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WEST MICHIGAN VIEWPOINT

Can’'t Do Anything about the Weather

When the conversation turns to the quality of life in
West Michigan, an often-heard line is that it is great—
except for the winter months, cloudy days, or other mete-
orological constraints. These responses do raise the im-
portant point that much of an area’ s quality of life remains
outside the influence of its residents, businesses, and gov-
ernmental policymakers. It can be argued that to truly
measure an area’ s success in nurturing its quality of life,
climate should be taken out of the picture. Thisis exactly
what we attempt to do in this viewpoint and, indeed, as
shown below, when efforts are made to statistically control
for an area’s weather, Michigan's metropolitan areas
quality of life standingsimprove sharply.

There are two commonly used methods to measure
an area’s quality of life. A checklist approach tallies the
ared s attributes from climate to employment conditions to
recreational opportunities. Economists prefer, instead, to
judge an area s quality of life by the willingness of itsresi-
dents to pay for it. If residents are willing to put up with
high housing costs relative to their income, it suggests that
the area’s quality of life may be holding them there. Of
course, many may argue that low housing costsisin itself
aquality of lifeasset. For households who are focused on
family activities centered in their home, it is vital part of
their quality of life. Nevertheless, low prices, in any mar-
ket, usually reflect alow demand or excess supply of the
good or service. Low housing prices suggest that either
few households are interested in moving into the area
and/or residential developers overshot the market. Neither
are positive signs.

In this study we use the average of the median rent
and median mortgage payment relative to the area’s me-
dian household income as the measure of the willingness
to pay for the area’ s quality of life. Then, we statistically
controlled for climate, using the area’ s July average tem-
perature and its annual precipitation as variables. Not
surprisingly, these two attributes prove to be statistically
significant in partially explaining the relative difference of
housing costs per household income between the nation’s
metro areas. The question then became: If you control for
both of these climate variables, how would the ranking of
the nation’ s metropolitan areas' quality of life change?

In the table we list the top 20 metropolitan areas
which gain the most in the ranking of all cities when
weather is statistically taken out of the picture. Duluth,
Minnesota takes the strongest leap up the chart when its
weather conditions are controlled, moving up 83 positions.
In other words, Duluth’s efforts to improve its quality of
life are being offset by conditions outside of its control.

The ranking of all of Michigan’s metro areas im-
proves after controlling for their weather conditions. Both
Kalamazoo-Battle Creek (ranked 18" in terms of improve-
ment) and Benton Harbor (21st) made the largest gains,
|eaping 60 and 58 positions respectively. The Grand Rap-
ids-Muskegon-Holland M SA climbed up 27 positions.

This analysis shows that the efforts of Michigan's
metro areas, as well as other areas in the “snow belt”, to
improve their quality of life are at least partially offset by
their weather. It is only human to ask what metro areas
are getting a free ride due to their climates. The answer,
which is not shown in the table, is that Arizona’'s three
metropolitan areas -- Phoenix, Tucson, and Yuma—
suffered the greatest decline in the rankings, plunging
more than 150 positions when controlling for their climate.

Mogt Improved Mero Aressin Quality of LifeRanking
When Contrdlingfor theWesather
Advancament
Ranking Metropditan area in postion

1 Duluth-Supeior, MN-WI MSA 8
2 Erie PA MSA I

3 EaCare WI MSA NS

4 Hmirg NY MSA A
5  Binghamton,NY MSA Y

6  Bango, MEMSA 71

7 Poland, MEMSA an

8  Lewigon-Aubum, MEMSA n

9  Fago-Moorheed, ND-MN MSA 0
10 Saon,PAMSA 5]
11 Kenoghg, WI PMSA &6
12 Hatford, CTMSA :3)
13 NewLondon-Nowich, CT-RI MSA a3
14 Janetoann, NY MSA a3
15  Akron,OHPVISA a3
16  Atdidd, MA MSA 61
17 Oympia WA PMSA &
18  Kadamazoo-Batle Cresk MSA &
19  Andchorage AKMSA [5°]
20  Budlington, VT MSA D

Remaining Michigan MeroAress

21 Benton Harbor MSA [5¢]
63  Langng-Eag LanangMSA 0
86  AnmnArbor PMSA D
96  Grand Repids-Muskegon-Hdland MSA 2
107  Derat PMSA 2
111  FHint PMSA 2
116  Saginaw-Bay City—Midland MSA 19
133 JacksnMSA 16
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