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Census: Immigration drives crowding; retirees stay put in sparser areas

by Tim Henderson 

May 12, 2011

Some of the state's most densely packed housing is here in the Lower Hudson Valley, and some of the least is, too.

Westchester County Planning Commissioner Ed Buroughs calls it a "dual trend" — older residents aging in place, while people in younger, high-immigrant areas double up to make ends meet.

It's cause for concern in places such as Mount Kisco and Port Chester, where overcrowded immigrant housing has been an issue.

"Our long-term plan is to reduce density," Port Chester Mayor Dennis Pilla said. "People bought these places for a song and overcrowded them. A blind eye was turned for a long time in Port Chester."

But the densest housing in the state is in Rockland's Orthodox Jewish areas, where New Square, Kaser and the Monsey area all now have more than five people per household.

By contrast, two Westchester hamlets — Heritage Hills in Somers, 1.62 people per household, and Crugers in Cortlandt, 1.68 people per household — have some of the smallest average household sizes in the state.

Chris Rizzo is a resident of Heritage Hills, an empty-nester retired from a management career at J.C. Penney. He says he has no plans to relocate.

"What keeps me here are the friends I've made and all the activities here — the pool, golf, bocce, the men's club," he said.

Rizzo, who has a daughter living nearby, says a quiet and healthy lifestyle was a major attraction for seniors like him to stay in the area.

Affluent areas with well-regarded schools also tend to have children and therefore larger households.

Rockland's large and growing families, plus college campuses such as Nyack College in South Nyack, helped make it one of the youngest in the New York suburbs with a median age of 36.7, while Westchester's is 40 and Putnam's, near 42.

Jason Nelson, 30, said he found South Nyack a good, safe place to raise his three small children while studying at the college's seminary.

"I think there's a lot to offer," he said. "Right here, we don't have the city traffic. But it's close to everything."

In Westchester, the largest households are in Greenburgh's Fairview neighborhood and the villages of Scarsdale and Port Chester, all in the neighborhood of 3.1 people per home.

Buroughs and other experts said they haven't been able to see the new profiles of places and counties because of embargo restrictions imposed by the Census.

But some changes, like apparent losses of housing in Larchmont and Bronxville, have left county officials shaking their heads.

"In Larchmont, it's like 253 went into the Sound," Buroughs said, adding that he's working with municipalities to find any inaccuracies.

The new numbers also show that Hispanic growth, the major factor in population growth for most of the region, is coming mostly from new Central American and South American groups, rather than groups that were traditionally prevalent — Mexicans, Puerto Ricans and Cubans.

In Port Chester, Jessica Cruzate of the Estacion Latina music store said she once sold predominantly Mexican music.

"In the last few years, those people have gone back home," she said. "The Mexican clientele we used to have — we just don't see those numbers anymore."

A native of Peru, Cruzate said she sells pretty much equal parts Mexican, South American and Central American music now.

White Plains attorney Alan Dillon, an Argentina native, said he's seen both Mexicans and Brazilians headed home lately because opportunities have diminished.

Some in Port Chester said a lot of immigrants would like to go back home, but it's easier for Mexicans because of the country's proximity.

"It's easy for them. The border's right there," said Boniec Ayala, an El Salvador native who manages a Central American restaurant in Port Chester.

Susan Henner, an immigration attorney in White Plains, said many immigrants are finding it hard to live here because of crackdowns that could get them deported over something as simple as a speeding ticket.

"They say they would stay if they could just get a green card, but life is just too hard here without it," Henna said.
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