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Star Tribune Article off-balance
The recent articles by Star Tribune reporters Chris Seeres, Jim Buchta, and Glenn Howatt have been very biased in their presentation of the current housing situation in the area.  Why they decided to target Wright County is curious.  They certainly have not taken a balanced view of what has happened in the current market.  Moreover, their interpretation of the facts is misleading.
They are biased because they have decided to use a fear mongering approach to explain an already distressed situation.  Obviously they are not students of the use of media to be an asset towards the development of community.  Words like reckless, ghost towns, and meltdowns are more useful to describe war and devastation than to describe a needed correction in the housing price bubble. Quoting people, who believe that were heading for a depression, adds further impetus to their fear-mongering.

A more balanced view would consider some of the facts.  If 1 out of 40 houses are in foreclosure, in Wright County that would be about 2.5% or 97.5% of houses are either paid for or the owners are able to make their monthly payments.  Which way of presenting that information is less scary??  In a balanced view aren’t both points of view valid?  There is another fact mis-represented.  While Otsego, Albertville and St. Michael may have had predominantly German ancestors, there are 16 communities in Wright County, and some of them have had a majority of their ancestry from either Ireland, or Finland, or Quebec, or other regions.  I raise this point, because in Wright County we have balance, we believe in balance, and we try to maintain a balanced point-of-view.
More on the positive side includes all the businesses that are doing well in Wright County. Expansions have recently occurred for manufacturers in Annandale, Cokato, and St. Michael, and more are being planned for manufacturers in Howard Lake and Monticello.  These are building expansions ranging from 7,000 s.f. to 90,000 s.f. Other expansions are occurring with several manufacturers, that I know of, that does not include building expansion, but which certainly include product and/or workforce expansions. In addition there are several large projects underway with a new jail being built in Buffalo, an addition to the hospital clinic in Monticello, and a new Fleet Farm retail center in Monticello.  In addition to these, there are two new restaurants being planned for Otsego and two more new bank buildings going up there as well.  Meanwhile, a new community center is being planned for St. Michael.  Some other new businesses that are looking to move into or start-up in Wright County include a corrugated plastic pipe manufacturer, an environmental concrete wet-waste handling businesses that will employ up to 40 employees in two years, and a natural pet and human skin and teeth treatment and food supplement business.  These are just some of the many projects that are occurring in Wright County, which has a healthy economy overall.
While the current distressed housing industry and market is worrisome and has caused some decay in consumer confidence, this is certainly not the general profile of our economy.  The housing and auto industry only makes up 7% of our gross domestic product.  The other 93% of our economy is doing fine.  With the declining value in the dollar, not only are U.S. and Minnesota manufacturers experiencing increased demand for their products, but for the first time in 20 years we are experiencing a positive foreign balance of trade. This market correction is not only a necessary part of a free market society, but already there are some very positive signs of the much-needed correction.  Bottom line is 95% of us have good jobs and we are making are payments.  Hardly the profile for the despairing economy that the Star Tribune promotes.
If the purpose of their articles were to sow dissension and fear, then they have succeeded.  I have attended five events in Wright County in the last four days, and everyone has had a negative reaction to the stories.  One realtor told me that a deal that she has been working on for a retail strip mall is being further scrutinized by the banker, because he has been spooked by the article. A number of people have asked me to write a response to these articles.  If the Star Tribune is trying to regain some of the subscribers that they have lost, I would suggest that printing articles like these is not a good tactic.
Another criticism of their tactics is their decision to make these stories of “get-rich-quick schemes by a few” worthy of front page news.  For one thing, it is not a new story.  The market has already shaken out most of the bad mortgage writers.  For another thing, the courts are already indicting a number of fraudulent deal makers. Putting this kind of story on the front page is just one more step toward the tribune becoming a tabloid newspaper.
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