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. n the early twentieth century most 
of the communities in the Matanus- F i g u r e e l  
ka-Susitna Borough (Mat-Su) were 
established to support farming, gold Where Matanuska-Susitna Borough Residents Work 
and coal mining activity. While the 
Matanuska-Susitna Borough's histo- 
ry is steeped in agriculture and min- 
ing, neither dominate the area's econ- Anchorage 
omy any longer. Today and for more 28% 
than twenty years the Mat-Su's econ- 
omy has become unlike any other in 
the state. 

Elsewhere 
4% 

Labor is largest export 

In one sense the borough fits the 
classic metro-suburban commuter 
national model. That is, many people 
who live in the Mat-Su Borough com- 
mute to work outside of the  borough 
each day. In most cases they corn- 
mute to the  state's largest city, An- 
chorage, 40 miles south of the bor- 
ough (See Figure 1). Unlike most 
other communities which fit this 
mold, however, a significant number 
of Mat-Su residents work elsewhere 
in the  state, beyond a daily commute. 
Ofthe borough's residents who work, 
39% journey to some other corner of 
the state to make a living and 40% of 
the income earned by its residents is 
derived outside the borough. This 
means the  economic health of the 
area's economy is largely dependent 
on the vitality of economies elsewhere 
in the  state. Instead of exporting 
goods and services to generate eco- 
nomic growth, the  Mat-Su Borough 
exports i ts  residents' labor. 

There are other characteristics of the 
borough which set i t  apart  from the 
Lower 48 commuter model. One is 
size-the borough is 22,000 square 
miles, nearly the  size of West Virgin- 
ia. And such far flung communities 
as Skwentna and Talkeetna hardly 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1990 

The Matanuska-Susitna Borough's 
Economy Keeps Growing 

Wage and salary jobs 

Source: Alaska Department of Labor, Research & Analysis Section. 
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Where the Jobs Were in the 
resemble the metro-suburban mold. 
The former is onlv accessible b v d a n e  " .  

Matanuska-Susitna Borough-1 993 or boat and the "latter is more than 
100 miles from Anchorage. 

Trade 
22% 

The economy has boomed 

In 1980 there were fewer than 3,300 
Self Employed' Transportation jobs in the Mat-Su Borough compared 

11 % 9% to over 8,000 today-few other areas 
of the state can boast such impres- 

Construction 
sive employment growth. (See Table 

4% 1 and Figure 2.) Much of this growth 
was related to the oil revenue boom 
years of the early 1980s. As this boom 
got underway an  increasing number 
of residents moved to the  Mat-Su 
because of lower housing costs and 
the attraction of a more rural life- 
style. 

All other'' 
6% Between 1980 and 1985 the Mat-Su 

employment base doubled from 3,265 
to 6,991. Most of this growth was - 

Estimated using census data. related to population in-migration. " Includes manufacturing, financing, insurance and real eslale. 
Source: Alaska Department of Labor, Research & Analysis Section and the U.S. Bureau of the Census. The area's public sector grew as well 

as the recreationallvisitor industry. 
One measure of the Mat-Su's sizable 
recreational industry is the number 

T a b l e 0 1  

Matanuska-Susitna Borough Wage and Salary Employment 1980-1 993 

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 

Total Industries 3,265 3,701 4,383 5,355 6,542 6,991 6,699 6,193 6,095 6,510 7,078 7,878 8,253 8,667 

Mining * 21 9 12 4 * * * 4 1 

Construction 178 253 518 778 971 710 427 261 179 222 304 397 366 438 

Manufacturing 37 106 70 67 111 111 88 83 108 124 96 95 73 85 

Trans.Comm. & Util. 319 343 381 525 595 670 680 688 638 639 695 784 815 844 

Trade 

Wholesale Trade 

Retail Trade 

Finance 

Services 

Government 

Federal 

State 

Local 

Misc. & Unclassified 

'Nondisclosable. 
Source: Alaska Department of Labor, Research & Analysis Section. 
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T a b I e e 2  
of recreational properties. In 1990 

- - 

the Census Bureau counted 20,953 
housing units in the Mat-Su. Of these, 
4,479 or 21%, were for seasonal, 
recreational or occasional use com- 
pared to 7% statewide. 

All of this growth temporarily came 
to a halt with the oil revenue bust of 
1986. A bleak economic period en- 
sued. Because the Mat-Su grew much 
faster than the rest  of the state, it fell 
harder as well. Employment in the 
borough fell by nearly 1,000 and an  
unknown number of residents who 
worked outside of the area lost their 
jobs. By 1988 the economy began to 
recover along with the rest of the 
state. The recovery was boosted with 
the re-opening of the  Cambior mine 
(formerly Valdez Creek) in 1990 and 
General Communications Inc. (GCI) 
which opened its operations service 
center with 85 personnel. By 1990 
the number of jobs in the Mat-Su 
surpassed the old record set in 1985 
and by 1993 there were 8,600 jobs in 
the  borough. I n  1994 the  borough got 
an additional boost in employment 
with the opening of the state's only 
federal Job Corp Center. 

Ample retail and 
service jobs available 

I t  is not surprising tha t  a large share 
of jobs in the borough are in trade 
and services. (See Figure 3.) Many of 
these jobs exist to provide services to 
people who live in  Mat-Su but do not 
work there. In fact, 59% of all new 
jobs in the borough in the past de- 
cade were generated by these two 
industries. A growing visitorlrecre- 
ation sector also contributed to the 
growth of these two industries. 

A larger number of self-employed 
work in the Mat-Su. (See Figure 3.) 
Statewide 8% of the work force is 
self-employed versus 11% in the bor- 
ough. This is not unusual since both 
retail trade and services are home to 
many small businesses. Small min- 
ing, agricultural, and visitor related 

The Population of the Communities 
in the Matanuska-Susitna Borough 

Matanuska-Susitna Borough 
Alexander 
- -  - - 

Kni k 
Lazy Mountain 
- -  . - - 

Meadow Lakes 
Palmer city 
Skwentna 
Sutton 
Tal keetna 
Trapper Creek 
Wasilla city 4,381 

Willow 300 
Source: Alaska Depadrnent of Labor, Research & Analysis Section. 

The Matanuska-Susitna Borough's 
Nine Largest Private Sector Employers 

1993 Annual Avg. 

Rank Firm Employment 

1 Valley Hospital 32 1 
2 Matanuska Telephone Assocation 295 

Source: Alaska Department of Labor, Research & Analysis Section. 
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A Snapshot of the Matanuska-Susitna Borough 
i n d u s t r i e s  a r e  a lso  i m p o r t a n t  sourc-  
es o f  se l f - emp loymen t .  

Statistics from the 1990 Census 
Future tied to residents 

Mat-Su's population grew much faster. . . 
Percent change 1980-1 990 (1 990 Population = 39,683) 

And is a little older.. . 
Median age 

Percent under 5 years old 

Percent 21 years & over 

Percent 65 years & over 

There are fewer minorities. . . 
Percent White 

Percent American Indian, Eskimo, or Aleut 

Percent AsianIPacific Islander 

Percent Black 

Percent Hispanic (of all races) 

Labor force participation is lower, unemployment is higher. . . 
Percent of all aged 16+ in labor force 

Percent males 16t in labor force 

Percent males unemployed (April 1990) 

Percent females 16+ in labor force 

Percent females unemployed (April 1990) 

Most households make less money.. . 
Median household income in 1989 

Percent of families below poverty level 

Percent with less than $5,000 income 

Percent with $5,000-$9,999 income 

Percent with $10,000-$14,999 income 

Percent with $15,000-$24,499 income 
Percent with $25,000-$34,999 income 

Percent with $35,000-$49,999 income 

Percent with $50,000-$74,999 income 

Percent with $75,000-$99,999 income 

Percent with $t00,000 or more income 

Renters pay a little less. . . 
Median gross rent 

Percent rented for under $200 

Percent rented for $200-$299 

Percent rented for $300-$499 

Percent rented for $500-$749 

Percent rented for $750-$999 

Percent rented for $1,000 or more 

Percent with no cash rent 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census 

Mat-Su 

1 22.7% 

30.8 

9.8% 

61.8% 

4.7% 

93.1% 

4.9% 

0.7% 

0.8% 

1.9% 

66.5% 

76.6% 

12.9% 

55.7% 

9.6% 

$40,745 

7.5% 

4.5% 

6.1 O/O 

6.3% 

12.5% 

12.8% 

20.1% 

22.0% 

9.9% 

5.6% 

$508 

1.6% 

Alaska 

36.9% 

29.4 

10.0% 

64.5% 

4.1% 

75.5% 

1 5.6% 

3.6% 

4.1% 

3.2% 

74.7% 

82.1% 

10.0% 

66.4% 

7.3% 

$41,408 

6.8% 

3.5% 

4.8% 

6.4% 

13.3% 

13.6% 

18.5% 

21.3% 

10.9% 

7.7% 

$559 

1.7% 

In b o t h  t h e  s h o r t  a n d  l o n g  run tht 

economic  f u t u r e  o f  t h e  M a t - S u  wi l  
r e m a i n  c lose ly  t i e d  t o  people's desirc 
t o  l i v e  there .  T h e r e  a r e  a n u m b e r  o 
f ac to rs  w h i c h  s h o u l d  k e e p  t h i s  w o r k  
ing in t h e  borough's f avo r .  T h e  l a s  
segmen t  o f  a f o u r  l a n e  h i g h w a y  b e  
t w e e n  t h e  Mat-Su B o r o u g h  a n d  An 
cho rage  w a s  c o m p l e t e d  t h i s  y e a r  
e a s i n g  t h e  c o m m u t e  cons ide rab l y  
And a cost  a d v a n t a g e  con t i nues  tc 
e x i s t  f o r  M a t - S u .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  A l a s  
k a  H o u s i n g  F i n a n c e  Corpora t ion ' !  
m o s t  r e c e n t  da ta ,  t h e  average homt  
in t h e  M a t - S u  so ld  f o r  $106,289 v e r  
sus  $145,231 in Anchorage .  

T h e r e  a r e  o t h e r  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  w h i c l  
m a y  n o t  b e  t i e d  t o  t h e  economic w h i m :  
o f  Anchorage.  F o r  e x a m p l e  t h e  b o r  
o u g h  i s  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  deve lop a p o r  
a n d  i n d u s t r i a l  fac i l i t y .  In concert  w i t 1  
t h i s  d e v e l o p m e n t  t h e  b o r o u g h  hope! 
t o  a t t r a c t  a n  i r o n  o r e  r e d u c t i o n  p l a n  
w h i c h  i s  u n d e r  s t u d y  by M i d r e x  C o r  
po ra t i on .  T h e  area's v i s i t o r 1  rec re  
a t i o n a l  i n d u s t r y  w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  ex  
p a n d  a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  poss ib le  deve l  
o p m e n t  o f  a n  a l p i n e  s k i  r e s o r t  a 
H a t c h e r  Pass.  

Trends profiles are a new feature 
which will appear periodically in 

Alaska Economic Trends. For more 
information, contact 

Alaska Department of Labor 
Research & Analysis Section 

P.O. Box 107018 
Anchorage, Alaska 9951 0-701 8 

(907) 269-4861 
or 

P.O. Box 25501 
Juneau, Alaska 99802-5501 

(907) 465-4500 
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by Richard Kennedy 

! I  n 1991, the National Institute for Occupa- 
tional Safety and Health (NIOSH) initiated 
a project to determine occupational injury 
rates in the Alaska commercial fishing in- 
dustry. Accurate estimates of work force by 
major Alaska fisheries were needed by 
NIOSH to assess the magnitude of risk faced 
by fishers in order to compare rates to other 
Alaskan industries. The NIOSH project was 
completed in the  fall of 1993. This article 
presents a summary of the findings of the 
NIOSH project. 

Fisher workforce data scarce 

Accurate estimates of the  work force in the 
Alaska commercial fishing industry have 
always been unusually difficult to obtain. 
Unlike most other Alaska industries, the 
seafood industry's employment and payroll 
are not available on a regular basis through 
standard economic data systems and reports. 
The Alaska Department of Labor captures 
data on most of the Alaska's economy (in- 
cluding seafood processing) through a sys- 
tem of quarterly and monthly nonagricultur- 
a1 wage and salary estimates. One large 
segment of the  industry which is not cap- 
tured is seafood harvesting (commercial fish- 
ing) employment. The seafood harvesting 
sector is classified as  agricultural, and the 
method of pay most often used (crew shares) 
does not fit the normal reporting system. A 
major consequence of this is a lack of regular 
employment estimates. 

Published work force estimates for the Alas- 
k a  commercial fishing industry for 1977 
through 1984 were done by the Department 
of Labor in collaboration with the Alaska 
Commercial Fishing Entry Commission. The 
last fish harvesting employment estimates 
were done when the  McDowell Corporation 
produced t h e  A l a s k a  Seafood Indus t ry  
S tudy  which presented a n  employment pic- 
ture of the  state's seafood industry for the 
year 1986. 

Counting fishers is a difficult task 

Research methods to obtain employment es- 
timates have most often focused on a formu- 
la that  includes the systematic counting of 
the number of fishingvessels, estimating the 
average vessel crew size by survey or expert 
opinion, and tallying the length of fishing 
season (months). To arrive a t  their estima- 
tions, the Alaska Department of Labor com- 
bined the number of permit holders who 
made landings a t  processors with a n  average 
crew size for each fishery and area. 

Richard Kennedy is a 
health statistician with the 
Division of Safety 
Research, National 
Institute for Occupational 
Safety and Health, Center 
for Disease Control and 
Prevention, Anchorage, 
Alaska. 

The NIOSH project used a different method- 
ology. The length of the fishing season in- 
cluded not only the  actual time fishing, but 
time spent travelling to and from fishing 
grounds plus time expended in vessel prepa- 

Most Alaska Fisher Employment 
is Generated by Salmon-1 991 

Salmon 52.4% 

Groundfish 19.6% 

Source: National institute lor Occupational Safety and Health. 
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ration and offloading by skippers and crew. 
The resultant work force estimates were then 
expressed in terms of full-time equivalencies 
(FTEs). One fisher's FTE (independent of 
what position the person holds: vessel skip- 
per or deckhand) is the equivalent of one 
fisher working one full year (52 weeks), or 
any permutation thereof (e.g., four fishers 
working 13 weeks each in the course of one 
calendar year). 

Readers should note tha t  these employment 
estimates cannot be readily compared to the 
Department of Labor's wage and salary fig- 
ures because the department's figures are 
not FTE adjusted. 

Employment in Commercial Fisheries 
Increased Between 1986 and 1991 

1986 1991 
Employ- Employ- Percent  

FisheryIGear m e n t  m e n t  Change 

Salmon 
Purse Seine 
Drift Gill Net 
Set Gill Net 
Power Troll 
Hand Troll 
Others 
Total 

Her r ing  
Purse Seine 
Gill Net 
Spawn 
Other 
Total 

Halibut 
Shellfish 
Groundfish 
Miscellaneous 

G r a n d  Total 12,621 15,200 20.4 

Source: National Institute for Occupalional Safety and Health and Alaska Seafood Industry Study, 
McDowell Corporation. 

Fishers employment has grown 

The recent N O S H  project estimated that  for 
1991 there were approximately 15,200 FTEs 
in the Alaska commercial fishing industry. 
(See Table 1.) This represents a 20% in- 
crease over the fisher employment reported 
by McDowell for 1986. 

For 1991, the salmon fishery leads all Alas- 
kan fisheries with 52.4% of the  total harvest- 
ing employment. (See Figure 1.) The ground- 
fish (primarily pollock and cod) fishery em- 
ployed 19.5% of the fishers, with the shore- 
based harvester employment more than two 
and one-half times that  of the offshore har- 
vesters. 

Employment totals in all major Alaskan fish- 
eries increased between 1986 and 1991. (See 
Figure 2.) The most noticeable change in the 
Alaska commercial fishing industry occurred 
in the groundfish fishery. By 1991,all (legal) 
foreign off-shore fleet operations which had 
previously harvested most groundfish stocks 
in the North Pacific had been totally elimi- 
nated. Large-scale harvesting (primarily of 
groundfish, but in other species as  well) has 
continued by a large, modern, and automat- 
ed U.S. factory trawler fleet, predominately 
based out of Washington state. Still com- 
monplace in the groundfish fishery is off- 
shore processing, with much of the product 
transferred to the buyer a t  sea or landed in 
ports outside Alaska. Some Alaska fisheries, 
such as salmon and herring, continue to 
have record harvests in one geographical 
region, while another region experiences very 
weak returns. 

Factors contributing to an  increase in the 
work force may be explained by changes in 
fisheries management and the diversifica- 
tion of undeveloped or market scarce target 
species. For example, the shellfish industry 
between 1986 and 1991 has seen a three-fold 
expansion in the harvesting of the tanher 
crab, while harvest statistics for king and 
dung@ness crab were approximately level. 
Increases in the 1991 work force estimates 
for salmon and herring may be due, in part, 
to 1) a slight increase in the number of 
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vessels licensed to catch salmon (2%) and 
herring (la%), and 2) the methodology used 
whereby more pre- and post-fishing time 
was awarded for the 1991 fishery. Iq spite of 
the decline of the  length of fishing seasons 
for many fisheries, the commercial fishing 
workforce actually expanded over the  five- 
year period. 

A more detailed comparison of the workforce 
in the  state's salmon and herring fisheries 
between 1986 and 1991 may be made by 
examining differences in employment by gear 
type. Fishing vessel gear type is a general 
description for the  fish harvest equipment 
used aboard fishing vessels. Common gear 
types in Alaska include long lines, pots, and 
nets. 

The five-year annualized growth for the salm- 
on fishery is approximately 3% per year, 
with nearly half (45%) occurring in the set 
gill net fishery. The FTEs for all gear types 
for the herring fishery increased from 1986 
to 1991, probably reflecting the approximate- 
ly 300 additional vessels and crew that  en- 
tered the fishery since 1986. 

There are data limitations 

There are a t  least two major limitations to 
the results of the NIOSH study: 1) the defi- 
nition and calculations of pre- and post-fish- 
ing time; 2) the reliability of participating 
crew and vessel-time-at-sea estimates for 
the offshore groundfish fishery. Researchers 
used survey and anecdotal information from 
a sample of vessel owners, skippers, former 
and current fishers, and industry officials to 
estimate the average number ofdays or weeks 
individual fishing vessels crews spent in 
work-related activities outside actual time 
spent fishing. Results from this sample (ap- 
proximately 25% of the total fleet) survey 

Fisher Employment Has Grown 
in All Fisheries 

I",""" 

" 
Salmon Herring Groundfish Halibut Shellfish 

Source: National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health. 

varied widely, depending on the home port of 
the vessel, the number of 'regular' crew, 
and size and gear of the vessel. The lack of 
detailed computerized information for the 
1991 offshore groundfish fishery complicat- 
ed the data analysis for this fishery. 

Readers should exercise caution in drawing 
inference from these findings. Random er- 
ror, a s  well a s  sampling error, in  a t  least two 
variables (number of crew allotted per vessel 
and amount of pre- and post-fishing time) 
may substantially affect individual results. 
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