Issue Brief No. 46
The Black Belt’s Labor Force Participation
[bookmark: _GoBack]Lags Behind the Rest of Alabama & the Nation
by Noel E. Keeney, Stephen G. Katsinas,
Emily Jacobs, and Hunter Whann

Companies are changing the way they do business, what goods and services they provide, and they are constantly reevaluating the type of workforce they employ. With those changes, we are also seeing a shift in the skills needed to compete in today’s workforce. In order to stay competitive in a global economy, Alabama must prepare our workforce to be ready for the jobs of tomorrow. We will be working with business and industry to ensure we have the training necessary to equip Alabamians with the skills needed for these high-tech, high-skill jobs.
— Governor Kay Ivey, May 14, 2018[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Governor Kay Ivey (2018, May 14).  Governor Kay Ivey Announces “Success Plus” Initiative to Prepare State’s Workforce.  Press Release.  https://governor.alabama.gov/newsroom/2018/05/governor-kay-ivey-announces-success-plus-initiative-to-prepare-states-workforce/.] 


In adopting the recommendation of the Alabama Workforce Council, Governor Ivey formally committed the State of Alabama’s education and workforce training systems to work with business and industry partners to produce 500,000 more workers with college degrees, certificates, and credentials by 2025. Earlier, the Governor convened a special Statewide Educational Attainment Committee of industry, government and policy experts to set priorities and measure economic progress to develop a strategy to address Alabama’s skills gap. AlabamaWorks! Success Plus sets the goal of 500,000 more working Alabamians, as the report notes: “Alabama needs to add more than 350,000 additional high-skilled workers to its workforce by 2025 to meet projected industry needs. Of these, more than 180,000 are projected to be the result of new job opportunities, while the remaining 170,000 are needed to fill current jobs expected to be vacated as retirees leave the workforce.”[endnoteRef:2]  [2:  Alabama Workforce Council (2018, April 30).  Preparing Alabama’s Workforce for Opportunity and Growth, Recommendations from the Alabama Workforce Council’s Statewide Educational Attainment Committee. https://alabamaworks.com/wp-content/uploads/2018-12-27-AWC-Attainment-Report_final.pdf. ] 


While unemployment figures are instructive in gauging general economic conditions, just as telling are the labor force participation rates. In the University of Alabama Education Policy Center’s recent Black Belt 2020 issue brief on unemployment,[endnoteRef:3] we found that the 24 counties included in Alabama’s Black Belt in the various reports we analyzed have experience consistently higher rates of unemployment than the rest of the state.[endnoteRef:4] This brief builds upon EPC analysis of Black Belt population and elementary and secondary school enrollment, as we examine labor force participation.  [3:  Whann, H., Katsinas, S.G., Keeney, N.E., Jacobs, E.J. (2020 Sep 9). Persistent Unemployment in the Black Belt. The Education Policy Center at the University of Alabama. http://edpolicy.ua.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/200908_persistent-unemployment-al-black-belt.pdf.]  [4:  Ibid.] 


Defined by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics as “the percentage of the population [age 16 and older] that is either working or actively looking for work,” labor force participation data provides a fuller portrait of the economic health of a given area.[endnoteRef:5] Alabama’s overall statewide rate is not far off from the national average, but the Black Belt is woefully behind the rest of the state and the country, negatively impacting both. This brief examines these issues, presenting long term data, both before the COVID-19 pandemic and at present, and concludes with discussion of possible solutions including expanding apprenticeships, Career and Technical Education, and rural broadband, the subject of a future brief in this series.    [5:  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Concepts and Definitions. https://www.bls.gov/cps/definitions.htm#unemployed.] 

Labor Force Participation: Black Belt, Non-Black Belt, State and National Comparisons
If today’s Alabama’s labor force participation rate was equal to the pre-COVID national average of 63.2 percent, another 196,000 more Alabamians would now be working, contributing to the state and local tax rolls, and enjoying better lives. Raising Alabama’s labor force participation rate to the national average is roughly 40 percent of the total needed to accomplish Governor Ivey’s ambitious goal of 500,000 new Alabamians added to the labor force by 2025. 

In April 2017, however, Alabama’s statewide labor force participation of 57.1 percent lagged far behind that national rate of 63.3 percent.[endnoteRef:6] This was the impetus for the Ivey Administration to work with legislative and business leaders to create a comprehensive, more integrated education and training system. Business-led regional workforce councils are to lead the creation of the 21st century high skill workforce Alabama needs. A four-bill bipartisan package unanimously passed the Alabama Legislature in 2019. The initiatives and targeted new investments are showing progress, with a full percentage point improvement in labor force participation rate in just two-and-one-half years, to 58.1 percent in January 2020.[endnoteRef:7] This one-year improvement from 2018 to 2019 was sixth best among all states.   [6:  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, State and Local Unemployment Rates. ]  [7:  Ibid.] 


With the statewide rate moving in the right direction, Alabama’s 24 Black Belt Counties together have a labor force participation rate that is 20 points below the statewide average. This reality has important consequences on every aspect of life in these rural counties and the people who live in them. Our challenge is to make work pay, so that the Black Belt’s best export is not their people. 
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Chart 2 shows the percentage of Alabama’s total labor force contained within the Black Belt from 2010 to 2019 declined from 13.6 percent in 2010 to 12.6 percent in 2019, reflecting the population decline discussed in our first issue brief in this series.[endnoteRef:8] The Black Belt’s total labor force declined from 298,000 persons in 2010 to just over 280,000 in 2018, before ticking up in 2019. Charts 3 and 4 show stark differences in labor force participation rates between the 24 Black Belt counties and the rest of the state prior to the pandemic. The uptick after 2017 forward may portend a promising future.   [8:  Katsinas, S.G., Keeney, N.E., Jacobs, E., Whann, H. (2020 Aug 18). The Black Belt’s Population Decline Explains Why Alabama May Lose a Congressional Seat in the 2020 Census. The Education Policy Center at the University of Alabama.  http://edpolicy.ua.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/200824_pop-decline-al-black-belt.pdf.] 
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Insight: Most of Alabama’s future workforce in the Black Belt and statewide is already here. Alabama needs to provide opportunities to make them the most highly skilled possible, so they are ready for the jobs of the future.



[image: ]Labor Force Participation in Alabama Black Belt Counties in the Pandemic
Attention is now turned to specific county by county data. Chart 5 shows labor force participation rates for each of Alabama’s 67 counties in 2019. The data are not seasonally adjusted. Black Belt counties are indicated in black. When combined with the data presented above, it shows that Alabama has made progress in recent years, both statewide and in the Black Belt, but much more progress remains to be made to approach the national averages.
Charts 6 and 7 on the following page, provide an initial glimpse into labor force participation during the pandemic. Chart 6 presents the annual percentage change in labor force participation for all 67 Alabama counties comparing July 2019 to July 2020. Chart 7 isolates monthly data just for the 24 Black Belt counties, revealing a recent uptick in labor force participation of interest. This trend could be explained by a rise in the number of job seekers looking to support their families during the pandemic. To reiterate, labor force participation includes both employed and unemployed workers seeking jobs; while more Black Belt residents could be looking for jobs, it does not necessarily mean they are finding them. This issue deserves further investigation. 
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Reflecting on the Rural-Urban Divide
As with many other aspects of American life, a wide chasm exists between rural and urban labor force participation rates. According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, “Between 2008 and 2017 the rural labor-force participation rate fell by 4.1 percentage points, compared to a decline of 2.7 percentage points in urban areas.”[endnoteRef:9] A large factor is rural America’s aging-in-place population. When data were isolated for “prime age” adults—those aged 25 to 54—the labor participation rate remained 2.7 percent below 2008 levels, indicating that retiring workers were not the only issue holding rural American back. The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s 2019 edition of Rural American at a Glance points to lower educational attainment and higher disability rates, in addition to aging-in-place residents.[endnoteRef:10]  [9:  U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service (2019 Sept 23). Rural Employment and Unemployment. https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/employment-education/rural-employment-and-unemployment/#lfp.]  [10:  U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service (2019 November). Rural America at a Glance. https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/95341/eib-212.pdf?v=5832.] 


The geography of rural areas—distant as they are from urban centers—entails issues of access to internet access as well. Providing broadband is widely believed to be a key strategy in developing rural economies. A 2019 U.S. Chamber of Commerce Technology Engagement Center study found that “[digital] tools and technology boosted gross sales of rural small businesses by 17.2 percent during the past three years, the equivalent of $69.8 billion per year.”[endnoteRef:11] The report advocates expanded access to high-speed internet, mobile phone connectivity, information technology assistance, and courses in digital programs to help bridge the rural-urban economic divide. A forthcoming EPC issue will specifically explore broadband access in the Black Belt. [11:  U.S. Chamber Technology Engagement Center, Unlocking the Digital Potential of Rural America. https://americaninnovators.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Unlocking-the-Digital-Potential-of-Rural-America.pdf] 


Conclusion
In our initial report on population in the Black Belt, even if Alabama does not lose a congressional seat following the 2020 Census, a comprehensive strategy to address the Black Belt is needed, or the state could lose two House seats in 2030. It is important to note that prior to the pandemic, other states were faced with the same demographic challenge of slower rural population growth rates. They too are focusing on strategies to bolster their labor force participation rates. Put differently, pandemic or not, other states are moving forward, and Alabama cannot be satisfied or content by being average.

Not only does the Black Belt region experience higher incidences of unemployment, data show the region’s labor force participation rate has consistently been 20 percentage points lower than the rest of Alabama and the nation for almost three decades. Such persistent low levels of participations in the region where Dr. King and John Lewis spent so much time clearly justifies state policy interest now. 

Consideration should also be given to strategies to expand apprenticeship and Career and Technical Education partnership programs between rural high schools, community colleges, and industries. The Education Policy Center is currently working with the Alabama Office of Apprenticeships to provide research and technical assistance for the development of industry-recognized competency models, career lattices, and career pathways for occupations identified as in-demand, which, among others, form the infrastructure for curricula and assessment of apprenticeship programs. Providing higher per student CTE funding to give high schools and rural community college campuses resources to make up for the lack of economies of scale they clearly lack, and matching state grants to give new programs in small, rural communities more time for the programs to take root could wise state investments.  
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Chart 2:  The Percentage of Alabama's Total Labor Force in the Black Belt Declined from 2010 to 2019 
(not seasonally adjusted)
2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	13.58938058416623	13.432503795390327	13.307323340116884	13.195731750510348	13.147662399206236	13.061193520941833	12.941785036512069	12.847900036170401	12.656848742187451	12.562451154275763	


Chart 3:  Percentage Change in Labor Force 
By Region, 2010-2019
(not seasonally adjusted)
United States	Alabama	Non Black Belt	Black Belt	6.259209378416708	2.0809607054110169	3.294121118894533	-5.6331468015950126	


Chart 4:  Labor Force Participation Rates, 2010-2019
(not seasonally adjusted)
United States	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	64.708333333333329	64.108333333333334	63.7	63.258333333333333	62.883333333333333	62.658333333333331	62.774999999999999	62.833333333333336	62.883333333333333	63.091666666666669	Non Black Belt	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	58.615105191463599	58.569967348468325	57.590996570601803	57.237045437381319	56.609926442420523	56.412604893430704	56.716936042584351	56.578922369570996	57.193080718160417	57.584409785160098	Alabama	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	57.958979967685224	57.863806198049787	56.865654638445264	56.507214007096394	55.923276459768765	55.732573829022314	56.047460041873187	55.943253260095446	56.509273979321819	56.917165445173467	Black Belt	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	54.107711386860259	53.691891430863116	52.55361734481864	52.13424828809444	51.774750558111982	51.592836257309941	51.9244909814187	51.981639630572495	52.202203412852434	52.669387236016249	



Chart 1:  Labor Force Participation is much lower in Alabama's Black Belt     Black Belt, Alabama, and U.S. Labor Force Participation Rates, 1990-2018
Black Belt  	1990	1991	1992	1993	1994	1995	1996	1997	1998	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	41.342515473828279	41.070429834116595	41.704093249681357	41.873649582717512	41.809304031802583	42.326881847280539	42.178759119139798	42.05768250636077	40.939560114027394	40.613207482555303	40.166228599725038	39.445436055660402	39.316417514677994	39.572398050209586	39.350207372833346	39.391961096951498	39.631374821428395	39.16950442384784	39.157067333561024	39.630542953233729	40.027263478967285	39.638848954288029	38.890008273126369	38.820609530746189	38.67507081815922	38.505453308198788	38.792837411242708	38.855566834229073	39.056611539534124	Alabama 	1990	1991	1992	1993	1994	1995	1996	1997	1998	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	62.091666666666669	61.649999999999984	62.366666666666667	62.73333333333332	62.758333333333333	63.541666666666657	63.516666666666659	64.441666666666663	63.908333333333331	63.658333333333324	63.150000000000006	62.366666666666674	61.866666666666653	61.975000000000001	62.041666666666664	61.708333333333336	61.558333333333316	61.133333333333326	60.6	59.733333333333341	59.508333333333326	59.141666666666659	58.116666666666667	57.741666666666667	57.14166666666668	56.824999999999989	57.083333333333321	56.833333333333336	57.150000000000006	United States	1990	1991	1992	1993	1994	1995	1996	1997	1998	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	66.533333333333317	66.166666666666671	66.441666666666663	66.3	66.575000000000003	66.625000000000014	66.766666666666666	67.108333333333348	67.083333333333343	67.083333333333343	67.066666666666649	66.833333333333329	66.583333333333329	66.24166666666666	65.983333333333334	66.033333333333346	66.166666666666671	66.033333333333317	66.024999999999991	65.400000000000006	64.708333333333343	64.108333333333334	63.699999999999996	63.258333333333326	62.883333333333319	62.658333333333339	62.774999999999999	62.833333333333343	62.883333333333326	Bureau of Labor Statistics data analyzed by the Education Policy Center, The University of Alabama, Feb.2020
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Chart 7: Annual Change in the Black Belt's Labor Force, July 2019 to July 2020

(not seasonally adjusted (in thousands)
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