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Take this statement knowing that it 
comes from someone in the newspaper 
industry: Any growth is good growth. 

Like last year, the economists we 
turn to for this annual Economic 
Forecast supplement appear unified 
in the message that our regional econ-
omy should continue to grow in 2017. 
Their caveat: The pace of growth likely 
will be slower than the strong rate we 
saw this year.

That’s good and time-
ly information for the 
business decision mak-
ers in our region who 
find themselves this time 
of year crafting budgets 
or mulling possible ex-
pansions. 

As always, the Journal 
of Business is pleased 
to partner with Greater 
Spokane Incorporated 
to bring you the annu-
al Economic Forecast 
event, and we are equal-
ly pleased to provide 
this companion supple-
ment that puts into printed word some 
of what the event’s two keynote speak-
ers provide, and much more.

Now in its 19th year, the Economic 
Forecast long has featured economists 
John W. Mitchell, of M&H Economic 
Consultants, and Grant Forsyth, of 
Avista Corp. Together, they have con-
sistently told it like they see it with au-
thority and humor. 

But we don’t stop with Mitchell and 
Forsyth in bringing you economic prog-

The Spokane region is growing and 
changing, with greater opportunities to 
live, learn, work, play, and do business 
rising up all around us. Our region 
is comprised of hardworking, skilled 
residents who truly enjoy living in and 
contributing to the Pacific Northwest’s 
best-kept secret. Recent years have 
seen an increasing number of local 
businesses spring up to provide hand-
crafted, locally sourced goods and ser-
vices. These businesses are supported 
by well-rooted, estab-
lished companies who 
understand the value of 
innovation and competi-
tion in the marketplace. 

At Greater Spokane 
Incorporated, we value 
collaboration, innovation 
and respect to ensure 
that our region can thrive, 
make progress and cre-
ate something greater. 
Spokane continues to 
grow, and we work every 
day with community part-
ners to continue to build a 
robust regional economy. 

We work with all of our regional 
partners to drive important community 
initiatives, to advocate for a thriving 
business environment, and to provide 
the resources needed to be a success-
ful employer in our community. Our 
organization advocates on behalf of our 
members, positioning Spokane as an 

nostication in our supplement. Again this 
year, we have included additional fore-
casts from three other trusted sources. 
Steve Scranton, chief investment officer 
and economist for Washington Trust 
Bank, is a frequent author and speaker 
on the economy. Doug Tweedy, regional 
economist for the Washington State 
Employment Security Department, is 
easily the most sought-after source for 
labor trends here. And Shaun O’L. 

Higgins, the retired direc-
tor of sales and market-
ing at The Spokesman-
Review, has captivated au-
diences for years with his 
economic handicapping 
of our region.

Together, their articles 
provide insights into the 
factors that will have an im-
pact on our regional in the 
coming year, and will help 
you understand both the 
trends and risks ahead. 
Their varied approaches 
and perspectives, make 
the collection even more 

valuable.
I so appreciate each of them helping 

to make this publication possible, and 
also GSI, for its long and cherished 
partnership with the Journal to make 
the Economic Forecast such a popular 
event. It is my hope that you find the 
event and this supplement to be as 
valuable as I have.

Paul Read is publisher of the Journal 
of Business. 

ideal business location for companies 
looking to move here and create jobs. 

It takes a business community, work-
ing together, to move forward initia-
tives that transform our community. GSI 
works to create and retain a greater 
talent pool of skilled workers who drive 
innovation and productivity, growing our 
region into a place where businesses 
can startup, expand, retain and recruit 
new talents and build a longstanding 
investment for our community. 

When the nation’s 
economy shifts, the 
landscape of our region 
shifts with it .

GSI is proud to part-
ner with the Journal of 
Business for the annual 
Economic Forecast. The 
information provided by 
our region’s outstanding 
economists gives us a 
glimpse into the good, 
the bad, and the unfamil-
iar aspects of our local 
and national economies, 
to understand where we 
are headed, and allows 

our businesses to take a moment and 
look ahead. 

We hope the information in this year’s 
forecast helps prepare your business 
for the next year. 

Todd Mielke is the CEO of Greater 
Spokane Incorporated

About this supplement... Eighth Year: The good, the bad and the unfamiliar
A continuation of the current long, slow expansion is the most likely course for the economy in 2017 

In the midst of the quadrennial elec-
toral excitement, the U.S. economy 
grinds on in the fourth longest expan-
sion since World War II.  The headline 
numbers show low inflation, rising em-
ployment, interest rates at 
levels not seen for thou-
sands of years, increasing 
incomes, and rising net 
worth. 

Washington state has 
spent time in the unfa-
miliar position of having 
the most rapid increase 
in employment in the na-
tion with Idaho only a few 
places behind. 

At the same time, in-
come growth for many 
people in the wrong place 
with the wrong or no skills 
with limited mobility and 
without financial assets has been neg-
ligible. This has been a pattern in other 
developed nations as well. Productivity 
has been falling in recent quarters in an 
economic upturn that does not look like 
the other long expansions.

 Three of the last four quarters have 
shown output growth near 1 percent, 
with strength in consumption, some-
times housing, and a slight contribution 
from trade in the first half of 2016. 
Over this period, business investment 
was weak outside of intellectual prop-
erty. The initial estimate for the July to 
September quarter saw growth accel-
erate to a 2.9 percent rate, driven by 
consumption, trade and a pick-up in 
business investment. 

The slow growth has been accompa-
nied by continuing gains in employment 
along with increasing wage rates and 
reports of difficulties in filling some 
jobs. Through September, average 
monthly net gains in payroll employ-
ment have been 178,000 jobs. The 
years of rising employment, wages and 
net worth contributed to a 5.2 percent 
increase in median household income 
between 2014 and 2015 according to 
recent Census Bureau data. 

Looking ahead with post-elec-
tion uncertainty, a continuation of the 
long slow expansion is the most like-
ly course. With growth staying near 
the 2.2 percent that it has averaged 
between 2010 and 2015. Continued 
increases in consumption, a resump-
tion of growth in housing, increased 
business investment and a lessening 
of the drag from energy and inventory 
reduction will be crucial. In addition, 
President-elect Trump has talked about 
increased Federal spending that could 
become more than talk. 

The headline rate of inflation, which 
hit as high as 13.5 percent in the mem-
ories of most readers over 50, was 

1.5 percent in September. Declines in 
energy, food, and import prices have 
offset rising service prices such as rent 
and medical costs. Tightening labor 
markets, stabilizing energy prices and 

a diminishing impact of 
falling import prices have 
set the stage for an up-
ward move in the inflation 
rate towards the Fed’s 2 
percent target.

Interest rates have hit 
all-time lows, with negative 
policy rates set by cen-
tral banks in Japan and 
much of Western Europe. 
The policy intent is to en-
courage spending, lend-
ing and more inflation, 
but the results have been 
muted. (Take this money 
and pay me back less has 

a strange ring to it!) The Federal Reserve 
is on the cusp of another rate increase 
with the ongoing strength in the labor 
market and hints of higher inflation. 

Markets at this writing expect a move 
in December. The rate normalization will 
likely be slow with two more moves in 
2017 depending on the data. The pattern 
in this expansion has been to overesti-
mate the pace of rate increases.

Sluggish income growth has become 
a policy focus. Monetary authorities and 
think tanks have been pleading for help 
from other policy makers for tax and 
regulatory changes, research and de-
velopment spending and educational 
improvements to deal with the non-inclu-
sive mediocrity. It remains to be seen if 
the boiling caldron of the current political 
scene can at some point deal with sub-
stantive long-term economic issues.

In the tapestry of the American econ-

omy, the northwest corner has been 
faring well with Washington spending 
time atop the list of the states with the 
most rapid growth in employment and 
income. Oregon and Idaho have also 
been amongst the top job growth areas. 
The central Puget Sound has been an 
epicenter of creative destruction with 
growth and cost issues that create op-
portunities elsewhere.

Washington voters approved a mea-
sure to raise the minimum wage across 
the state to $13.50 per hour and pro-
vide paid sick leave. Another measure 
would have placed a first in the nation 
tax on carbon emissions, offset by re-
ductions in other taxes so as to be 
revenue neutral. These experiments are 
the stuff of economist’s dreams. Both 
measures were designed to raise prices 
and would presumably discourage use. 

Celebrating modest growth 

Putting pieces in place 

Dr. John W. Mitchell
M&H Economic Consultants 

Todd Mielke
Greater Spokane Incorporated 

Paul Read
Journal of Business  
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One raises the price of labor and the 
other the price of carbon emissions. 
The intent was that carbon emissions 
would go down with the higher price 
of carbon discharge and the hope was 
that the increase in wages would not 
lead to a large reduction in the use of 
labor. 

The coming year will bring a new cast 
of characters, (more than expected), a 
continuation of the multi-year process 
of normalizing interest rates and another 
chance to deal with the slow growth/
weak productivity conundrum.

Dr. John W. Mitchell, who cur-
rently is principal of M&H Economic 
Consultants, previously served as 

chief economist for U.S. Bancorp, and 
also served as an economics profes-

sor at Boise State University.
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This year’s broad growth should continue in ’17
Leading indicators remain strong, though pace of growth might slow next year

The region enjoyed another year of 
strong growth. Most notably, employ-
ment growth in 2016 will again come 
in over 2 percent for Spokane and 
Kootenai counties combined.  This plac-
es the region’s performance above the 
U.S., which will see employment growth 
of around 1.5 percent this year. 

 Growth continues to be broad based, 
with only manufacturing showing some 
weakness. The weakness in manufactur-
ing is consistent with a U.S. slowdown 
in industrial production that started in 
2015. The strong regional employment 
growth mirrors the strong growth en-
joyed by the larger Pacific Northwest. 
For Washington, Idaho, and Oregon 
combined, employment growth will be 
around 3 percent for 2016—nearly twice 
the U.S. rate. 

Building permits and initial claims for 
unemployment insurance, which are 
leading economic indicators, indicate 
employment growth in our region will 
continue in 2017, but at a somewhat 
slower pace. In particular, 
while residential and com-
mercial permitting are up 
this year, the decline in 
initial claims has slowed 
as they reach historically 
low levels. As a result, my 
forecast sees regional em-
ployment growth around 
1.5 percent in 2017. 

Focusing on 2016 per-
mitting, residential units 
permitted for Spokane 
and Kootenai counties 
combined will be up near-
ly 50 percent compared 
with 2015. Breaking out 
housing types, units for sin-
gle-family housing, condos, and duplex-
es are up nearly 30 percent compared 
with 2015, while apartment units are 

up nearly 80 percent—an eye-opening 
increase. However, as shown in the 

chart above, the decline 
in seasonally adjusted un-
employment claims mod-
erated in 2016 compared 
with the 2010-2015 peri-
od. Notice also that claims 
have fallen to a level below 
the low point seen in the 
expansion preceding the 
Great Recession. It will be 
difficult for claims to get 
much lower.

The employment recov-
ery continues to boost 
regional in-migration. In 
2016, population growth 
for Spokane and Kootenai 
counties combined will 

again be around 1 percent, with growth 
in Kootenai County alone being closer 
to 2 percent. U.S. Census data for the 

The employment recovery 
continues to boost regional 

in-migration.

With elections over, where do we go from here?
The economic outlook over the next 12 

months is far less certain than previous 
12-month windows due to the political un-
certainty that exists throughout the world. 

The end of 2016 and all of 2017 is elec-
tion time throughout the U.S. and Europe. 
Now that the U.S. elections are over, there 
remain critical elections in Europe, espe-
cially in Germany and France. Nationalism, 
anti-establishment and anti-globalization 
are the topics/emotions driving most of 
these elections. 

There is growing concern that the na-
tionalist parties or candidates may win 
sufficient votes to either 
take over leadership of a 
country or have a major 
influence on the global 
economy. 

The core source of 
the rise in nationalism 
and the anti-establish-
ment, anti-trade mental-
ity appears to be slow 
economic growth that 
the major economies of 
the world have experi-
enced since 2009. 

Economic growth has 
been below historical 
growth trends and has 
created a growing gap 
between the “haves” and “have nots.” 
When people grow frustrated with the 
economic situation, or their personal 
situation, the natural tendency is to look 
for something to 
blame.

Given the fact 
that fiscal policy 
has been virtually 
nonexistent in the 
major economies of the world, it is easy 
to see how an anti-establishment sen-
timent has developed. Trade has also 
been singled out as the source of peo-
ple’s financial problems. Whether true or 
not, these emotions can drive how peo-

ple vote and impact economic growth.
Where does the economy go from 

here? What we do know for the U.S. 
is that fourth-quarter economic growth 
should benefit from the spending leg-
islation that was passed at the end of 
2015. Most estimates are that the 2015 
package of legislation should result in a 
positive contribution of 0.5 percent. The 
problem is that this legislation simply 
pulls forward spending that would have 
occurred in 2017. So, all else being 
equal, 2017 will see a reduction in 
growth of 0.5 percent.

The key to focus on 
is whether newly elect-
ed President Trump and 
Congress will come togeth-
er and re-engage fiscal pol-
icy. Fiscal policy has been 
virtually non-existent during 
this business cycle due to 
the gridlock in Congress. 
Monetary policy has done 
virtually all that it can do for 
this business cycle. If the 
Republican Party remains 
fractured and does not unify, 
then we risk having another 
grid locked Congress. Under 
that scenario, it is difficult to 
see the economy breaking 

out of the 1.5 to 2.5 percent growth 
pattern that has existed since 2010. An 
economy growing at that level has little 
cushion to absorb any type of policy 

error. 
Right now the 

two biggest policy 
error risks are:

Trade policy: 
Any steps to re-

strict trade run the risk of a trade war 
developing, which then creates a neg-
ative shock to the economy.

Monetary policy: Any missteps by one 
of the major central banks of the world 
could send financial shocks throughout 

Focus on what has made your 
business a success and don’t get 

distracted by political noise. 

Steve Scranton
Washington Trust Bank

Dr. Grant D. Forsyth
Avista Corp.

2010-2015 period shows that about 
50 percent of the population growth 
in Spokane County over this period is 
accounted for by net in-migration to 
Spokane; for Kootenai County, 80 per-
cent of population growth is from net 
in-migration.  

Although 1 per-
cent population 
growth sounds 
low, recall that U.S. 
growth was only 0.8 
percent in 2015. In 
the Northeast and 
Midwest, population growth was just 
0.2 percent. Only in the South and West 
is population growing at 1 percent or 
higher. Regardless of the region, many 
rural areas continue to struggle with low 
or declining population growth as young 
adults choose to live in more urbanized 
areas. This is causing a sharp increase 
in the share of population 55 and older 

living in many rural areas.
We can see these aging trends re-

gionally. Demographic data for Stevens, 
Pend Oreille, Shoshone, and Benewah 
counties show they are experiencing very 
slow population growth with significant 
demographic bulges of residents 55-plus 

years of age—bulges 
not present in either 
Spokane or Kootenai 
county. Recent re-
search from the 
National Bureau of 
Economic research 

finds that as a region ages, per-capita 
income growth will slow through declines 
in productivity and employment participa-
tion. Over the next decade, this will cause 
the income differences between rural and 
urban areas to widen.

Renewed employment and popula-
tion growth, combined with low interest 
rates, has also boosted taxable sales. 
Overall, Spokane’s total taxable sales 
are expected to increase around 7 per-
cent in 2016. It’s important to note that 
taxable sales growth has been consid-
erably higher than indicated by region-
al income growth. Therefore, I expect 
total Spokane’s 2017 taxable sales to 
increase at a modest 3 percent growth 
rate. This reflects my expectation that 
taxable sales growth will be more close-
ly aligned with regional income growth 
next year.  

For the last several years, taxable 
sales have been buoyed by motor vehi-
cle and auto part sales (MVAP). MVAP 
sales have risen to over 25 percent of all 
taxable retail sales (sales at consumer 
retail outlets), compared with a low of 
20 percent in 2010. The current MVAP 
share is slightly higher than what was 
observed during the expansion preced-
ing the Great Recession. Regional gov-
ernments should be aware that a signifi-
cant slowing of MVAP sales could crimp 
revenue collected through taxable sales.  

Strong growth and low interest rates 
have also kept home prices rising in 
2016.  Existing home prices, as mea-
sured by the Federal Housing Finance 
Agency’s existing home price index (for 
conforming loans), will increase about 5 
percent in Spokane County and 8 percent 
in Kootenai County. In 2017, I expect 
the FHFA index to show 4 to 5 percent 
growth in Spokane and 6 to 7 percent 
in Kootenai. Interestingly, existing home 
prices in the region are now roughly in line 
with their pre-bubble growth trend.   As 
I’ve noted before, it’s as if the 2005-2007 
bubble never occurred. 

Although regional growth is expected 
to continue in 2017, risks remain. We 
still must contend with Brexit, Middle 
East turmoil, China’s slowing growth, 
and transitioning to a new presidential 
administration with all the policy uncer-
tainty that entails.

Dr. Grant Forsyth is the chief economist 
at Avista Corp. and previously was an eco-
nomics professor at Eastern Washington 
University. Prior to that, he worked as an 

economist in the Czech Republic. 

Key points from Steve 
Scranton to take away...

• Nationalism, anti-
establishment and anti-
globalization are topics driving 
most elections globally. 

• The core source of that 
sentiment appears to be slow 
economic growth.

• It is difficult to see the U.S. 
breaking out of the 1.5 to 2.5 
percent growth pattern that 
has existed since 2010. 
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of traditional 401(k) plans.

• No set-up or conversion fees

• Low annual administrative fee

• Tax savings for you and your employees

• Support from local investment advisors

• Helps you and your employees stay on track for retirement
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the global financial system that would re-
sult in a recession or worse (i.e. another 
financial crisis).

For the U.S., the immediate risk that 
needs to be monitored is whether con-
sumers and businesses decide to hold 
off on spending and investing in order to 
see what type of legislation comes from 
the new administration and Congress. 

My best advice is this: 
First, remain focused on what has 

made you or your business a success 
and don’t get distracted by the noise 
from the political side. Second, since 
we are closer to the end of the business 
cycle than the beginning, make sure you 
have a game plan for the next recession.

Steve Scranton, CFA, is chief invest-
ment officer and economist for Spokane-

based Washington Trust Bank. 

The Journal of Business will publish a “bonus” 
issue on Dec. 29, 2016, and we’re asking an 
impressive collection of Spokane business and 
civic leaders to tell us what their vision is for 
Spokane in the next five to 10 years. Their hopes 
and prognostications will pack this special issue 
with thought-provoking content.

SPOKANE
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Economy here should outperform U.S. in 2017
The positives for next year continue to outweigh the negatives, with modest gain expected 

Using the right data to make decisions
And that data signal continued positive job growth and lower unemployment in our region in 2017 

A review of 2016 in the Inland 
Northwest shows a year of solid gain, 
particularly in the Spokane-Spokane 
Valley and Coeur d’Alene metro areas 
(MSAs). 

Through the first three quarters of 
the year, the region had experienced 
population growth, income growth and 
job growth. Home prices and sales 
had increased substantially. So had re-
tail sales. Unemployment 
dropped a bit and inflation 
remained firmly in check. 

Significantly, job-
growth in the region’s 
three MSAs—Spokane, 
Coeur d’Alene and 
L e w i s t o n — o u t p a c e d 
job growth nationally. 
Moreover, in September, 
job growth in the 
Spokane-Spokane Valley 
MSA outperformed the 
Washington statewide 
rate—a rare occurrence in 
recent decades.

The W.P. Carey School 
of Business at Arizona State University 
looks monthly at job growth perfor-
mance in the nation’s 397 MSAs. Its 
latest update, in September ranked 
Coeur d’Alene 16th, Lewiston 22nd and 
Spokane 26th among the best MSAs 
for job growth nationally.

Compared to the previous September, 
Coeur d’Alene had increased it em-
ployment by 4.3 percent, Lewiston’s 
grew about 3.9 percent and Spokane 
climbed 3.7 percent. 

The year-to-date and 12-month mov-
ing-average rankings were less strong, 
but all three of the MSAs ranked in the 
top-third of the nation, and all were well 
above the overall U.S. growth rate of 
1.7 to 1.8 percent, depending on which 
methodology was used for comparison. 

Making decisions for the future can 
be daunting. Having good data is essen-
tial. For this year’s Economic Forecast 
supplement, I thought I would write 
about what I believe are the two best 
employment and unemployment series 
when making decisions on Spokane’s 
economy. 

Both data series can be used to 
glimpse the future of local markets 
and companies. 
When I look at data, 
I choose data that is 
current, relevant and 
regularly updated. 
Traditionally, econo-
mists have used the 
unemployment rate. 
But, the last reces-
sion changed things 
and some of those 
changes impacted 
the data that is used 
to calculate the un-
employment rate. 
The household sur-
vey that produces 
the unemployment rate are experienc-
ing severe revisions, which reduces its 
reliability and ability to forecast.

With that in mind, using the un-
employment rate to evaluate the local 
economy may not be the best number 
to use. There are two data series that 
are keeping up with trends and work 
well in Spokane. The employment data 
that I use is nonfarm payrolls, which 
is a count of jobs taken directly from 
company payrolls, and are organized by 
industry. 

The unemployment series I use are 
initial claims for unemployment insur-
ance. These represent recently laid 
off workers organized by industry and 
occupation. Both are tracking well with 
trends in the economy. Plus, both data 

Most of the models I’ve seen are 
currently showing U.S. economic ex-
pansion continuing its long, snail-like 
progression for the next five years. 
Some prognosticators call this “the new 
normal.” Projections of annual GDP 
growth in the 1.7 to 2.2 percent range a 
year for the next five years fall far short 
of the average long-term annual growth 
rate of 3.22 percent. Which means 

there’s no boom in sight.
Politics will likely play a 

greater role in the nation’s 
economy in 2017, as it 
does in most years follow-
ing a presidential regime 
change. I think it a safe 
assumption that the recent 
election is likely to have a 
significant impact on con-
sumer and business confi-
dence. Uncertainty related 
to the domestic political 
scene, is likely to be ex-
acerbated if interest rates 
rise beyond the few and 
minor increases now being 

foreseen; if the dollar continues at cur-
rent levels of strength, the economies of 
major trade partners and trading areas 
remain relatively weak (in some cases, 
very weak), and the Trans-Pacific Trade 
Agreement remains in limbo or goes 
down in flames.

The regional economy is a subset of 
the national economy, and one that I ex-
pect to fare better than the U.S. overall. 
I also expect it to post slightly smaller 
gains in key sectors than has been the 
case this year. 

Job growth should come in at about 
2 percent in Spokane (about 4,800 
jobs), retail sales will likely rise about 4 
percent; home sales are likely to hold 
steady but with prices rising about 4 
percent.

series are monthly series and can be 
accessed on our new web site, at 
https://esd.wa.gov/labormarketinfo. So 
let’s take a look at each.

Jobs have come back after the reces-
sion. Spokane has exceeded its pre-re-
cession job peak and jobs continue to 
reach monthly highs. But when you look 
at only totals you miss some of the re-
ally interesting trends. Which is another 

reason for using payroll 
industry data. The mix 
of jobs has changed. 
This increased diversi-
ty was stimulated by 
the industries that lead 
Spokane’s recovery.  

Traditionally, the 
construction and re-
tail trade sectors have 
led past recoveries. 
This time, those two 
industries are still well 
below their job peaks, 
and other industries in-
stead are leading the 
way in this recovery. 

Health services, transportation/ware-
housing, finance/insurance, education 
and manufacturing all continue to add 
jobs in this market. Even as companies 
in these industries 
became more lean 
and efficient, new 
jobs emerged. On 
our web site, we 
have a list of oc-
cupations in demand and those that 
are declining in the labor force, along 
with our projections on the growth of 
industries. For the future, I believe that 
the economy has laid a good foundation 
in jobs and industries. Some of these 
are recession resistant, such as health 
services and education. And I like the 
size of our companies; Spokane really 

As is the case nationally, there are 
“wild cards” at the state and local 
levels. Among them are the potential 
impacts of the ballot measure approved 
last week that calls for an increase 
in the state minimum wage, which 
could impact employer hiring strat-
egies. Meanwhile, local government, 
business, and political leaders have 
expended great energy to secure the 
role of Fairchild Air Force Base and its 
significant payroll 
here, which means 
word on whether 
the Air Force will 
choose Fairchild 
for a future allot-
ment of the new 
KC-46A refueling 
tankers or additional squadrons of the 
KC-135 tanker will be closely watched.

There also has been a loss of local 
political mojo, as the City of Spokane’s 
executive and legislative branches 
clearly have ended whatever “era of 
good feeling” might previously have 
existed between them, and as the sig-
nal achievement of that “good feeling” 
— the massive and necessary streets, 
parks and sewer project — has got-
ten mired down by longer-than-expect-
ed disruptions to business traffic, and 
as Riverfront Park improvements have 
faced multiple controversies over cost, 
design and scheduling.

Regionwide, sagging commodity 
prices and strong export competition 
from nations taking advantage of a 
relatively strong dollar will continue to 
plague the agriculture sector. 

Fortunately, the positives for next year 
outweigh the negatives. The greenlight 
given to the Spokane Tribe’s Hard Rock 
Hotel & Casino Resort (slated to open 
at the end of 2017) will help keep em-
ployment in our construction industries 

strong, as will the that ongoing City of 
Spokane streets-park-sewer initiatives. 

Additionally, and perhaps most sig-
nificant in terms of long-term impact 
on development within the Spokane 
city limits, construction will begin in 
the spring on the new pedestrian-bi-
cycle bridge in the University District. 
Physically, the bridge expands and uni-
fies the U-District. Metaphorically, it is a 
bridge to the future. 

The U-District 
has been the 
source of much 
good news in 2016: 
The Gonzaga 
U n i v e r s i t y -
University of 
W a s h i n g t o n 

Medical School collaboration; the re-
cent accreditation of the Washington 
State University Medical School and 
planned private-sector projects in the 
expanded district. These developments 
greatly strengthen the region’s position 
in the nation’s health care and bio-re-
search industries.

The region got a nice bit of PR re-
cently when Money magazine named 
Spokane the best city in the west for re-
tirement. That kind of publicity can only 
help keep population and property val-
ues growing. Ideally, with the growth 
of knowledge industries and graduate 
education opportunities, we will see a 
continuation in 2017 of a trend toward 
faster growth in incomes and recogni-
tion not only as a great place to retire, 
but also as an affordable place offering 
a wide array of great jobs.

Shaun O’L. Higgins is managing 
principal of The Oxalis Group LLC, a 

Spokane-based training and consulting 
firm, and a long-time observer of and 

speaker on the regional economy. 

Shaun O’L. Higgins
Oxalis Group LLC

Doug Tweedy
Wash. State Employment Security

Job growth next year should 
come in at about 2 percent in 
Spokane, and retail sales will 

rise about 4 percent.

With employment expanding, 
unemployment will continue

 to decrease in 2017.

doesn’t have the mega employers found 
on the west side of state. The growth 
businesses in Spokane are smaller and 
more flexible in their markets. Being 
more flexible is important in a changing 
world

With employment expanding, unem-
ployment will continue to decrease in 

2017. The unem-
ployment rate is 
one indicator of 
u n e m p l o y m e n t 
that most people 
watch. However, 

as I said earlier, it has become more 
volatile to revisions. So let’s look at a 
series which is forward looking: ini-
tial claims for unemployment insurance. 
Simply put, these are individuals apply-
ing for unemployment insurance. Initial 
claims as a data series tracks well with 
economic cycles over time and has 
been found to be a leading indicator for 

the future. 
Through history, as fillings rise the 

economy is weakening and as they fall 
the economy and jobs are going up. 
Through September 2016, initial claims 
this year have decreased to levels not 
seen since the last growth cycle in 
2007 and 2008. And we expect initial 
claims to remain at this level or slightly 
decrease. That, along with job growth, 
signals positive economic growth in 
2017. 

The challenge that may surprise you 
in 2017, could be labor supply. As in-
creased demand for workers to fill new 
jobs and workers to replace retiring 
baby boomers accelerate, labor and 
skill shortages may occur. And with 
Spokane’s new found diversity in jobs, 
having a well-rounded labor pool is 
important to Spokane’s future growth. 

Baby boomer retirements are a na-
tional challenge in the labor force. 
Companies from around the country 
will be looking for replacement workers, 
think millennials. Fortunately, Spokane 
is a regional hub for education and jobs. 
Thousands of people come here to be 
trained, giving local companies first 
access to this talent pool. The Spokane 
Area Workforce Development Council 
(SAWDC), Washington’s Employment 
Security Department, Greater Spokane 
Incorporated, and Community Colleges 
of Spokane are already planning future 
training needs to keep Spokane compa-
nies humming.

Doug Tweedy is the regional econ-
omist here for the Labor Market and 

Performance Analysis branch of 
the Washington State Employment 
Security Department, which col-

lects, analyzes and distributes a full 
range of labor market information for 

Washington state. 

Economic Forecast Dinner
is pleased to invite you to our

Thursday, February 2, 2017
The Davenport Hotel - Open to the Public

CFA Society Spokane's 23rd Annual Dinner will begin with a cocktail reception from 5 – 6 PM,
followed by a dinner featuring a panel of speakers:

John Tousley | CFA, Managing Director, Market Strategist, Goldman Sachs Asset Management
Mr. Tousley is a senior market strategist within GSAM’s Strategic Advisory Solutions team. John has been with the firm 12 years. 
Jonathan Woloshin | CFA, CIO Wealth Management Research, UBS Financial Services
Mr. Woloshin is the Co-Head of CIO Fundamental Research and Equity Sector Strategist with 31 years of industry experience as a 
securities analyst. 
James Kochan | Chief Fixed-Income Strategist, Wells Fargo Asset Management
Mr. Kochan has over 35 years of investment industry experience.

SAVE THE DATE

Media SponsorGold Sponsors

Silver Sponsors

RSVP to Spencer Shelman, CFA at 509-624-5591 or sshelman@palousecap.com

Gold Sponsor: $1,000, includes 10 tickets
Silver Sponsor: $500, includes 5 tickets

Make your reservation today!
Registration: Members $50, Non-Members $75
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It’s Your Money. 
 Take it to Hart. 

Hart Capital Management strives to ensure all investment 

decisions are the right fit for our clients. Our team includes 

Chartered Financial Analysts (CFAs), a Certified Public 

Accountant (CPA), an attorney, and over 100 years of 

collective experience in the investment industry. Our local 

research team hand selects securities for all client 

portfolios, and our talented advisors provide tax, estate, 

retirement planning and cash flow management to 

complete your financial picture. Hart Capital Management - 

investing with you and for you. Take it to Hart.    

https://esd.wa.gov/labormarketinfo
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Michael Beasley | 509.892.4588 | Senior Vice President & Commercial Banking Division Manager

DigitalPro, Inc. helps businesses 

bring their ideas to life, with 

innovative technology and a team 

devoted to creating long-lasting 

client relationships.

We are pleased to give them and 

all of our clients the sophisticated 

financing they need, the personal 

attention they deserve and the 

commitment to community  

they expect.

See how true community banking 

can help your business. Talk to 

one of our local relationship 

managers today.

Let’s create tomorrow, 
together.

bannerbank.com/business-solutions

True
Community
Makers
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