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It’s no secret that rural Oregon has yet to 

fully share in the economic recovery, if at all. 

Rural America at large experiences a similar 

pattern, outside of the oil and gas 

boomtowns across the country’s heartland. 

The largest cities in the country turned 

around first following the Great Recession 

and have led growth ever since. Today, many 

second-tier metropolitan areas are thriving 

as recovery has spread. While growth has 

returned for many rural economies, 

struggles continue for most.  

One reason as to why this is occurring is the 

underlying lack of industrial diversity in many 

rural economies. In particular, job markets in 

rural areas have a large degree of exposure to both housing-related industries and government.  The Great 

Recession fell particularly hard on these sectors. Rural areas depend heavily on housing and government, 

not because they love these industries, but rather because they do not have exposure to many other 

industries that are only found in big cities. Large population centers are home to ballets, advertising firms 

and other employers that are rare in rural areas. The broad sector of professional and business services – 

generally office-type work including accounting, consulting, engineering, legal, software development and 

similar – has driven much of the job growth throughout the recovery. Such jobs are heavily concentrated 

in bigger cities.  

The good news for many rural areas is that the two biggest weights on the economic recovery – housing 

and government – are lifting. The housing market is recovering, supporting growth, and the public sector 

has moved into a more neutral position as tax revenues increase along with an improving economy, rather 

than a drag in terms of employment losses and budget cuts. As such, job growth has returned to each 

region within Oregon, even if some individual counties have yet to see sizable gains.  

Even so, among the nonmetropolitan regions of Oregon, only the Columbia Gorge has fully regained its 

recessionary employment losses. The gorge has benefited from three major trends in recent years that 

are somewhat divorced from the broader business cycle. First, agriculture remains strong – largely fruit in 

the gorge – and higher commodity prices have benefited local farmers. Second, the installation of major 

wind farms in the region back in the 2007-11 time period provided investment and jobs during the 

toughest economic times. Third, the growth of the unmanned aerial vehicles industry (UAVs, aka drones) 

has been quite strong over the past decade. A large portion of such jobs are on the Washington side of 

the Columbia River, however the economic and population base in the gorge is on the Oregon side, where 

much of the consumer spending occurs. 

Northeast Oregon suffered a relatively minor Great Recession compared with the state or nation, however 

recovery has come in fits and starts. Higher wheat prices and commodity prices in general, have benefited 

local farmers in recent years. Economic growth returned in 2011, however, the closure of the Umatilla 
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Chemical Depot soon sent employment in the region falling again. Job growth has picked up over the past 

18 months or so, the vast majority in Morrow county, likely as part of the ongoing strong growth at the 

Port of Morrow. However manufacturers in Pendleton are expanding today as well. 

Oregon’s other rural 

regions have fared worse, 

particularly the southern 

half of the state from the 

coast to the Idaho border. 

One of the biggest 

obstacles facing rural 

Oregon and the southern 

counties in particular is 

demographics. A weak 

economy exacerbates 

these impacts. An older 

population results in a 

lower labor force 

participation rate in and of 

itself, which is a cause for 

concern when gauging 

future economic growth. 

While the labor force – the number of adults either with a job or looking for work – held strong throughout 

the Great Recession and into 2011, it has fallen considerably in recent years. In rural Oregon, the drop has 

been about 5 percent, even as the labor force in the state’s metropolitan areas is increasing. Rural America 

has seen a similar labor force decline of more than 4 percent. As such, the recent declines in the 

unemployment rate across rural Oregon are more for bad reasons (less people looking for work) than for 

good reasons (more people with a job).  

Much of the discussion surrounding rural Oregon focuses on data and trends that are backward looking; 

they indicate how many jobs were lost in the 1980’s and 2000’s, or how many people moved away, or 

how old the typical resident is. Given what has happened to natural resource industries across the state, 

that used to anchor our rural areas, most of these descriptive statistics look bad.  While these statistics 

help describe the current lay of the land, they are not generally forward looking and do not tell us what 

tomorrow may bring. To be sure, many of the more forward-looking indicators are also less bright in much 

of rural American than in urban America, but not all hope is lost. 

It is true that rural Oregon, like its national counterparts, faces population losses among young working-

age households. The so-called “root setting” years, between 25 and 34 years old, are important for future 

economic growth. During these years, workers are mobile and many begin their careers in earnest, settle 

down, get married, buy a house, start a family and the like. Rural areas struggle to retain such households. 

However, unlike national trends, rural Oregon offsets these losses with a strong influx of older migrants 

from other states.  
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In fact, the Timber Belt1 – the 

nonmetropolitan areas from northern 

California up through Washington State 

– has continued to see strong 

population gains on net in recent 

decades. The Timber Belt suffered an 

economic collapse and restructuring 

just as severe as that seen in the Rust 

Belt, the Corn Belt, or the old textile 

mills across the southern U.S. However, 

in those other regions, families and 

households moved away in search of 

better economic opportunities. What 

little population growth the regions have experienced are tied to the biggest and strongest cities within 

the area, like Chicago in the Rust Belt and Omaha in the Corn Belt.  All along the Timber Belt, people keep 

moving in. In fact, in the most recent migration data based on tax return filings with the IRS (2011-12) 

rural Oregon experienced just as strong of a net migration influx as did urban Oregon, after adjusting for 

population size, and considerably higher than in the typical state or region nationwide. 

In general, these incoming migrants are different than the households moving out. Much of the time they 

are older and relocate to rural Oregon as they retire or reduce their work hours. Such migration trends 

are particularly strong in coastal, central and southern Oregon. Furthermore, many bring with them not 

only a lifetime of experience but also wealth, often in the form of California home equity. Economists and 

researchers have struggled with how best to measure wealth and its impact on an area, largely because 

good data on wealth does not exist. There is myriad data and studies on current income but not wealth. 

Retirees generally have less of the former and more of the latter. Figuring out how best to exploit the 

Timber Belt’s strong influx of retirees should be a top priority given such individuals are voting with their 

feet, in essence, saying they want to live in the area and be a part of the community. Overall this is 

certainly a good thing. 

Furthermore, it turns out that rural Oregon is a good place to raise a family and have one’s children be 

successful. The Equality of Opportunity Project2 at Harvard found that the probability of a child born into 

the bottom of the income distribution and reaching the top of the income distribution as an adult is strong 

in rural Oregon, in particular much of eastern Oregon. Among the nation’s 700+ community zones, the 

research finds that Burns, Condon, Enterprise, John Day and Lakeview all score among the top third of the 

entire country; similar or better rates than in some of the best performing big cities in the U.S. like Salt 

Lake City or San Jose. La Grande and Ontario are just a hair below the median area of the country, yet 

above the national average3.  

                                                           
1 For more see: http://oregoneconomicanalysis.com/2015/04/28/the-timber-belt/ 
2 http://www.equality-of-opportunity.org/ 
3 Other rural Oregon regions, such as in southern Oregon, are below the typical region in the country in terms of 
economic mobility, although not significantly so. Much of this is likely due to the time period of the study. It tracks 

http://oregoneconomicanalysis.com/2015/04/28/the-timber-belt/
http://www.equality-of-opportunity.org/


While many of these children do not reap their relative fortunes in the rural areas in which they were 

raised – they earn them in the cities – such findings are important. Portland and Oregon’s other urban 

centers can thank them for much of their success. Historically, the lifeblood of the Oregon economy – 

natural resources – would start in the rural areas and flow to and up through the Willamette Valley and 

the urban centers. Today, even as that lifeblood has changed with the evolving economy – from natural 

resources to human capital – the flows remain from rural to urban. 

Along these lines, an additional 

measure to track moving forward is 

educational attainment, particularly 

for the working age population. 

Economic growth in today’s economy 

relies more upon human capital 

(skilled, educated workers) than a 

generation or two ago. On a positive 

note, rural Oregon’s share of the 

population with a bachelor’s degree 

or higher outpaces rural America’s 

share, albeit barely. While the gorge 

and north coast regions in Oregon 

have sizable attainment advantages 

over much of rural America, the rest of Oregon is right around the typical rates seen nationwide.  

Encouragingly, local employment gains among high-wage jobs, which generally require college degrees, 

have outpaced rural America’s in recent years. Middle-wage jobs (think construction, manufacturing but 

also office support and teachers) have seen larger losses. Low-wage job trends are also stronger in rural 

Oregon than in rural areas in other states. Such broad labor market changes, with job growth concentrated 

among the high- and low-end of the wage spectrum4, is ongoing across Oregon and the U.S. and is not an 

urban-rural phenomenon in and of itself. However, the majority of the high-wage jobs are being created 

in urban areas. 

While broad prosperity eludes much of rural Oregon, and rural America at large, there are certainly 

pockets of strength. From the dairy industry, tourism and scientific research on the coast to the drones in 

the gorge and newly designated federal test sites in Pendleton, Tillamook and Warm Springs. In eastern 

Oregon, manufacturers are expanding in Pendleton and commerce and employment are booming at the 

Port of Morrow. Higher commodity prices in recent years have been a boon to the state’s wheat farmers, 

which have found strong demand from Asian consumers. Oregon’s historical strength in agriculture more 

                                                           
individuals born in the early 1980s and compares how they are doing in their mid- to late-20s today. It is hard to 
pick a more challenging time for much of southern Oregon than the early 1980s given the severe recession and 
timber industry restructuring. Then the ongoing timber industry decline in the ensuing decades. As such, southern 
Oregon’s economic mobility estimates suffer accordingly.  
4 For more see http://oregoneconomicanalysis.com/2013/10/24/report-job-polarization-in-oregon/ 
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broadly continues today, with increasing sales and exports for the state’s fruit and nut farmers, in addition 

to the growing alcohol cluster (beer, spirits and wine) which has a wide footprint across the entire state.  

To be sure, challenges – some of them structural – remain. Demographic trends are the most concerning 

for longer-run economic health. Historical ties to the timber industry5 have remained more of a liability 

than asset in recent decades. However the parts of the industry that remain standing today are not only 

resilient but are doing fairly well. The broader forest sector and related industries have added 5,000 jobs6 

from 2010 through early 2015. While not nearly enough to offset recessionary losses, these gains are felt 

in rural Oregon. Grant county employment picked up following increased mill operations in John Day, 

although reports indicate in early 2015 operations have been pared back to one shift.  

More broadly, as with the state’s wheat, specializing and finding niche markets for Oregon products is 

important, helping to build a customer base. So too is increasing access to both domestic and international 

markets. Ensuring good infrastructure for both newer technologies, like high speed internet access, and 

the old fashioned, like highways, ports and rail, will help maintain and increase such access. 
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http://oregoneconomicanalysis.com/regional/ 
 

Oregon Employment Department 
https://www.qualityinfo.org/new-pages 
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http://sos.oregon.gov/Documents/audits/full/2012/2012-17.pdf 
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5 For more on the history of Oregon’s wood products industry see 
http://oregoneconomicanalysis.com/2012/01/23/historical-look-at-oregons-wood-product-industry/ 
6 Approximately 3,000 jobs in Wood Products Manufacturing (NAICS 321), 1,100 jobs in Logging (NAICS 113), 800 
jobs in Agriculture Support for Forestry (NAICS 11531) with the remainder spread across various furniture and 
related sectors. Paper Manufacturing (NAICS 322) has yet to see any employment increases. 
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