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ilicon Valley it’s not—yet. But
nomic upswing, and pumping ene
high-tech companies that are blea
collar image. Syracuse, for inst
of Coherent Networks Inc., w
software for telephone and
brainchild of Chuck Stormon’83, G’'86; Ma:
Brule '75, this recent startup already has 10
employs 277 people, and expects sales to ex
year. “Our work is leading edge,” Stormon ;
tech company, we recruit aggressively. B
supply of highly qualified employees righ

Peter Hess '94 is also polishing Syracuse g g
and partner AT&T WorldNet recently selected Syracuse as head-
quarters for YAPA, a web-based business poised to become the AARP
of young professionals. “We're here because we need a location with
a lot of energy and young people,” Hess says. “You wouldn't believe
the number of startup and high-tech companies locating here. This
city is becoming a mini-version of a high-tech hub like Boston.”

It's been years since Syracuse has been associated with a sense
of economic energy. “For most of the 1990s you heard nothing but
bad news about the Central New York economy,” admits David
Cordeau, executive director of the Syracuse Chamber of Com-
merce. “With General Motors, General Electric, and others moving
out, the early 1990s were pretty bleak. But things are picking up.”

BY DENISE OWEN HARRIJGAN
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Cordeau is a cheerleader for the city by profession. But now he’s
finally cheering for a winning team. “In the past 24 months, the
metropolitan Syracuse area has added 3,500 jobs, many in the
high-tech sector,” he reports. “There is a substantial cluster of per-
haps 30 new or rapidly expanding high-tech companies. For the
first time in decades, site consultants are looking at Syracuse. This
area is turning into an extremely salable commodity.”

This brain-powered reversal of fortune is out of character with
the town’s past. For most of its 150 years, Syracuse has been a man-
ufacturing town, producing such necessities as salt, soda ash,
steel, candles, bicycles, automobiles, and adding machines. In the
past decade, however, the manufacturing base eroded by almost
20 percent. The city’s leaders had to develop new strategies. They
couldn’t compete with lower labor and business costs in the South
and overseas, but they could market a valuable local resource: a
highly educated workforce. “Within 100 miles of Syracuse there
are 42 colleges and universities. That’s the third highest concen-
tration of higher education institutions in the United States,” says
Irwin Davis, executive vice president of the Metropolitan
Development Association (MDA), a group of the area’s top 100
business leaders that aggressively seeks new ventures. “Our num-
ber-one selling point is the quality of our workforce.”

Syracuse also scores well on the caliber of its business leader-
ship. “We circle the wagons pretty quickly,” Cordeau says. “We
recognize that to compete in today’s global marketplace we have
to collaborate.” That tradition dates back to the Great Depression,
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when the Syracuse Chamber of
Commerce lured Carrier Corporation
to Syracuse with an offer of free
space in the abandoned Franklin
automobile factory, plus $250,000 for
moving expenses.

“For the past 40 years the MDA has
kept our business leadership very well
organized,” Davis says. “Our bottom
line is a four-letter word: jobs. In this
community, private business leader-
ship gets in the trenches with state
and local government and causes
growth. The MDA has been behind
every major economic development in
this community, from the Civic Center
and Carousel Center to the Carrier Dome and the new P&C Stadium.”

For many years, the MDA worked to fortify the manufacturing
base in Central New York. Recently it’s become a catalyst for devel-
oping high-tech and service-sector opportunities. “Take a look at
Lockheed Martin,” suggests Davis. “Three years ago the company
was bought by Martin Marietta. Suddenly it had twice the number
of employees and twice the facilities. There were rumors that it was
ready to cut jobs and close its Electronics Park facility in Liverpool.

“But the MDA, working directly with New York Governor George
Pataki, Assembly Leader Sheldon Silver, and Majority Leader

https://surface.syr.edu/sumagazine/vol15/iss3/10

Photography by John Dowling

Michael Bragman, came up with a plan to take over Electronics
Park, then lease part of it back,” Davis says. “We redeveloped eight
buildings, saved 2,200 jobs, created 200 new jobs, and developed a
world-class center of radar excellence here.”

Another high-tech success story is the Syracuse Research Corp-
oration, a research and development company that spun off from
SU in the 1960s. The 350-employee firm provides technical re-
search, development, and engineering support to commercial and
government clients. “We doubled in size in the past five years, and
we expect to double again in the next five,” reports John Vasselli,
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the company’s director of corporate development. “In general, it’s
the explosion in information technology that’s driving our growth.”
Central New York’s academic strength is also a major asset to the
Syracuse Research Corporation. SU and SUNY ESF are important
sources for human resources, Vasselli says. “And we do a lot of our
research with SU and the SUNY Health Science Center (HSC).”
Syracuse’s solid educational infrastructure is likewise essential to
Coherent Networks Inc. The company’s Smartmaps software in-
directly grew out of a research project at SU and received a big assist
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from SU’s CASE Center, an incubator for high-tech companies trying
to get on their feet. The company now operates in Rochester, Chicago,
Atlanta, and six cities in France, but its largest office remains in East
Syracuse, where 85 of its 277 employees are based. About half of those
local employees are SU graduates. “We could go anywhere,” co-
founder Chuck Stormon says. “But there’s a lot of high-tech talent in
Syracuse, and it is a challenging, fun place to work. It's not polluted,
it’s not crowded, and there are no earthquakes. The people here are
nice, and the culture is pretty enlightened. What'’s not to love?”

Syracuse’s Sensis Corporation,
which has grown from 5 to 200
employees since 1985, is expanding at a
pace of 30 percent annually, reports
human resources director Margaret
Dudarchik G'83. The com-
pany develops sensor sys-
tems for the Department
of Defense, U.S. Air Force,
U.S. Marine Corps, and
their foreign counterparts.
“Our founders came here
in the fifties to work with
General Electric Aero-
space,” Dudarchik says.
“They were really im-
pressed with the world-
class wealth of technical
talent in this community.” Easy access
to higher education strengthened the
city’s appeal. More than a quarter of
the company’s employees have SU
degrees, most at the graduate level.

A wealth of local medical and tech-
nical talent also inspired the recent
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search, Rehabilitation, and Biomedical Research at SUNY HSC in
Syracuse. “This facility has the potential for measuring human
performance with a level of precision matched by only a few insti-
tutions nationwide,” says Ken Barker, provost at SUNY HSC. “Tt will
help us attract nationally ranked scholars and prestigious research
grants. On the top two floors alone we expect to generate $8 mil-
lion to $10 million a year in research funds. Because of the syner-
gistic effect, this facility will also attract companies interested in
developing new technology.”

That translates into dollars. According to Barker, every dollar in-
vested in a research facility’s infrastructure generates $5 in feder-

al research funds and another $5 in economic development. “It’s
the ripple effect,” Barker says.

ronically, all this high-tech growth accentuates a nationwide
Iproblem that’s beginning to hit Central New York hard: a growing
shortage of high-tech professionals, especially in engineering and
information technology.

“In 1992, we had our highest unemployment rate on record—7.4
percent,” says Roger Evans, principal economist with the New York
State Department of Labor in Syracuse. “Today our unemployment rate
is 3.3 percent. It has never been lower. We very quickly went from
crying about high unemployment to crying about labor shortages.”

When Syracuse lost about 15 percent of its manufacturing jobs,
it also lost 12,000 workers to other areas of the country. “But the
larger issue is a mismatch of skills,” Evans explains. “The jobs that
are open today require a different skill set. The message that this
was a depressed economy was never true for people with skills.
There have always been good-paying jobs here in technology,
health care, insurance, and other service areas. But there have not
always been good-paying jobs for people who could weld.”
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Just as they team up to bring jobs to Syracuse, local business
leaders are collaborating to bring new talent to town. “That’s a
smart move,” says Anne Messenger, president of Messenger Asso-
ciates Inc,, a local human resources consulting firm. “The greatest
challenge nationwide is attracting educated employees. The com-
panies paying attention are investing much more in recruitment
and retention.”

In Syracuse, the high-tech industry alone anticipates 2,000 job
vacancies within the next three years. A consortium of high-tech
companies recently launched the da Vinci Project, a visionary
recruitment effort to attract engineers via the World Wide Web.
“Statistics show that in 1997, 10 percent of recruitment nationwide

took place on the web. In 1999, that
figure will be up to 30 percent,” says
Tom Mushow, chairman of the pro-
ject’s steering committee.

Instead of stealing engineers from
one another, the 27 high-
tech companies in the da
Vinci Project are joining
forces and recruiting from
outside the region. Their
web site not only posts
jobs, it documents the
high quality of life—and
strong sense of opti-
mism—in Central New
York. According to a Price
Waterhouse study, 9o per-
cent of technical firms in
upstate New York had
more confidence in their prospects in
1997 than in 1996.

Online since January 1998, the da
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Vinci Project has already netted 38 engineers—and created an
exciting network among high-tech human resources directors.
“We've raised more than a half-million dollars to launch and mar-
ket the site. Now we’re working on a program for spouse recruit-
ment, because that’s often an issue for candidates looking at our
area,” Mushow says. “The da Vinci Project requires a lot of meetings
and a real commitment from its members. But we consider it a
huge success.”

Unfortunately, the shortage of engineers is growing into a huge
problem. “There are 140,000 unfilled technical jobs in the United
States,” Mushow says. “It’s expected to get worse. In 15 years there will
be two jobs for every candidate. Fewer students are graduating from
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engineering schools, and nobody’s doing anything to offset that.

“The da Vinci Project is involved in many educational partner-
ships—local initiatives to encourage kids to pursue math, science, and
technical degrees,” adds Mushow. “We're starting to grow our own
talent. And we're asking New York State to help. This state needs
something on a par with the T Love New York’ tourism promotion-
al campaign to attract more high-tech talent to New York.”

The MDA is also looking at what it will take to keep Central New
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York well stocked with all levels of jobs—and the people to fill
them. A road map for the future is spelled out in Vision 2010, an
economic strategy for creating more than 50,000 new jobs for the
region. Developed with the Stanford Business Institute, the plan
identifies environmental systems and electronic technologies as
the areas with the greatest potential for growth. Each is expected to
generate 10,000 new jobs by the year 2010.

“In today’s global economy a community will fail if it doesn’t

plan for the future,” the MDA’s Davis
says. “All the Vision 2010 initiatives
for developing economic opportuni-
ties and generating the proper work-
force are being aggressively imple-
mented. This is as good a
fluid blueprint for the
future as any we’ve seen
in the country.”

Syracuse University
Chancellor Kenneth A.
Shaw, a vice president of
the MDA and chair of
Vision 2010’s health care
and education services
cluster, is optimistic about
the city’s odds for con-
tinued—and expanded—
growth. “Syracuse is suc-
cessfully transforming itself from a
rust-belt city with a total reliance on
heavy industry to a 21st-century econ-
omy with significant strength in
engineering and information sci-
ences,” Shaw says. “I don't think it has
even begun to realize its potential”
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