
Alaskan women participate in the 
labor force to a much greater degree 
than almost anywhere else in the na 
ti on, however tha t is a function of the 
younger average age of Alaska n 
women which translates into more 
Alaskan females in their prime work 
ing yea rs. Occupat iona l cl ustering in 
se rv ices, clerica l and sa les occupa 
tions, which tend to be lower pay ing, 
is apparent from unemployment in
surance cla ims data. In sho rt , whil e 
Alaskan fema les may have opportu 
n it ies not as avai lable in other parts 
o f the country, an equal positi n fo r 
females in Al aska's labor force has yet 
to be ach ieved. 

Table 11 

{Jl Claimants By Census Area 


leutian Islands 
Anchorage Borough 
Bethe l 
Bris tol Bay Borough 
Di l lingham 
Fairbanks North tar Borough 
li aines Borough 
Juneau Borough 
Kena i Peni nsul a Borough 
Kelchikan Gateway Borough 
Kodiak Island Borough 
MatSu Borough 
Nome 
North Slope Borough 
Northwest Arctic Borough 
Prince of Wales-Outer Ketch ikan 
Si tk a Borough 
Skagway- Yak utat-A ngoon 
Southeast Fairbanks 
Va ldez·Cordova 
Wade Hampton 
Wrange ll · Petersburg 
Yukon· Koyukuk 
Out of State 

Tota l 

Female 

89 

6,628 


262 

28 


11 9 

2,668 


84 

976 


1,795 

583 

376 


1,543 

193 

102 

180 

298 

336 

210 

192 

311 

102 

257 

316 


6,500 


24,148 

Total 

1 2 

19,857 


868 

74 


339 

8,634 


262 

2,605 

5,7 11 

1, 605 

1,039 

5,270 


763 

366 

.582 

855 

979 

62 1 

633 

900 

392 

901 


1,027 

17,920 


72,395 

Female 
% of 
Total 

46 .4% 

334 

30 .2 
37 .8 
35 .1 
30.9 
32 .1 
37.5 
31.4 
36 .3 
36 ,2 
29.3 
25.3 
27 .9 
30.9 
34. 9 

34.3 
33 _8 
30.3 
34.6 
26.0 
28.5 

308 

36.3 

334 


Source: Claimant Characteristics Tape, 1986. Alaska Department· of Labor, 
Research and Analysis, Reports Unit. 

MatSu's Economic Scene 


By Greg Huff 

D 
escriptions of MatSu's economy in 1987 were often accompanied 
by bad news of foreclosures, bankruptcies, smaller budgets, bank 
closings, and job losses. As 1988 arrived, economy wa tchers were 
beginning to form ulate a more optimistic outlook for MatSu 's 

economy. The new optimism is founded in the belief that MatSu 's econom y 
is in a state of stabilization and that the economy will soon turn around_ The 
big question is whether this new opt imism is warranted given current economic 
data, and if so what does it mean fo r the MatSu economy in the near future? 

This article examines MatSu's job statistics and other economic indicators to 
see if MatSu's econo my is in a stage of stabi lization; where loss o f businesses, 
homes, and jobs will subside and then be fo llowed by a per iod o f moderate 
growth. But befo re we gaze into the future a review of recent historical data 
is needed to put the outlook into perspect ive. 

7 


% of 
Female 

04% 

27 4 


l.l 
0 .1 
0. 5 


11.0 
0.3 
4.0 

74 

2 4 

1.6 
6.4 
0.8 
0.4 
0.7 
1.2 
1.4 
0.9 
0.8 
1.3 

04 

1 1 

1.3 

26.9 

100.0 



Review 1980-1985 

MatSu's economy began the 1980s 
with a surge of population growth 
that was ignited by in-migration. Most 
of the population gains came from 
the movement of Anchorage resi 
dents to the valley and in-migration 
from the lower 48. In fact, over four· 
fifths of the population gain was due 
to newly arrived residents. According 
to Research and Analysis statistics 
the total number of new residents to 
the borough from the lower 48 was 
second only to Anchorage and the in
migration rate from locations else
where in the state was the highest in 
the state. In addition to the popula
tion growth caused by in-migration, 
MatSu's high birth rate added a sig
nificant number of young people to 
the local population. 

Most of the former Anchorage resi
dents came to the valley to take ad
vantage of lower home prices and 
property taxes. The cost of a single fa
mily residence in Anchorage was an 
average of 27% greater than a com
parable unit in the MatSu valley. This 
was attractive to many A nchorage 
workers despite the higher transpor
tation costs associated wi th the ex
te ded commuter trip. 

T he population boom In the Mat-Su 
Borough soon translated into em
ployment growth. From 1980-1985 
MatSu employm ent increased 114% 
or 16.5% annually, making it th e 
fastest growing region in the sta te. 
T his growth rate was nearly 3.5 times 
greater than the sta tewide average 
and 2.8 ti mes g reater than An
chorage's growth rate. 

Most of MatSu's employment gains 
were in industries constructing hous
ing or providing goods and services 
to the rapidly growing population. 
Co nst ruc t i o n emp loym ent g rew 
450% from 1980 to 1984, that 
represents over 800 jobs o r approxi 
mately 24% of the total job growth 
during that time. Construction of 
residential units began to slow in 
1985 and construction employment 
began to fall , but jobs in the goods 
and services industry continued to ex
pand. From 1980 to 1985, the trade 
industry grew by over 134% (1,000 
jobs) and services increased by 145'10 
(670 jobs). Utilities and other service 
oriented industries such as banking 
also contributed to the number of 
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new jobs in the MatSu Borough. 

Local government employment grew 
in response to popUlation. The edu
cation component of local govern
ment in particular grew in response 
to the rapid rise in school enrollment 
which accompanied the population 
surge. From the fall of 1980 to the fall 
of 1985 student enrollment in the dis
trict increased from 4,413 students to 
8,782 students, an increase of 99'10. 
Meanwhile school district employ
ment increased by 70% to 1,230 jobs. 

MatSu 1986-1987 

Although most of the rest of the state 
had already experienced total em
ployment declines by January 1986, 
the MatSu region continued to grow 
through the first quarter o f 1986 
(Figure 1). During that quarter MatSu 
employment increased 2.3% while 
Anchorage employment fell 1.3'10. 
The growth in early 1986 was a resul t 
of increases in local government em
ployment combined with smaller 
gains in services, state government, 
finance, insurance, telephone com
munications and who lesale trade. In
creases In these secondary industries 
offset large employment losses in the 
construction industry and minor loss· 
es in m anufacturing. 

The increase in school staff from 
1980 to 1985 was in response to an 
increase in school enro llment, but by 
fall 1986 enrollment was up less than 
200 students, substantiall y less than 
the 750 student increase the previous 
year. As the impacts of a declining 
economy sp read, more families were 
forced to move out of the area in 
search o f jobs. By the next fall school 
enrollment had d ropped by over 380 
students, a 4.3 percent decline. 

By the summer of 1986 the econom
ic and population indicators showed 
all too clearly that an economic slow
down was underway (Figure 2). Not 
only was employment falling and 
school enrollment waning, the com 
muter traffic on the Glenn Highway 
between MatSu and Anchorage be
gan to decline after growing almost 
20% annually since 1980, the num
ber of telephone hookups also fell be
ginning in 1986 after four years of 
double digit growth (Figure 2) and 
construction activity declined by 
nearly 140% from 1985 levels. 



About the only growth statistic that 
could be found in the borough was 
the com munity college enrollm ent 
figures which indicated an increase in 
students f rom t he 1987 sp r ing 
semester to the 1987 fal l sem ester by 
several hundred students. School offi
cials also expect an increase in stu 
dents for the spring quarter of 1988 
(January 1988). Th is stati stic may 
also be an ind ication of a bad econo
my. During good t imes people do not 
have the time to go back to school be
cause they are working. During bad 
economic times people are inclined 
to upgrade their training and educa
tion and search for new careers. 

By the end of 1986 em ployment had 
fallen 4.5%. By the first half of 1987 
employment had decl ined 7.1% from 
the first hal f of 1986 (Table 1). 

T he industry hardest hit dur ing the 
decline has been the construction in 
dustry. From 1986 to 1987 construc· 
tion accounted for 65% of the jobs 
lost in the borough. In 1987 the 
borough reported 171 single family 
homes were buil t in the valley down 
from 520 in 1985 and 1,81 7 in ] 986. 

The most resilient industry has been 
retail trade. Employment ga ins were 
registered during the first half of 1987 
after 200 Jobs were lost the p rior year. 
Surprisingly strong were food stores 
and eat ing and drinking estab l ish· 
ments which comprise nearly 70% of 
total retail employment in the area. 
During the first hal f of 1987 employ
ment in the food store sector in
creased over 5% as major grocers 
expanded. 

Summary and Outlook for 1988 

A s we have seen, employment levels 
in the MatSu valley are particular ly 
sensit ive to popu lation levels. MatSu 
doesn't seem to fo l low the standard 
econom ic theory that says employ· 
m ent leads population- that is, em· 
ployment opportun it ies p romote 
population increases. Since the Mat· 
Su Borough is the residence of many 
Anchorage and some oil fie ld workers 
it can be said that MatSu's populat ion 
leve ls are related to employm ent op· 
portunities in other areas besides 
those in the MatSu Borough. 

The good news is that employment 
opportunities in Anchorage are be· 

Figure 1 
Matsu Employment by Quarter 1980-198711 
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Figure 2 
Matsu Economic Indicators Percent Change 
1985 - 1986 and 1986 - 1987 
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Table 1 

MatSu Employment 


1980- 1987 

Percent 

1st half 1st half 1st half 
Industry 1980 198 1 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1986 1987 1986 to 1987 

Nonag. Wage [,. Salary 
Mining 

3,265 
34 

3,701 
99 

4,383 
101 

5,355 
21 

6,542. 6,991 6,699 6,758
• 

6,275. -7.1 % 

Construction 178 253 518 778 971 710 427 379 235 -38.0 
Manufacturing 37 106 70 67 111 111 88 83 77 - 6.7 
Trans. Comm. [,. Util. 319 343 381 525 595 670 680 666 671 0.8 
Trade 733 748 898 1,173 1,547 1,736 1,590 1,545 1,647 6.6 

Wholesale Trade 44 44 54 64 97 125 112 113 86 -24.3 
Retail Trade 689 704 845 1,109 1,450 1,611 1,479 1,432 1,561 9.0 

Finance-Ins [,. R.E. 120 131 189 208 280 290 296 316 219 - 30.9 
Services 460 537 604 793 991 1,129 1,101 1,117 992 -11.2 
Government 1,341 1,418 1,564 1,734 1,977 2,229 2,425 2,545 2,396 -5.9 

Federal 112 103 101 104 112 100 105 106 100 -61 
State 403 460 545 596 651 737 761 750 737 - 1.7 
Local 826 855 919 1,035 1,214 1,392 1,559 1,689 1,559 -7.7 

Miscellaneous 34 66 51 56 
Total Wages $62,123 $77,524 $101,344 $123 ,269 $159,850 $165,294 $158,836 $78,746 $72,907 - 7.4 
(in thousands $) 
Ave Monthly Wage $1,586 $1,742 $1,920 $1 ,912 $2,034 $1,969 1,976 $1 ,942 $1,935 -0.4 
Number of Firms 398 434 537 660 840 918.5 862 887 750 -15.5 

• Nondisclosable 

Source: Alaska Department of Labor, Statistical Quarterly. 

Note:(I) These figures do not include the National Guard employment increase which occurred late in 1986. They include 78 part-time and 35 full·time em
ployees with an annual payroll of approximately $2 Million. (2) The employment statistics used in this table are based on nonagricultural wage and salary em
ployment data by place of work and does not include self employed persons . It is important to keep in mind these statistics reflect jobs by place of work and 
thus do not reflect the total number of Matsu residents that have lost their jobs in Anchorage or elsewhere in the state. The statistics that reflect employment 
by place of residence are contained in the labor force statistics. To avoid confusing the two this analysis is limited to nonagricultural employment. 

ginning to show signs of life and the 
population decli ne in the MatSu 
Borough is beginning to stabilize. 
This cha nge is suggested by various 
indicators of popu lation; te lephone 
hookups, tra ff ic counts and school 
enro llment. All of these indicators are 
down but they a ll seemed to be level
ing out near the end of 1987. Unless 
we see a recurrence of the downturn 
early in 1988 it is likely that a tur
na round is in store in late 1988 and 
early 198 9_ 

Of course not all sectors will recover 
together. Those sectors with over ca
pacity wi ll conti nue to have declines 
in employme nt and the retu rn of a 
hea lthy real estate market is furt her 
off tha n moderate job ga ins_ Overall , 
look fo r a tapering off of job losses 
in 1988 a nd some ga ins by 1989. 

Some of the highlights to watch for 
in 1988 will be a conti nued increase 
in tourism in the valley_ Mountai n 
climbers who a rrive in May and June 

boost Tal keetna's economy every 
year. Also watch for the increase in 
the number of kinde rgarten and first 
graders e nte ring school. For the past 
severa l yea rs the school district has 
been ga in ing more lower grade stu 
dents tha n it is losing in g raduating 
seniors. About 450 seniors will gradu
ate this spring, but over 880 kinde r
gartners wi ll become first graders and 
a sim ila r size kindergarten class is ex
pected to enroll next year. Thus it is 
likely that local ed ucation em ploy 
ment will grow slight ly in 1988. 

Loo k for steadi er local government 
budgets, which means stable employ
ment in local government fo r next 
yea r. VECO will hire 50 workers to 
bu ild four oil recovery st ructures in 
Wasi lla to be shipped to the North 
Slope. The pla nned const ruction of a 
new courthouse in Palmer a nd golf 
course shou ld he lp the construction 
industry. 
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