Economic Development Article for 7/5/07

Economic Data Needs Interpretation

Since the inception of Taos Business Alliance in January, 2000, TBA (now RBA) has been publishing the Taos Economic Report that summarizes economic data related to Taos County.  We work closely with Bill Stevens, a retired engineer from Sandia Labs whose hobby, among other things, is analyzing economic trends and data.  Bill completes the report with additional input from the Taos Chamber and TCEDC.  This publication has been valuable when working with companies considering locating in the Taos region and has been useful as a reference point for municipalities in Taos County.

The latest quarterly Gross Receipts Report for first quarter 2007 will be available when some of the data in draft form is verified.  Initial indications are that gross receipts were down in the first quarter by 7.0% compared to the first quarter of 2006.  This is the largest decline in GRT, quarter to quarter, since this report was initiated in 1998.

Of the twenty industrial classifications tracked, the top losers in GRT were Construction (-13.9%), Real Estate and Rental and Leasing (-24.2%), followed by Retail Trade (-8.1%).  It’s interesting that on the plus side was Accommodations and Food Services (+24%).  So what does all this mean?

Data is subject to interpretation.  On the surface it’s fairly safe to say that the first quarter of 2007 was not the most robust quarter Taos County has experienced.  Talking with people in construction and real estate, there is no question that the market dropped off at the end of 2006r.  One realtor commented that a break in the bubble of 2005 and 2006 was inevitable.  The pace of business now is back to what it was four or five years ago which was stable.  As for retail trade, there was a drop, but talking to some of the merchants in the Historic District, business has been quite good.  In fact one merchant commented that they had the best year ever in 2006.  So, as with the universe, there are no straight lines from point A to point B, or from data to reality.

The market will always respond to the dynamics of change and demand.  If demand drops, businesses adjust, people move to new opportunities, new products and services are created.  If demand increases, businesses expand and add staff, new businesses are created, and more demands are placed on community infrastructure.  The economic flow in our region is certainly not static.  It is constantly changing.  The data generated is only an indicator of trends and needs to be interpreted along with other less tangible information.

Another interesting trend is in the unemployment figures. The employment base in Taos County has grown from about 15,500 in 2002 to over 17,500 in 2006.  Unemployment has decreased from about 7% in 2002 to under 5% in 2006.  What this means is more people are working but the available labor pool is getting smaller, now under 900.  Of this number, a certain percentage is unemployable.  It has been generally accepted that when unemployment reaches a range of 2-3%, we have reached full employment.  Perhaps this is one reason that workforce development is a top concern of businesses and municipalities around the Enchanted Circle.  Once again, data reveals trends, but other factors are at play as well.

Other things going on include the development of The Taos Studio Tour, an initiative by a group of local artists to bring focus to the wealth of creativity through sharing what they do in their studios.  This has been a successful model in other communities to stimulate interest in visiting the region to experience the creative process in action.  The first planning meeting is on Sunday, July 1 at Touchstone Inn.  More information can be obtained at www.taosstudiotour.blogspot.com.  

This will be my last column for a couple of months.  After seven years of writing this bi-weekly column, I’m taking July and August off to regroup and renew.  The column will hopefully resume in the fall.  Many thanks to you who have been regular readers and have commented on what has been shared.  It has been a pleasure to serve the community through this media.  Have a great summer!
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