By Jeff Spradling

Ghettoville USA Contributor
Rolla has a relatively low owner occupancy rate for housing units. For 2016, the Census Bureau estimates the total number of housing units at 8,397, but only 40.6% of those were owner occupied. That compares to 61.1% for Phelps County, 67.2% for Missouri as a whole, 58.4% for the state’s capital of Jefferson City, and 63.9% for the nation. Even in very poor locales, the owner occupancy of housing units is much higher. For instance, Owsley County, Ky., which traditionally ranks as one of the 10 poorest counties in the nation, has a 75.5% owner occupancy rate. Some argue that non-resident landownership is a problem for the economy of communities. That was certainly a theme of arguments in the Appalachian coalfields, especially in the early 20th century, where coal companies owned huge swaths of land that were depleted of their natural resources and then abandoned.
Rolla’s other housing statistics are not greatly different from Missouri medians. Median rent (meaning that exactly half pay less and half pay more) in Rolla is $652, the median mortgage payment is $1,060, and median home value is $118,700. However, when we look at other details about housing units we can begin to understand a common anecdotal complaint about the poor condition of properties in Rolla. Census Bureau estimates show an aging housing inventory in the town. More than 57 percent of Rolla’s homes were built before 1990, and 3.5 percent (almost 300 structures) were built in 1939 or earlier. Only about 24 percent of Rolla’s homes were built since the year 2000 (Census notes a .28% error for housing counts after 2008), and nearly 11 percent of that total is mobile homes, which tend to lose value quickly (from the American Community Survey, available at https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml). 
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For renters, an interesting statistic is that 41.6% (+/-6%) of occupants pay 35% or more of their monthly income for rent. This compares with only 13.8% (+/-5.2%) of homeowners who pay 35% or more of their monthly income in owner costs. If we take into account that the median rent of $652 a month in Rolla is likely how much someone will pay to get a decent place we begin to get a picture of the perceived housing problem for low-income renters who are searching for affordable and livable homes. In Phelps County, nearly 18% of residents make $15,000 or less per year. According to Census estimates, about 19.4% of people in Phelps County live in poverty. That is an economic status definition determined by a federal poverty measure (https://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty-guidelines). It is interesting to note, how starkly that race figures into this number. While whites have a 17.7% poverty rate – a few points above the national average – minorities suffer disproportionately. Census estimates that 61.7% of blacks in Phelps County are under the federal poverty level (+/-14.5%). Add to that another 35.1% of mixed race people who are in poverty, 26.4% of Asians, and 22.9% of Hispanics, and we can see a toxic mix of unaffordable housing, an aging inventory of properties, and poverty concentrated among minorities.
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Perhaps factors such as these are why people draw a gut level picture of hard times in middle America. I was informed that a big blow to Rolla was the closure of the Briggs & Stratton plant and the loss of nearly 500 well-paying jobs in 2008. However, a closer look at income brackets in 2010 after the B&S plant closure shows some shifting to higher paying jobs in Phelps County, in addition to small shifts to lower wage brackets; so, it is difficult to say if the loss of Briggs jobs had a big impact, overall. Rolla doesn’t seem much different that other towns around the country that are suffering from economic malaise. In the county where I live – Montgomery County, Ky., we saw the loss of high paying jobs at A.O. Smith and Whirlpool due to factory closings, and a shift to lower paying factory jobs where good pay and benefits are hard to come by. Phelps County is right in the middle of the U.S. economic picture, as well as being right in the middle of the country, geographically. A June 2014 article in the New York Times ranked the hardest places to live in the country. Their rankings showed Phelps County, Missouri, at 1,408 of 3,135; so, about the 45th percentile in terms of standard of living measures such as education attainment, median income, and longevity (https://www.nytimes.com/2014/06/26/upshot/where-are-the-hardest-places-to-live-in-the-us.html?_r=2). By comparison, my home county is at 2,556 or in the bottom 15 percent of living standard in the country. Certainly, though, Phelps County’s ranking in the middle of the pack is no comfort for those who are poor or even for those who are doing well and hold Phelps up as a personal gold standard. 
On my first visit to Rolla on June 11, 2017, I heard from several residents who say they like living in the area and want to stay for reasons such as a reasonable cost of living, low crime rate, and rural lifestyle. I live in Montgomery County for the same reason. It is encouraging that people want to stay in a community in the face of complaints about run-down rental properties, sometimes strained tenant-owner relations, and the relatively high price one must pay for a decent place to live. What I saw in my first unofficial tour of Rolla and Phelps County was a mixed bag. Sure, there are eyesores and well-kept properties, but more importantly, I met some decent, hard-working people who do care about their community and want to see it do better. That is the real strength of any community, people who care enough to make a stand and put their efforts into improving it for everyone. A quick survey of the Rolla Area Chamber of Commerce Web site shows a fairly active community. Of course, it is the Chamber’s job to put the community’s best foot forward, but there are good things to tout. If Rolla has enough people who care about it, then solutions to these problems will emerge. I look forward to delving farther into the issues that are important to Rolla’s residents. 
A note from the author: I have worked in higher education as an English teacher and administrator for 25 years. I am from eastern Kentucky, which is among the nation’s poorest regions. I have a strong personal interest in social justice and race relations, since our national history in this area is checkered and the work is far from complete. My impetus for writing for Ghettoville USA stems from a shared belief in the need for advocacy for the poor and overlooked populations.  I am guided by my experiences growing up as a poor mountain kid and by my work as a newspaper reporter and educator in eastern Kentucky. 
