
4 ALASKA ECONOMIC TRENDSJANUARY 2018

Third year of job losses expected to be comparaƟ vely modest
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Tapering Job Losses for Alaska
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Alaska is expected to lose 
jobs again in 2018, al-
though the losses appear 

to be tapering. Total employ-
ment is forecasted to decline by 
0.5 percent in 2018 (-1,800 jobs) 
aŌ er falling 1.1 percent in 2017 
and 1.9 percent in 2016. (See ex-
hibits 1 through 3.)

Losses were deepest in 2016 
when the state’s economy 
shed 6,300 jobs, primarily in 
oil and gas and in state govern-
ment. Then in 2017, Alaska lost 
an esƟ mated 3,600 jobs. If it 
hadn’t been for strong health 
care growth, the overall job loss 
would have been deeper.

If employment follows the forecasted pat-
tern this year, that would put Alaska’s to-
tal loss from 2015 through 2018 at 11,700 
jobs (-3.5 percent). 

How job losses
are panning out
One reason statewide losses are slowing is that oil 

and gas, state government, pro-
fessional and business services, 
and construcƟ on have already 
taken signifi cant hits over the 
last couple of years and their job 
counts are stabilizing at lower 
levels. However, the impact from 
those losses will reverberate into 

stores, bars and restaurants, and a variety of other 
employers that depend on consumer, business, and 
state government spending.
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Statewide Job Forecast by Industry

 

2016
Monthly
Average

2017
Monthly

Average1
Chg 2016

to 2017

Percent
Chg 2016

to 2017

 
2018

Monthly
Average

 
Chg 2017

to 2018

Percent
Chg 2017

to 2018
Total Nonfarm Employment2 332,600 329,000 -3,600 -1.1% 327,200 -1,800 -0.5%
Total Private Sector 251,300 248,300 -3,000 -1.2% 247,100 -1,200 -0.5%
Natural Resources and Mining 14,500 13,000 -1,500 -10.3% 12,500 -500 -3.8%
     Oil and Gas 11,300 9,800 -1,500 -13.3% 9,300 -500 -5.1%
Construction 16,200 15,000 -1,200 -7.4% 14,500 -500 -3.3%
Manufacturing 13,600 13,400 -200 -1.5% 13,600 200 1.5%
Trade, Transportation, and Utilities 65,400 64,800 -600 -0.9% 64,500 -300 -0.5%
    Retail Trade 37,100 36,600 -500 -1.3% 36,400 -200 -0.5%
    Wholesale Trade 6,400 6,300 -100 -1.6% 6,300 0 0%
    Transportation, Warehousing, and Utilities 21,900 21,900 0 0% 21,800 -100 -0.5%
Information 6,300 6,000 -300 -4.8% 5,900 -100 -1.7%
Financial Activities 12,100 12,100 0 0% 12,100 0 0%
Professional and Business Services 28,400 27,800 -600 -2.1% 27,400 -400 -1.4%
Educational3 and Health Services 48,600 50,000 1,400 2.9% 50,600 600 1.2%
     Health Care 35,600 37,400 1,800 5.1% 38,100 700 1.9%
Leisure and Hospitality 35,200 35,200 0 0% 35,100 -100 -0.3%
Other Services 11,000 11,000 0 0% 10,900 -100 -0.9%
Total Government 81,300 80,700 -600 -0.7% 80,100 -600 -0.7%
    Federal4 15,200 15,100 -100 -0.7% 15,100 0 0%
    State5 24,600 23,800 -800 -3.3% 23,300 -500 -2.1%
    Local6 41,500 41,800 300 0.7% 41,700 -100 -0.2%

1Preliminary and adjusted esƟ mates
2Excludes self-employed workers, fi shermen, domesƟ c workers, and unpaid family workers
3Private educaƟ on only
4Excludes uniformed military
5Includes the University of Alaska
6Includes public schools and tribal government

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis SecƟ on

The recession’s fi rst wave:
State government and oil
When oil prices plummeted in late 
2014, state government was the fi rst 
to feel the pinch as falling tax revenue 
from the oil and gas industry decimat-
ed state revenues. State government began to cut 
jobs in early 2015 as pressure mounted to reduce 
expenses, including its payroll and capital projects. 

The oil and gas industry was able to maintain 
record high employment levels through most of 
2015, but the losses that came in 2016 were swiŌ  
and deep. (See exhibits 4 and 5.)

Oil and gas lost a whopping 2,900 jobs in 2016, fol-
lowed by state government at 1,200 jobs, profes-
sional and business services (such as engineering, 
geological, and architectural fi rms) at 1,600, and 

construcƟ on at 1,400. 

Alaska’s oil and gas industry is 
expected to lose an addiƟ onal 
500 jobs in 2018. Although the 
industry is sƟ ll losing jobs, the 
pace is nowhere near what it 
was in 2016. This forecasted 

loss, represenƟ ng 5.1 percent of the industry’s over-
all employment, would be a third of what it lost in 
2017. While mulƟ ple future projects have been an-
nounced, they are longer-term and the employment 
boost in 2018 from any resulƟ ng hires would be mi-
nor.  

State government is likely to lose another 500 jobs 
in 2018, or 2.1 percent. Like oil and gas, state gov-
ernment declines hit early and hard, with losses of 
700 jobs in 2015, 1,200 in 2016, and 800 in 2017. 
Although there were a handful of layoff s, the bulk of 
state government job losses were through aƩ riƟ on. 

Losses are slowing, 
but recovery will
depend on a long-
term budget soluƟ on.
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4 A½�Ý»�, 2004 ãÊ 2017
Oil Prices and Industry Jobs

Note: Average West Coast spot price per barrel of Alaska North Slope crude oil
Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis 
SecƟ on
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Many workers who reƟ red or otherwise leŌ  haven’t 
been replaced. 

ConƟ nued calls for reducing state government costs 
and the state’s larget budget defi cit will conƟ nue to 
put downward pressure on job counts.

The second wave: ConstrucƟ on
and professional services
The second wave of job losses came from industries 
that depend heavily on the fi rst two giants. When 

the oil and gas industry cut projects, construcƟ on 
employment began to fall. Similarly, when the state 
capital budget dropped, the construcƟ on industry 
absorbed much of the blow. Projects that were al-
ready funded conƟ nued, but the last couple of capi-
tal budgets have been bare bones, which has meant 
less construcƟ on work. 

ConstrucƟ on losses are forecasted to conƟ nue in 
2018, at 500 fewer jobs. While losses are tapering, 
that’s partly because the bulk of the losses have 
already happened. The construcƟ on industry sus-
tained a small decline in 2015 (-200) but was hit 

with big losses in both 2016 (-1,400) and 
2017 (-1,200). The state’s capital budget 
is down again in fi scal year 2018, and oil 
and gas-funded construcƟ on projects 
are unlikely to increase this year. 

Professional and business services, 
which is closely Ɵ ed to construcƟ on and 
to oil and gas, also suff ered from the 
lack of projects and is forecasted to lose 
400 jobs this year (-1.4 percent) due to 
conƟ nuing low demand for engineering, 
design, and accounƟ ng services. The job 
losses in 2018 will be milder than in pre-
vious years, however. 

While this industry’s employment began 
to fall in late 2015, the deepest plunge 
came in 2016 when it lost 1,600 jobs. In 

3 P�Ù��Äã �«�Ä¦� ¥ÙÊÃ ÖÙ®ÊÙ ù��Ù, 1970 ãÊ 2018 ¥ÊÙ���Ýã
Alaska’s Employment Growth History
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2017, ongoing downward pressure on projects fund-
ed by oil and state government reduced demand for 
services again, leading to a smaller loss of 600 jobs.

The third wave: Industries
that rely on people’s spending
SubstanƟ al upstream losses eventually reached the 
industries that depend on local demand and expend-
able income. Job loss in a local or state economy 
means less spending, which aff ects employers such 
as shopping centers, theaters, nonprofi ts that de-
pend on donaƟ ons, and bars and restaurants.

Retail trade, which lost 500 jobs in 2017 and 200 in 
2016, is expected to lose another 200 jobs in 2018 
as consumers spend more cauƟ ously. Increased visi-
tor spending over the last couple of years has off set 
some of that reduced local consumpƟ on. Areas such 
as Southeast are parƟ cularly sensiƟ ve to visitor traf-
fi c and would have sustained deeper retail losses 
without strong tourism seasons.

The same factors that hurt retail have also weakened 
wholesale trade. The wholesale sector doesn’t re-
quire as much labor as retail, though, and aŌ er two 
years of small losses, it is forecasted to hold steady 
in 2018.  

The informaƟ on sector is forecasted to lose 100 jobs 
in 2018, fewer than in 2017 when it shed 300. This 
sector includes newspapers, movie theaters, radio 
and television broadcasƟ ng, and cable and Internet 

providers. In addiƟ on to the recession dampening 
spending, this sector is feeling the squeeze of tech-
nology-driven changes to how they provide services. 
Online streaming is cuƫ  ng into demand for cable 
television, newspapers are available online, and with 
online content frequently free, some companies face 
declining subscripƟ on and ad revenue. 

The leisure and hospitality sector encompasses ac-

5 P�Ù��Äã �«�Ä¦� ¥ÙÊÃ ÖÙ®ÊÙ ù��Ù, 2012 ãÊ 2018
Jobs in Recession’s Most-Aff ected Private Industries

*Preliminary   **Forecast
Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis SecƟ on
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ConƟ nued on page 22

About the data
Job numbers and growth rates for 2017 are not yet 
available on our Web site because when we created 
these forecasts, employment estimates were only avail-
able for the fi rst eleven months of 2017. 

Additionally, the statewide, Anchorage/Mat-Su, and 
Fairbanks job numbers on our site for 2017 are from the 
federal-state cooperative program Current Employment 
Statistics. CES numbers have been especially volatile 
in recent years, and they are eventually replaced with 
more comprehensive and reliable data that nearly all 
employers are required to submit under state unem-
ployment insurance laws. 

To give users better statewide job numbers in the in-
terim, we have been producing estimates based on 
projections of those employer-provided job numbers 
(from the Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages 
program). We use those alternative job estimates in our 
monthly economic press release and direct our Web 
traffi c to those releases, although we also continue to 
provide the CES numbers online.    
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STATEWIDE
Continued from page 7

commodaƟ on and food services as well as arts, 
entertainment, and recreaƟ on. Demand for these 
services comes from both locals and visitors. Visitor 
spending has mostly buoyed this sector, and it grew 
slightly in 2016 and then held steady in 2017. A mi-
nor loss of 100 jobs is forecasted for this year. 

The unaff ected industries
Some industries have remained relaƟ vely unscathed 
by the state recession so far.  

Manufacturing employment in Alaska is about 70 per-
cent seafood processing, with the balance in brewer-
ies, bakeries, and manufacturers of wood products, 
boats, printers, cement makers, and petroleum and 
coal products. While some of these rely on local de-
mand, outside forces such as commodity prices and 
naƟ onal or internaƟ onal demand are larger industry 
drivers. Seafood processing depends on the size of 
yearly catches and seafood prices, and almost all of 
the fi nal products are exported.

Health care growth has been robust for the last three 
decades and stronger than expected in recent years 
due to the increased health care needs of the state’s 
aging populaƟ on, Medicaid expansion, and broader 
health insurance coverage. Health care employment 
increased by 2,900 from 2015 through 2017 and the 
industry is forecasted to add an addiƟ onal 700 jobs in 
2018.  

With increased coverage comes increased demand 
for and access to medical services. Medicaid and 
the Children’s Health Insurance Program, or CHIP, 
have expanded coverage by 60 percent under the 
Aff ordable Care Act, providing insurance for an ad-
diƟ onal 73,600 Alaskans, according to the Henry J. 

Kaiser Family FoundaƟ on. 

The fi nancial sector, which was decimated during the 
1980s recession, has remained stable during the cur-
rent contracƟ on. In the 1980s, an overheated housing 
market and the resulƟ ng foreclosures hit the fi nancial 
sector hard — but foreclosures have remained at 
historic lows. Employment has been stable for three 
years and is expected to conƟ nue that trend in 2018.

Local government employment, which includes tribal 
government and public schools, has grown by small 
amounts throughout the recession. Its funding comes 
from a variety of sources including property taxes, 
sales taxes, and state and federal appropriaƟ ons. Al-
though local government grew by 300 jobs in 2017, 
state fi nancial constraints will likely lead to the loss of 
about 100 jobs in 2018. 

Federal government, the smallest piece of Alaska’s 
government sector, shed 100 jobs in 2017 aŌ er gain-
ing 300 the year before. Federal employment is 
forecasted to remain fl at in 2018, as no indicators of 
change are on the horizon and the next federal bud-
get is uncertain.

The big challenge this year
While job losses will almost certainly conƟ nue in 
2018, some industries that have been losing jobs ap-
pear set to resume adding them later in the year. 

Alaska has been able to absorb some of the iniƟ al 
blow of low oil prices by spending from its savings, 
but that’s a short-term soluƟ on. A longer-term fi x 
that will balance the state’s spending with revenues 
is sƟ ll pending, and that creates uncertainty and hin-
ders growth.

Karinne Wiebold is an economist in Juneau. Reach her at (907) 465-6039 
or karinne.wiebold@alaska.gov.


