenue has been proposed.
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