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It’s tempting to open last year’s 
economic summary, hit the “cut” 
command and drop it in the same 

space for this year. Swap a few digits 
and, voila!, your brand-new, thought-
provoking analysis for The Health of 
Lee County 2007.

The fact is: Nothing much has 
changed.

True, the unemployment rate, at 
5.6 percent, is up two-tenths of one 
percent. But that’s hardly a seismic 
shift; consider these figures from the 
three previous years — 5.8 percent in 
’04, 5.5 in ’05 and 5.4 in ’06. Besides, 
the slight rise is based on September 
data that could change before the 
book’s closed on 2007.

Taxable sales, a measure of how 
much commerce is taking place 
locally, did slump unexpectedly 

to $37.1 million in August. Maybe 
that’s news? But they rebounded in 
September to $53.4 million. The two-
month average is pretty much where 
the monthly numbers have been 
over the last year. Up a little bit here, 
down a little bit there. Up a little bit 
again .... You get the idea.

You could even cut and paste last 
year’s discussion about The Gap, 
namely the persistent and, frankly, 
annoying difference between Lee 
County’s economic figures and those 
for the Research Region as a whole. 
(That last portion was cut-and-pasted 
just to make the point.)

With the regional unemployment 
rate sinking to 3.8 percent, two 
points lower than Lee’s, there’s work 
ahead to close The Gap, and maybe 
that’s the most important point.

The Economy
} Ho	hum.	Ditto	last	year’s	assessment.

The Bottom Line
The mercury inches slightly downward, not 
because the data are worse than last year, but 
because they’re not better. With heavyweight 
economies in our region— namely, Raleigh, 
Durham, Cary and Chapel Hill — The Gap may 
never disappear entirely. But is there something 
we can do to reduce unemployment and become 
more competitive with our bigger neighbors?

What in the world is 
happening? Factories 
locking their doors. 

Executives fleeing to grab the 
next Boeing to Beijing. American 
manufacturing, RIP.

That’s all you hear on cable news, 
and there’s some evidence to back 
up the conventional wisdom. Even 
in the broader Research Triangle 
Region, manufacturing now employs 
just 9 percent of the local workforce. 

So, how do you explain what’s 
happening in Lee County?

A few years ago, we were girding 
ourselves for the worst. But since 
then, the proportion of people 
working in manufacturing has 
actually  risen — first from 33 to 36 
percent and, this year, from 36 to 39.

And the short-term trend may 

continue, with two new industries, 
HydroTube and 3M, and seven 
expanding industries combining to 
add another 435 local jobs this year.

That’s good news; at $42,775 per 
year, manufacturing jobs in Lee 
County still pay more on average 
than those in all other sectors except 
utilities ($64,788) and wholesale 
trade ($74,062). And those more-
lucractive sectors are smaller and not 
expanding all that much.

Overall, the average annual wage 
in Lee County inched up 1.17 percent 
to $35,932, but that modest gain was 
far less than the region as a whole, 
which leapt 4.56 percent to $45,292. 
The difference is unsettling, but not 
unexpected in a region rich with 
jobs in medical research, higher 
education and state government.

Labor
} Conventional	wisdom	takes	a	beating.

The Bottom Line
Manufacturing, our dominant employment 
sector, remains strong — despite its steady 
demise in what seems like everywhere else. 
Maybe there’s something special about our 
position or people that can allow Lee County to 
attract the domestic industry that will remain. If 
so, how can we capitalize on that? If not, what 
can possibly replace lost manufacturing jobs?
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What a difference one year 
can make. About this time 
last year, as families were 

digging decorations out of the attic 
and wrestling with the Christmas 
tree, we were lamenting the latest 
educational statistics that were, to 
put it kindly, very disappointing.

Now, that one-year drop seems 
like a distant memory and, to borrow 
a statistical term, an outlier that 
didn’t accurately capture what’s 
truly happening here.

What’s so great now, you ask?
Let’s start with elementary and 

secondary education, where 61.5 
percent of Lee County Schools made 
“adequate yearly progress,” a state-
mandated measure of performance. 
That’s well above the statewide 
average of 44.7 percent, and it was 

number one in a region that includes 
high-performing districts like Chapel 
Hill-Carrboro (37.5 percent) and 
Wake County (40 percent).

Lee also had 78.5 percent of its 
schools meet or exceed growth 
expectations — not quite as high as 
some neighboring districts, but still 
well above the state average.

Then, there’s the news that Central 
Carolina Community College met 
or exceeded all 12 performance 
measures used to assess the quality 
of community colleges in North 
Carolina — a distinction just six out 
of 58 schools managed to achieve.

For many reasons, interpreting 
educational stats is a lot like reading 
tea leaves. But if we complain when 
numbers are down, we ought to 
celebrate when they’re up.

Education
} After	a	down	year,	could	the	news	have	been	any	better?

The Bottom Line
With all of the hanky-panky in educational 
statistics, it’s hard to get a clear and consistent 
picture from year to year. It appears that our 
college and schools are stacking up fairly well, 
but there’s no time to rest. How can we seize 
the momentum and continue improving, so we 
can succeed in a competitive environment that 
demands high-quality education for everyone?

For many, accessible health care 
is what determines the quality 
of life, and even if you’re not 

in that circle, there’s no doubt that 
having outstanding doctors and 
facilities nearby helps make our area 
attractive to people and industries 
looking for a place to call home.

Lee made some much-needed 
progress this year, when Central 
Carolina Hospital announced plans 
to invest $6 million in an array of 
capital improvement projects. Its list 
includes renovating portions of the 
137-bed facility and adding high-
tech equipment for surgery, digital 
mammography and CT scans.

Last year, we touted a blossoming 
arts scene, which continues to add 
color and texture to local life. What 
happens at the Temple Theatre 

under new producing artistic 
director Peggy Taphorn will help 
shape our community, of course, as 
will the growing body of artists and 
musicians creating here.

There’s even good news of sorts 
on that pesky issue of law and order. 
Lee’s crime rate continued its steady 
drop from 2002, and now stands at 
4,740 per 100,000 inhabitants.

Granted, that’s still higher than the 
regional average of 3,998 per 100,000 
inhabitants. But while Lee’s rate 
dropped in the most recent numbers, 
the regional rate actually rose.

We’re certainly not celebrating 
more crime in the region, but anyone 
familiar with this annual assessment 
knows we’ve been fighting The 
Gap. And, for this year at least, that 
difference in crime has closed a bit.

Quality of Life
} The	hospital	expands	and	crime	rate	edges	lower.

The Bottom Line
Healthcare enhancements provide some essential 
ingredients for quality living and a vibrant arts 
scene — which actually could be our recipe for 
long-term success — adds a bit of spice. (And, 
don’t forget The Gap is closing!) How can we 
parlay a better hospital and artistic zip into new 
residents and economic success?
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