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In April, Oregon Business & Industry released its inaugural Oregon Competitiveness

Book, a collection of more than 50 state rankings in economically significant areas, from

taxation to electricity costs. The information in the book, OBI wrote at the time,

describes “a state that has a great deal of work to do if it wishes to remain competitive.”
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On June 17, economic consulting firm ECONorthwest shared recent employment

statistics with regional leaders. The numbers underscored the conclusion of the

Competitiveness Book. From January 2023 to January 2024, ECONorthwest reported,

total nonfarm employment in Oregon shrank by 0.2%. In terms of job creation, Oregon

was dead last among the 50 states.

It is no exaggeration to say that Oregon is experiencing a competitiveness crisis. Unless

state leaders acknowledge the problem and seek to change its causes, the damage to

Oregonians, their communities and their public institutions will be significant.

One of ECONorthwest’s most alarming findings involves the manufacturing sector, in

which employment shrank by 3.3% over the 12-month period. Manufacturing jobs tend

to pay very well. According to OBI’s 2021 report on Oregon’s manufacturing sector,

median earnings for manufacturing workers exceed those for workers in other industries

by 17%. The report, produced by ECONorthwest, also found that the manufacturing

premium exists across all levels of education.
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Jobs vanished in other sectors as well last year, ECONorthwest found. These include

construction, professional and business services, and even leisure and hospitality.

One sector that bucked the trend is government, where employment grew by 3.4%.

Our point is not to disparage government, which provides vital services. Rather, it is to

highlight the disconnect: Over the long term, Oregon cannot support stable government

services, much less growing government services, with a withering private sector.

Oregon’s businesses and those they employ generate the tax revenue that fuels

government at all levels.

Businesses do more than fund government, of course. They support other businesses,

employ people who create new businesses, fund philanthropy and contribute in many

other ways to the vibrancy of Oregon’s communities. As businesses struggle and

disappear, so, too, will these other benefits.

ECONorthwest’s employment numbers are alarming, but not surprising. As the Oregon

Competitiveness Book shows – and as employers across the state know – ours is an

Angela Wilhelms, President and CEO, Oregon Business & Industry

COURTESY OF ANGELA WILHELMS



expensive and by some measures unfriendly place to operate a business, and even to

live. The consequences include a stagnating population and anemic job creation.

What are the factors driving this crisis? They are many and include both policy

and culture.

Atop the policy list is the rapid and significant increase in Oregon’s business-tax burden,

which has been driven by the corporate activity tax and, of course, the piling on of local,

county and regional taxes in the Portland metropolitan area. The list also includes an

unwillingness to revisit existing policies, such as Oregon’s land use system, that drive up

costs unnecessarily for employers and employees alike.

The culture within key regulatory agencies is a problem as well. For the last few months,

OBI’s team has met with businesses and business groups across the state to prepare our

2025 legislative agenda. Overwhelmingly, the people we’ve met describe an unhelpful,

“gotcha” culture in their dealings with regulatory agencies. This is nothing new. In a

2023 survey, 71% of small businesses told us that state agencies seem more interested

in finding wrongdoing – even when there isn’t any – than in helping them comply

with regulations.

Oregon’s businesses aren’t seeking a zero-tax existence unfettered by regulations that

protect their employees and the state’s environment. Business leaders live in Oregon for

the same reasons everyone else does, and they care about the well-being of the people

who work for them. However, businesses can’t afford to invest indefinitely in a state

that makes operating prohibitively expensive and burdensome. And many are choosing

not to.

Some legislative leaders clearly recognize the importance of a strong private sector.

These include Senate Majority Leader Kate Lieber, D-Portland, who wrote in response to

the state’s most recent revenue forecast, “If we’re going to make the necessary

investments to address the drug crisis, homelessness, affordable housing, education

funding, and more, we need to keep growing our economy.”

But the ability of Oregon’s private sector to support its public sector can’t be taken for

granted. And numbers like those shared this month by ECONorthwest show what

happens when it is.


