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Washington State Agriculture Employment 

To the Washington State House Committee on Economic Development, Agriculture and Trade 


Distinguished Committee Members: 

I have been asked by Ms. Van Schoorl to elaborate on the level agriculture employment implied in my presentation on January 18 2005. 

I used the standard Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) industry classifications that contain numerous sub-categories designed to capture all activities of a given industry. For example, “Construction” ranges from single home construction to public civil engineering projects.  

For 2001, the BEA indicates that Farm employment is 2.3% of total WA employment.

Ms Van Schoorl alerted me of a web site that states WA farm employment was 15.7 % of total Washington employment in 2001. The web site can be found under the umbrella of the US Department of Agriculture, it is entitled “ECONOMIC RESEARCH SERVICE” 

(http://www.ers.usda.gov/Data/FarmandRelatedEmployment/ViewData.asp?GeoAreaPick=STAWA_Washington&YearPick=2001&B1=Submit)

I have examined the implied 13.4% differential.

Both the USDA and I use the same data source (BEA), for the same year. (For the purposes of comparison I now use 2001 data, although I had used 2004 data in my presentation. The difference is immaterial).

The ECONOMIC RESEARCH SERVICE website does initially report that 2.3 percent of Washington employment is in the farm sector.  I can support this number.  

What is the source of the 15.7% “ag employment” number?  To arrive at the astonishingly large number of “farm and farm-related employment”, the web site defines the sector inclusive of numerous other sectors in the economy, in a manner that I have never encountered in my research.  
Note: “Farm and Farm related employment” is supposed to constitute 14.8% of metropolitan employment in Washington State! This number alone indicates that something is seriously wrong with this data/interpretation of the “Farm sector”. 

Examining what ECONOMIC RESEARCH SERVICE includes in “Farm and Farm related employment” I find employment in the below sectors has been added (this is not a complete list)

a. leather products and footwear, 

b. tobacco

c. Apparel and Textile

d. Food Prep

e. Beverages

f. Bakery products, etc…

Even if one was willing to consider these sectors so “closely related” to the Farm sector to include their employment in “Farm and Farm related employment”, the percentage of “Farm and Farm related” employment as the share of total Washington employment would rise to only 6.1%. 
One could now be tempted to argue that the 6.1% allows “Farm and Farm related employment” to rank about 4th in the state in terms of employment.  This is not technically correct. If all other sectors in the state were allowed to define “closely related sectors” and include them into the analysis, other sectors’ employment would grow substantially, too.

The 6.1% is still far from the 15.7% reported on the web site as “Total Farm and Farm related employment”.  In order to arrive at 554000 jobs or 15.7% of total WA employment, the web site adds an astounding 382000 jobs from “peripherally related” sectors.  These sectors include employment from (this is not a complete list)

g. All Wholesale Apparel, and Piece Goods 

h. All Wholesale Groceries and Related Products 

i. All Wholesale Beer, Wine and Distilled Alcoholic Beverages 

j. All Retail-Food Stores 

k. All Retail-Apparel & Accessory Stores

l. All Retail-Eating & Drinking Places

m. All Beverages

n. All Liquor Stores

o. All Retail Leather Goods

p. All Retail Tobacco Stores, etc.

I am quite puzzled by this definition of “Farm and Farm related employment.”  Perhaps it makes sense to think of these sectors as sectors that are interacting with the US Department of Agriculture on some level, but they certainly do not seem to be Farm employment related. 

The definitions do illuminate, however, why such a large share of metro employment is identified as “Farm and Farm related” (since all groceries and food retail etc are included).

I agree that one could expand the narrow definition of “Farm Employment” by the BEA to include other employment that is largely related to agriculture in the state. Such an analysis does – to my knowledge – not exist at this time.  

I hope this discussion was helpful to you, sincerely, 
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Theo Eicher

Director, Economic Policy Research Center

University of Washington

� Soon one would start double counting employment, as several sectors would claim to the same “closely related” sectors – that is why the industry categories I used were designed to stand alone.  Certainly the apparel industry already has an overlap with the “Farm and Farm related” sectors above.
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