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Economic progress stumbles 
04/12/03

RYAN FRANK 
Oregon's economy, which had inched forward last year, took two steps back in March. 
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The unemployment rate jumped to 7.6 percent, and the number of employed workers shrank to the lowest level since June 1999. The setbacks surprised economists and painted an even bleaker picture for policy-makers struggling to chart Oregon's course out of recession. 

"Terrible," said John Mitchell, regional economist for U.S. Bancorp. "The unfortunate thing is, it looked like Oregon had bottomed out and started up -- albeit slowly." 

That slow recovery will have to wait. 

Employment numbers, released Friday by the state's Employment Department, show Oregon dived deeper into its 2-year-old downturn in March after a slight uptick. The unemployment rate, which improved much of last year, hit its highest level in nearly a year. 

Gov. Ted Kulongoski, speaking at a rally against child abuse, said the job losses signal worse times ahead for the state budget, which relies heavily on personal income taxes. He expects next month's state revenue forecast to "meet or beat the worst-case scenario." 

"The only short-term fix is we've got to get the economy going again," the governor said. 

The recession, which started in the first quarter of 2001, has driven the Employment Department to train its employees how to handle violent customers desperate for work and skilled workers to seek jobs with underwhelming paychecks. 

Bishal Raghubansh, laid off eight months ago from Lattice Semiconductor in Hillsboro, said he no longer expects to find a high-tech job or one equal to his former salary. 

Raghubansh, 34, of Tigard will take any job to provide for his wife, who is expecting the couple's first child in three months. 

Competition is stiff. Raghubansh found a data entry position while searching for jobs Friday at a state employment office in Beaverton. He didn't apply for it because he didn't meet one qualification. 

"If I were looking a few years ago, I probably wouldn't need that one extra skill," he said. 

The March news was bad. And so far, April hasn't brought any spring cheer. 

Before the month was a week old, four manufacturers in Lane and Douglas counties announced layoffs of 1,300 people that weren't included the figures released Friday. 

Kulongoski said the state's best hope for improvement is a national economic turnaround. He hopes President Bush can turn his attention to domestic issues as the war in Iraq nears an end. 

Tom Potiowsky, the state economist, had projected Oregon's economy would start a gradual upturn in the months ahead, with employment regaining pre-recession levels early next year. 

"We still think recovery is happening," Potiowsky said. But the March slip means the recovery "will be pushed off definitely to the second half of this year." 

State figures released Friday show the number of nonfarm payroll jobs dropped by nearly 5,000 to 1,567,100 in March, after adjusting for seasonal patterns. The number of employed Oregonians is about 800 less than the previous recession low recorded in December 2001. 

Unemployment worries Economists are just as concerned about the sluggish unemployment rate, which is compiled in a separate survey from the employment numbers. 

After peaking at 8.4 percent in January 2002, the rate steadied in the low 7 percent range in the fall. 

That improvement vanished this year when the rate skipped to 7.6 percent in January and again in March. 

"If they continued in this direction another month or two, we would feel like things are getting worse," said Art Ayre, the state's employment economist. "I'm pretty close to feeling that way." 

The number of unemployed Oregonians in March fell to 154,074, down 3.5 percent from a year ago. But the number remains far above the 120,000 unemployed workers during the last recession in the early 1990s, which did not hit Oregon as hard as it did much of the nation. 

In contrast, Oregon has been one of the states to suffer most in this recession -- posting the nation's highest unemployment rate for most of the past 21 months. 

Manufacturers were the biggest losers in March. They shed 2,400 jobs and are down 4 percent from last year. 

High-tech manufacturers, which drove the 1990s economic boom in the Portland region, also continued their slide. They were down 2,400 jobs in March and 3.5 percent in the last year. 

Retail trade and real estate lost 600 jobs each, logging was down 700, and construction employment was flat. Local governments, bitten by budget cuts, lost 600 jobs in March. 

Ayre said military call-ups also might have contributed to the job decline and to an increase in jobs at temporary agencies, which hustled to replace the outgoing workers. 

Leisure, education and health care remained the state's hottest industries. Food service, part of the leisure category, added 1,200 jobs in March. 

At the state employment office in Gresham, job seekers lined up to search for anyone accepting resumes. 

"We're seeing people who are on the edge, who are losing everything they have," said Karen Cusick, employment supervisor for the Gresham office. 

"I hear more and more of that every day, not just angry people, but situations where people say, 'I don't know what to do. I'm living out of my car,' or 'I'm about to lose my house.' " Harry Esteve, Laura Oppenheimer and Catherine Trevison of The Oregonian contributed to this report. Ryan Frank: 503-294-5955; ryanfrank@news.oregonian.com 
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