
W
hen government officials and economic develop-
ers devise transportation plans, one of the most 
important factors they take into account is manu-

facturing. But wait, isn’t N.C. manufacturing either going 
away or already gone? The answer is no, if you look at the 
right data.

To be sure, the manufacturing sector is no longer the source of 
jobs that it once was. Manufacturing’s share of national employ-

ment has been declining for over 50 years, and 
the decline has hit North Carolina especially 
hard. In 1990, we were the most manufacturing-
intensive state in the country. Over 26 percent 
of all N.C. workers were in manufacturing. As 
of 2007, we’d dropped to 12th in that ranking, 
with manufacturing accounting for only 13 
percent of jobs in the state.

Why did manufacturing employment drop 
so much faster in North Carolina than else-
where?  It’s because so many of our manufac-
turing eggs were in one basket:  textiles and 
apparel. Outside of that sector, manufacturing 
employment in North Carolina roughly kept 
pace with the rest of U.S. manufacturing.

But a very different picture emerges when we track manufac-
turing output. While the number of manufacturing jobs in North 
Carolina fell 34 percent between 1990 and 2007, manufacturing 
production increased by 50 percent. The two indicators are 
likely to continue moving in opposite directions. The consult-
ing firm Global Insight forecasts that between 2007 and 2025, 
manufacturing employment will decrease by another 13 percent 
but manufacturing output will increase by 63 percent.

This is why manufacturing still looms large in transporta-
tion planning. Logistics networks don’t move jobs. They move 
things, from raw materials to finished goods.

Global Insight’s forecasts for the nine largest manufacturing 
industries in North Carolina (by employment) appear in the ac-
companying table. Of these, the only industry in which produc-
tion is expected to decline between now and 2025 is textiles, due 
to the departure of so many apparel manufacturers. 

The textile industry is still prominent in the Triad, and a 
cautionary note for this region is that our largest manufacturing 
employers include apparel and beverages/tobacco, which are 
also expected to see declining production in the future.  

Fortunately, the chemical industry also has a strong presence 
in the Triad, so not all is gloomy here.
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Triad emotions 
run high on  

immigration

H
igh gas prices and the war on terror may 
have pushed it out of the front pages for 
now, but illegal immigration remains a hot 

button issue for many Americans.
Just this past week, The Business Journal con-

ducted an unscientific online poll asking for peo-
ple’s reaction to the recent decision not to allow il-
legal and undocumented aliens to enter the state 
Community College System. The move reversed 

a decision in December to 
allow those students to at-
tend vocational schools, if 
they paid out-of-state tuition 
rates. 

The question brought a record number of 
comments posted by readers — more than a 
100 — many filled with emotional words on the 
topic, replete with lots of capitalized words and 
exclamation points for, well,  EMPHASIS!!!

In the end, 77 percent of the respondents fa-
vored the decision banning new undocumented 
foreign students from enrolling, with 23 percent 
opposing the decision. Some of the comments 
can’t be reprinted in good taste.

Here’s a sample supporting the ruling that 
can:

•“Americans have to work hard enough to 
compete with other Americans. We should not 
have to compete with illegal immigrants that are 
not supposed to be here anyway.”

•“Why on earth should we protect and/or 
help people who are breaking the law? Why do 
we HAVE laws???

•“The term is ILLEGAL!!”
•“We have ways to legally enter the country 

and we should support the immigrants that come 
to our country through these legal means, not 
the ones who thumb their noses at our laws.”

And some who opposed the ruling:
•“Our whole country benefits from having its 

people educated.”
•“Why punish students whose parents entered 

the country without documentation? Educate 
them (they pay, right?).

•“They are .03 percent of the student popula-
tion, very small compared to the uproar over this 
issue. We need to educate everyone possible.”

Clearly, this is an issue that divides. The thing 
is, there also appears to be much room for agree-
ment. 

Most people seem to agree that America re-
mains the land of opportunity, and want it to 
remain so. Most too, agree that laws need to be 
obeyed, but with immigration laws in need of re-
form, becoming legal is tremendously difficult.

Opportunity and legal immigration. Our 
country was built on these ideals. Can we 
not reconcile them once again?
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            Jobs   Output

Food Manufacturing 9.5% 39.6%
Furniture and Related Products -14.8 6.7
Textile Mills -58.7 -37.4
Computers and Electronic Products -25.0 794.0
Chemicals -1.3 86.5
Fabricated Metal Products 14.9 34.6
Plastics and Rubber Products -16.3 45.0
Transportation Equipment -6.3 76.5
Machinery -9.0 42.8
All N.C. Manufacturing Industries -13.0 62.6

How can production be increasing when jobs are disappear-
ing?  The answer is technology. Industries such as apparel 
manufacturing that never harnessed labor-saving technologies 
have been forced to go where labor is cheap. But in other in-
dustries, jobs weren’t lost so much as they just disappeared, as 
factories produced more with fewer people.

This is why the conventional wisdom — that the main cause 
of manufacturing job “losses” is outsourcing and foreign com-
petition — is wrong.  Otherwise, production would be falling in 
approximate lockstep with employment. After all, if a company 
moves to Asia to take advantage of low wages there, both pro-
duction and jobs disappear here.

A study done a few years ago by Alliance Capital Manage-
ment confirmed this. It noted that while U.S. manufacturing 
employment fell 11 percent between 1995 and 2002, global 
manufacturing employment fell by the same rate (and global 
production rose 30 percent). 

Even China shed 15 percent of its manufacturing jobs in that 
period.  If the big story were outsourcing, manufacturing em-
ployment would have increased outside the United States.

The future of our economy is not free of challenges, and 
one of them is the decline of manufacturing as a large-scale 
employer. But it appears that manufacturing is alive and kick-
ing in North Carolina as long as we measure it by the goods it 
produces rather than the jobs it provides.

ANDREW BROD is the director of UNC-Greenboro’s Center for 
Business and Economic Research and a member of The Busi-
ness Journal’s Editorial Board of Contributors. Reach him 
at (336)334-4867 or AndrewBrod@uncg.edu. An archive of 
Brod’s columns is available at http://cber.uncg.edu.
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