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Exploring Juniata County’ s Economy through the Sories of Residents

I ntroduction

Citizens of rural counties across Pennsylvania are faced with adapting to a newly
globalized economy that requires much different skills than historically required to
successfully live ‘ The American Dream’. The days of abundant local
manufacturing and resource extraction jobs are over, as many of these positions
have become automated with the development of new technology, or moved
overseas due to lower production costs. Rural residents must now learn to adapt to
this new technological eraby gaining diversified skills and knowledge or by
creating different economic opportunities to support themselves and their families.
Local political and business leaders are equally challenged to develop anew vision
for their counties, asking themselves, “How do they envision their local county and
what economic opportunities are possible?’ Thisis not an easy task, as many rural
counties have struggled with adapting to a globalized economy. With alack of job
opportunities in many rural counties, new generations have been forced to migrate
to urban areas with diverse opportunities. If social ties to the county are strong, and
an urban areaisin close proximity to arura county, some residents have chosen to
remain in rural communities and commute outside of the county for employment
opportunities or remain in the community and accept lower wages. Y et, this still
|leaves many residents who either lack the necessary skills or the ability to travel,
with alack of job opportunities. How can this be combated?

The goal of this report is to explore these issues in the context of one rural
Pennsylvania county. The residents and leaders of rural counties are faced with
many challenges that are often interconnected and require collaboration between
various groups to solve. This report intends to shed light on some of these
challenges and provide people with a platform to discuss these issues with the
hopes of one day solving them.

Our original research question was. “How are workers affected by low wagesin
Juniata County? Specifically, how are workers, who are earning minimum or near
minimum wage, daily decisions affected by their wages?’ Throughout the course
of our interviews with local |eaders and workers, we heard consistent comments on
the overall state of the economy in Juniata. It became clear that minimum and near
minimum wages were not the only important aspect of the economic environment
of the county, and therefore required us to refocus our research to include other
aspects of the economy. We then changed our research question to: “How are
workers lives affected by the local economy? Are workers most affected by low
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wages, lack of employment opportunities, or other factors? How are people' s daily
decisions affected by their wages?’

It is important to recognize the macroeconomic issues that affect rural residents. As
previously mentioned, globalization has played alarge role in the changing
economies of rural counties. The industrial composition of many counties has
changed, moving from manufacturing to technological or ‘knowledge' based or
service-based economies.. Local school systems are forced to adapt to this change
by preparing students with different skills and knowledge than previously needed.
This requires investment in new technologies and curriculum that is difficult to
maintain with educational budget cuts. Aswell, rura to urban migration has posed
athreat to rural economic growth and the stability of the tax base as new
generations leave their home communities to pursue job opportunities and
Increased access to services in urban areas.

Many of the challenges identified throughout this report are interconnected. These
challenges range from macroeconomic to social issues. Whileiit is easy to identify
one or two of these issues as the most important or the answer to the problem, this
Is an incorrect assumption and devalues the complexity of rural counties. This
report aimsto explore the ‘greyness' of the issues. That is, to show that they are
not black and white with easy solutions. Rather the challenges identified by local
leaders and citizens are complex and interwoven into many grey areas. Likewise,
the solutions to these challenges are also complex and require discussion and
collaboration between many different groups to begin to solve them.

Thefollowing js amap of Pennsylvaniathat shows the location of Juniata County:
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Methods

We chose Juniata County due to its rural environment, geographical location, and
existing connections with people familiar with the county. The rural nature of the
county isvery similar to other rural countiesin Pennsylvania. The similarity in
environment and demographics was one of the main factorsin our decision to
study Juniata County.

The counties' population, according to the U.S. Census Bureau 2013 Population
Estimates, is 24,768 with 97.7% of the county classified as white (Census). The
mean travel timeto work for residentsis 26 minutes. This reflects the common
commute to Harrisburg, State College, Lewistown, or Selinsgrove.

Driving through the county, you are surrounded by farms and fields, with afew
convenience stores scattered throughout. Off the main highway that connects the
county to two major urban areas, State College and Harrisburg, is the counties
industrial park which houses several local businesses. There are afew major
employersin the county, with the largest being Empire Kosher Poultry, Inc. (Labor
and Industry). The median household income is $44,991. The unemployment rate
IS 4.1% as of September 2014 (Bureau of Labor Statistics).

Because we had a connection with someone who has extensive work experiencein
the county, we were able to identify and informally speak with six local leadersin
the county. These leadersidentified arange of challengesin the county that
expanded our research focus. After speaking with local leaders, we utilized one
leader’ s connections within the community to identify and interview residents.
While our initial focus was minimum wage workers, we were unable to identify
local residents working for minimum wage. Therefore, we expanded our sample
frame to include other low income residents. We struggled with identifying people
who were willing to be interviewed. This could be due to the sensitive nature of the
topic we were researching.

Twenty five people were contacted by phone and letter, while only five agreed and
participated in an interview that lasted between 30 and 60 minutes. Our interview
guestions were designed to identify perspectives on specific issues, however they
remained fluid enough to allow interviewees the ability to identify other topics
related to the local economy and their experiences that they found relevant.

What we ultimately ended up exploring was much broader than our initial research
guestion. By speaking with workers, community leaders, unemployed residents,
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and stay at home mothers we were able to gain arich pool of perspectives and
stories. We wanted to gather stories and perspectives from various groups of
people in the county in order to illuminate issues that other rural counties may
identify with. The gathering and analyzing of storiesis an effective strategy for
leaders in communities to showcase issues that can be affected at the policy level.
Additionally, this strategy is not only useful for community leaders but also
community residents. The engagement of people for potential changeis not
possible without effective identification and discussion of the issues. By giving
residents a platform to speak openly and freely they were able to identify issues of
concern without fear of backlash.

Findings and I nterpretation

We identified several consistent themes related to the economy throughout our
interviews with citizens. We expanded our research focus to include questions
about these themes, as they proved to be an important part of the county story that
we as outsiders had not initially identified.

We spoke with local leaders in the county who were very familiar with the
economy and local citizens. The workers we interviewed could all be classified as
low to middle income. Their occupations varied, and some were not currently
employed due to disability or personal reasons. All of the workers we spoke with
were women. This was because women were more likely than men to answer the
home phone when we called, and were willing to participate in an interview. Only
one woman we spoke with did not have children, however she did have extended
family and their children living with her.

Three major themes were identified and are the focus of this report. These themes
are:

1. Historical and personal experiences
2. Thelocal education system
3. Employment opportunities

It isimportant to remember when examining these three themes, that they are all
interconnected in some way. A person’s historical experienceis generally not
independent of their environment. Likewise, the employment opportunities that
people have in the county are often not independent of citizen’s social and personal
experiences both in childhood and the present. These themes can be viewed as one
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grey area. That is, they are not independent variables. Rather, they are all
interconnected and create agrey areathat is difficult to change.

1. Personal Experience

Peoples’ past experiences (or memories of those experiences) play amajor rolein
their future choices. Severa people that we spoke with identified personal
experiences that continue to influence their daily decisions and overall economic
well-being.

One person said (in reference to the job opportunities in Juniata County) “ There
are some job opportunities...there’ s so many things that | would haveto do in
order to be able to go to work, | didn't graduate...l don’'t have alicense or a
vehicle...” Unfortunately, thisis not a unigue situation for many residents of rural
counties. Although job opportunities may be available, there are many outside
factors that affect gaining employment. The lack of ahigh school diplomais
frequently a major impediment to employment. Approximately 82.5% of people
age 25+ in Juniata County are a high school graduate or higher (U.S. Census).
However, only 11.2% of people in the county age 25+ have a Bachelor’ s degree or
higher (U.S. Census). Even if employment is gained, the lack of transportationisa
critical issue that can prevent maintaining steady employment.

Social tiesin communities are a safety net for most people. We often rely on
family members for support and assistance in difficult times. When people do not
have that support economic decisions are affected. One person we interviewed was
facing economic difficulties due to her lack of social tiesin the community as well
as employment opportunities. She had previously been a commuter, but after going
through adivorce with her husband, she made the choice not to commute outside
of the county for work to be there for her children. She made a profound statement
regarding her current situation: “I chose it right now, and some people don’t
choose.” “I know I’'m choosing right now...I mean | could do it, but right now my
kids know that if there' s a school issue or helping in school they can count on mom
to be there.” This person was faced with personal choices for her family, aswell as
economic choices that she knew would also influence her family aswell. Instead of
leaving the county for a higher paying job, she chose to work for alower wagein
the county so she was able to be there for her children on a consistent basis. These
choices are not easy, and people do not take them lightly. When trying to
understand the present situation of peopleit isimportant to recognize how these
personal decisions that people are forced to make affect their economic well-being.
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According to the U.S. Census Bureau, Juniata County has a 2.9% Hispanic or

L atino population. This group comes from differing countries including but not
limited to: Honduras, El Salvador, and Chile. While 2.9% may not seem like a
large amount, when you put it into the context of the county’s population, which is
97.7% White, this group is the second largest race in the county. Many individuals
from the Hispanic community work for the county’s largest employer, Empire
Kosher. Many have moved here to escape poverty and violence in their home
countries, and work difficult jobs with long hours. Thisis not only to support their
immediate family, but also to send remittances to their familiesin their home
countries. Thisinflux of new people has diversified the otherwise traditional rural
community. Despite moving here for better living circumstances, cultural
assimilation is not always easy. Language barriers and cultural differences can be
difficult challenges to overcome. One woman’s story reflects this and how these
challenges influence her economic opportunities: “I don’t write...I read, |
understand mostly 75%/80% everything | read in English, but | don’t write
anything. | tried to go to school but by the time that | tried to go to school | have a
full job...my two little son and daughter were too little at that time and I’'m
working...” This experienceis not limited to the Hispanic community. It is not
uncommon for parents to want to further their education but not have the ability to
because of child care. Thisis especially true for single mothers, like this woman,
who isthe primary care giver for her children. Being faced with the dilemma of
needing additional education to support your family but not being able to pursue
this because of child care is a difficult decision that is not black and white.

2. Employment Opportunities

We initially intended to research the minimum wage sector of Juniata County.
However, after speaking with severa local leaders, we realized that the
employment sector of Juniata and its effects on residents included other areas of
importance, therefore we broadened our research. Residents of the county face
several challenges in gaining employment with some being: alack of diversity of
employers, the need to commute for higher wages and benefits, and an overall lack
of employment opportunities.

When we asked residents about the employment opportunitiesin Juniata, we
received similar answers from all people. One person commented (in response to
the job opportunitiesin Juniata): “Not that much...it's only like Empire Kosher,
Wes, or Burger King” And in fact, according to The Pennsylvania Department of
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Labor and Industry’ s top 50 employers in Juniata County, Empire Kosher Poultry,
Inc. ranks #1 and Weis Markets, Inc. ranks #6 (Labor and Industry).

The lack of diverse employment opportunitiesis a challenge for residents. If
residents decide to pursue employment within the county they often are forced to
accept alower wage than if they commuted outside of the county. One person said:
“Don’t get me wrong Juniatais areally nice place...in order to really get a good
paying job you pretty much either have to go to Harrisburg or State College or
Selinsgrove area.” This aludesto the fact that it’s not just jobs that are important
for Juniata, but the quality of jobs. If residents are forced to travel outside of the
county for a‘good paying job’, then simply adding jobs to the county will not
solve the problem of low paying jobs and cyclical poverty. Rather, the quality of
jobs, that istheir wage in respect to cost of living, is an important aspect to
consider.

“1I"m not 100% sure what all the opportunities are. | know there’s alot of farming
and there’ s the school, but | do know that with the school district that with the
budgets I’ ve noticed alot of cuts with the school district...but alot more people do
go out of the county and drive for the better paying jobs.” Agricultureisa
prominent employment opportunity in Juniata County, along with the school
district which is ranked as the third largest employer in the county. However, this
individual points out two important facts. First, while the school district may
employ alarge percent of the population, it suffers from budget cuts which can
limit its capabilities. Thiswill be discussed further in the Education System
section. Second, commuters are prevalent. Some people chose to live in the county,
but are forced to commute outside for better paying jobs.

Juniatais often referred to as a*“bedroom community” due to the large share of the
population that lives there but commutes el sewhere for work. According to the
U.S. Census 2006-2010 commuting data, 11,156 residents commuted, with 48% of
commuters leaving the county for work. Juniatais situated in the middle of State
College and Harrisburg, with both offering more employment opportunities than
Juniata County. For this reason, residents will often commute to these areas even
for minimum wage jobs. One person we spoke with had travelled to Harrisburg for
most of her life for employment through temporary agencies.

One person commented: “To make the amount of money that you need for your
income you have to commute and then it’s like does it really balance out with gas
prices and everything else on top of it.” These are decisions that residents are faced
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with when trying to acquire employment. Commuting requires resources like a
vehicle, money for gas, maintenance, and childcare. The poor often don’t have
these resources, therefore they’ re required to make difficult decisions that affect
their economic wellbeing.

“1 live paycheck to paycheck... There are challenges...it's my car insurance,
paying off a credit card, cell phone, cable and internet, rent, and trying to save up a
little bit to make sure | can get something if my kids need it..” Living paycheck to
paycheck is acommon challenge. If you have the ability to pay for your daily
expenses like food and hills, then saving becomes the next challenge, something
that is often considered aluxury in the world of the poor. While this particular
person was choosing to work inside the county for less money than if they
commuted, their choice is areflection of the personal and historical factors that
influence economic choices. “I left ajob that | really loved for my child because |
didn’t want to put him through that (commuting to Harrisburg).” When asked if
there is the opportunity for advancement in her current position she said: “There
really is no advancement, but 1'd like to stay where I'm at aslong as | can while
my kids are young and in school. So | don’t mind the hardship on myself, I'm
putting my kids above me. Aslong as they’ re happy and their dad and | can
provide for them.”

3. Education System

The education system in Juniata County was identified as an important aspect to
consider when studying the economic opportunities in the county. In the county
there are eight elementary schools, one junior high school, and two high schools.
This does not include private schools in the county. Greenwood School district lies
in neighboring Perry County and serves students from Greenwood Township in
Juniata, along with other students from Perry County. According to the District
PSSA results for Grade 11, 51% of students are proficient or abovein
mathematics, compared to 59% at the state level. In science, 62% are proficient or
above compared to 67% at the state level. The district has a 90% graduation
measure compared to 83% at the state level (District Report Card).

“1 think the local school system could definitely be improved. | just don’t think that
they really have the criteriathat kids need now a days to go out into the electronic
world.” Many leaders and residents referenced the need for an improved
curriculum in the school district. The skills demanded by the job market in today’ s
world are different than they were in the past, therefore for students to be
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competitive in the job market they will need to be prepared with these skills.
However, one question we devel oped while speaking with various peoplein the
county was, “Isthe local school system preparing students to work in Juniata
County or to leave the county and work elsewhere?’ The implications of this are
vast, as the skills and knowledge that students have affect their employability and
also what job market they will enter.

We received amix of answers when we asked this question. Some local leaders
believe that the school district is “feeding the outside employment market”. That
IS, they are preparing students to take jobs outside of the county. These leaders also
recognized that Juniata lacks the job opportunities for graduates, and thus they are
forced to leave the county for more employment choices.

On the opposite end of the spectrum, it was also said by aleader in the county that
thereisadesirein theloca school system to keep students in the county, thus they
are not preparing student for higher education and outside employment
opportunities. Thisdirectly contributes to the cyclical nature of poverty and the job
opportunities in the county. If students are not prepared to pursue high skill
occupations then these young adults will not be able to create high skill, and thus
high paying, jobsin the county in the future. If students are not prepared for high
skills jobs then they will be forced to accept low pay, low skill jobs in the county
or commute for low paying jobsin outside areas, thus continuing the cycle of
poverty in the county.

Budget cuts are areal challenge that school districts al across Pennsylvaniaare
faced with. Without funding, school districts are unable to update or improve
curriculums, diversify classes, purchase technology, or pay teachers and staff
competitive wages. All of these factors influence student’ s educational quality and
their level of preparedness for employment or higher education after high school.

An additional area of challenge that Juniata, like many other rural Pennsylvania
counties, facesis the remoteness of certain areas in the county and how this affects
student’s learning. Some children can live as far as an hour away from the nearest
school. Dial-up internet is common in remote areas and presents a challenge to
student learning due to the extra time needed for studying. Participation in extra-
curricular activitiesis often limited by student’ s remote location. The Juniata
school district is faced with difficult choices when determining how to best meet
the needs of studentswho livein rural areas.
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While it is understandable for Juniata leaders and officials to fear brain drain and
try to keep young adults in the county, it is also important to evaluate whether
keeping young adults directly out of high school in the county improves Juniata' s
economy and standard of living or does the opposite. Are alack of job
opportunities pushing students out of the county? Or are job opportunities absent
because of alack of skilled workers? What will incentivize businesses to come to,
or start in this region and what types of businesses are the most likely to succeed
and provide residents with aliving wage? If the county can manage to attract new
industry and businesses, are the citizens of Juniata adequately prepared to fill these
new positions? It’s a difficult analysis and the answers are not black and white.
Rather, it islikely amix of al of these variables and further collaboration by
various stakeholders in the county is necessary to develop solutions.

Limitations

The findings of our research have their limitations. Our sample frame was limited
due to time and resources. We had difficulty finding people willing to be
interviewed. We concluded that this could be due to the sensitive nature of the
topic we were researching, aswell as our inability to provide an incentive to
participate. We had one primary researcher conducting the interviews, and limited
funds to support more extensive research. While we did not interview a
representative sample of the county, we heard similar thoughts from multiple
participants and therefore can conclude that those themes would likely also be
identified by other residents.

Additionally, we did not speak with any school district employees or business
leaders in the county due to limited resources and the focus of our research
guestion. It islikely that these groups would hold differing insights and opinions
than the onesidentified here. It would be valuable for further research to include
these groups in the discussion. Further interviews with arange of stakeholdersin
the community would provide valuable insights that we were unable to gather in
this report.

Conclusion

The challenges faced in Juniata County are not unique to the county. Other rural
Pennsylvania counties face similar challenges and opportunities. There are a
variety of positive featuresin Juniata County that could provide economic
development if capitalized upon. The geographical location of the county between
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State College and Harrisburg could provide positive opportunities for economic
development and tourism. The social tiesin Juniata are strong, and people are
quick to help each other in times of need. These social ties are important for
economic development and should be considered by local officials when making
decisions.

The challenges identified by the interviewees in Juniata County are interconnected.
People’ s personal and historical experiences influence their present and future
decisions and their economic opportunities. The economic opportunities and
challengesin Juniata affect people’s personal decisions and their families. The
education system does not simply serve as a place of learning, but as a determinant
of peoplé€’s futures. The opportunities students have available to them can
determine their success and future choices. These variables are al interconnected
and create agrey areathat is difficult to understand. By understanding how these
areas are interconnected workers, employers, public officials, and community
leaders will be better prepared to solve the challenges the county faces.

This report does not include al challenges, opportunities, or perspectivesin
Juniata. However, it attempts to shed light on some of these areas to promote
discussion and further research. Our hope is that by publicizing these stories,
citizens will feel empowered to further discuss these stories and take action to
create change and improve the lives of their fellow community members.
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