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INTRODUCTION
This report profiles the labor and economic charac-

teristics of San Juan County. It was prepared by the La-
bor Market and Economic Analysis (LMEA) Branch of
the Washington State Employment Security Department
and is one in a series that profiles labor market and eco-
nomic conditions in each of Washington’s 39 counties.

The profile is designed to assist state and local plan-
ners in developing local economic strategies. It is also
an effective tool for answering labor market and eco-
nomic questions frequently asked about the county.
Readers with specific information needs should refer
to the Table of Contents or to the data appendix to
more quickly access those sections of particular inter-
est to them.

Like the earlier San Juan County Profile of May 1995,
the purpose of this report is to provide a comprehensive
labor market and economic analysis of San Juan County.

Characteristics profiled include the following:
l physical geography, economic history, and

demographics
l labor force composition and trends
l industries, employment, and earnings
l skills and occupations
l economic development and job training

Much of the information in this report is regularly
updated on the LMEA Internet homepage. The homepage
contains current and historical labor market informa-
tion that can be accessed by area or by type of informa-
tion. The site address is:

http://www.wa.gov/esd/lmea
Any inquiries or comments about information in the

profile should be directed to the Labor Market and Eco-
nomic Analysis Branch.
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GEOGRAPHY
San Juan County comprises a total land mass of 179

square miles. As such, it is the smallest of Washington’s
39 counties. It is also one of two Washington counties—
the other being Island—that is surrounded by water.

San Juan County is a cluster of approximately 200
islands (172 of which are named). San Juan, Orcas,
Lopez, and Shaw islands, though, are the four largest
and most frequently cited. The topography of the larger
San Juan County islands is one of rugged mountainous
terrain that is both steep and rocky. The mountain ter-
rain once supported dense stands of Douglas fir; the val-
leys covered with cedar. Heavy logging, however, cleared
much of the old-growth. Interestingly, the topography of
the tidelands (some 370 miles of it) vary widely from
open expanses of sandy beach to treacherous vertical
cliffs to small pocket beaches.

San Juan County is set amid the windy straits of
northwest Washington. To its east and northeast is the
Washington mainland—principally Whatcom and
Skagit counties—from which it is separated by the
Strait of Rosario.

To the west and northwest lie Vancouver Island and the
Canadian mainland, from which San Juan County is sepa-
rated by Haro Strait and the Strait of Georgia, respectively.

South of San Juan County is Island County and the
Olympic Peninsula (principally Jefferson and Clallam
counties). San Juan County is separated from Island
County by the Strait of Rosario and from the Olympic
Peninsula by the Strait of Juan de Fuca.
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ECONOMIC HISTORY
The following was excerpted from an article writ-

ten by San Juan County officials and included in a
yearbook of the Washington State Associations of
County Commissioners and Engineers.

The first inhabitants of the islands now collectively
known as San Juan County were Native American Indi-
ans, principally the Lummi tribe. The term “inhabitants”
is used loosely since the Lummi moved frequently be-
tween the islands and the mainland (the main body of
Lummi were located in what is now Whatcom County).

When in the San Juan Islands, the Lummi lived in
semi-permanent villages symbolized by durable long-
houses. The mainstay of their diet was fin fish (salmon,
cod, halibut, and snapper) which was caught year-round.
They supplemented their diet with shellfish—clams, geo-
ducks, steamers, cockles, and mussels—as well as deer,
elk, and waterfowl. Roots and berries were also plenti-
ful. On rare occasions, the tribe would find a whale cast
upon the beach. The waters around the San Juan Islands
were also visited by warlike Haida or Northern Indians
who ventured across the straits from Vancouver to hunt
and fish.

Because cedar canoes afforded them dependable
means of transport, trade and commerce among the
region’s tribes occurred frequently. The principal items
of trade were handmade blankets used for bedding and
for decoration. This system of barter is believed to be
the region’s first form of commerce.

The San Juan Islands were first discovered and charted
by the Spanish explorer Juan Francisco de Eliza in 1791.
From that period through the mid-1800s, the San Juan
Islands were charted and named at one time or another
by both the British and the Americans from the Vancouver
and Wilkes expeditions, respectively. None of the expe-
dition leaders, however, stayed long. All seemed more
interested in the potential commercial value of the main-
land and saw little value in the islands.

The first whites arrived in the San Juan Islands in the
late 1840s. Most were fur traders and trappers. They
trapped the local beaver in a wholesale fashion—de-
spite warnings from the Hudson’s Bay Company that such
practices would quickly end their livelihood. The warn-
ings were to no avail; the San Juan County beaver popu-
lation was exterminated by 1850. The trappers then
turned their attention to mink and raccoon, both of which
soon went the way of the beaver.

Permanent settlers began arriving right after trappers
abandoned the area. Most new arrivals came as pro-
spective farmers. Since most of the arable land was cov-
ered by forests, the task at hand was to clear it. That
which could not be used for log cabins was piled high
and burned. Surprisingly, no sawmill operations arose
in the wake of this clear-cutting. Several years later,
though, local entrepreneurs began purchasing the tim-
ber from farmers and converting it into cordwood for
steamers that plied from Seattle and Port Townsend
through the San Juan Islands and on to the town of
Fairhaven (known today as Bellingham).

San Juan County’s main farm products were apples,
pears, prunes, wheat, hops, potatoes, turnips, and peas.
Apples, though, came to dominate the industry. The range
of local agricultural pursuits expanded again in 1853
when a boatload of Hudson’s Bay Company cattle and
sheep were unloaded at Cattle Point on San Juan Island.

Interestingly, it was a U.S. Customs officer’s attempt
to levy a duty on this shipment of British livestock that
initially raised tensions between the two camps. Both
governments got involved in 1859 after the British is-
sued an arrest warrant for an American potato farmer
who shot a British owned pig, hence the “Pig War.” The
13-year dispute was settled in 1872 when Emperor Wil-
liam of Germany, acting as arbitrator, found in favor of
the Americans. Most believe the dispute would never have
occurred had it not been for the tremendous political
influence exerted on the British government by the
Hudson’s Bay Company—which had a very profitable
post on the island. Little concerned with political
maneuverings, the American and British soldiers got
along great—often socializing together in town.

By the 1890s, the “Pig War” was distant memory and
most of the useful land was either cultivated or being
grazed. The local agriculture industry did well as
commercial-sized fruit orchards and nurseries pros-
pered. Meanwhile, the hillsides about San Juan County
were covered with sheep; the foothills with cattle. The
islands also became known for their fine pork and poul-
try. Local industries were jolted by the Depression of 1900
and the Panic of 1907, but soon returned to prosperity.
The period also gave rise to the county’s fledgling tourist
industry as boatloads of people from the mainland in-
vaded the islands on weekend excursions.
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Limestone mining also became a flourishing industry
during this period as the mineral proved to be one of
San Juan County’s most abundant natural resources.
Lime—which is used to make mortar and cement—
was produced in the San Juan Islands by firing the lime-
stone in kilns. Since the kilns were fueled by wood,
farmers and cordwood sellers found yet another profit-
able use for timber.

Fishing has been an integral part of the San Juan
County economy since its earliest beginnings. Like Na-
tive Americans, whites also recognized the importance
of fishing. Small sailing vessels fished the waters south
of the San Juan Islands as early as 1850. Ships would
then be anchored in Griffin Harbor (or Griffin Bay) while
their crews salted and packed the day’s catch for later
sale to the Hudson’s Bay Company in Victoria.

As the fishing fleet grew, the natural harbors were in-
creasingly filled with ships at anchor. Thus it is not sur-
prising that a small village came to be. In no time, “San
Juan Town” had two stores complete with saloons, rooms
to let, and mail service. The town was eventually aban-
doned as commercial activity moved to Friday Harbor.

As the local fishing industry grew, so did the technol-
ogy employed to catch the fish. Early hand-seines and
reef-nets led to the first power seiners which, in turn,
led to efficient and effective fishtraps and fishwheels. In
fact, these latter two were so effective that they were even-
tually outlawed.

A Friday Harbor fish saltery was the first such estab-
lishment in San Juan County. After it shut down, the
county’s first cannery was built. Numerous canneries

were soon operating in the county. Eventually, though,
advances in processing, transportation, and refrigera-
tion allowed canning operations to be located on the
mainland, making this county industry obsolete.

Through the Great Depression and two world wars,
the San Juan County economy went into a period of
gradual decline. The local economy shed much of its
traditional industries such as fishing and orcharding as
competition from mainland firms began to take its toll.
In the post-World War II period, however, San Juan
County was put back on the road to prosperity as it en-
tered into the resort business—an industry particularly
well-placed given the county’s surroundings. From this
sprang the modern tourism and recreation industry now
found in the county.

Tourism and recreation services are by far the largest
contemporary industries in the area. San Juan County
has gained a statewide—even national—reputation for
its pristine beauty, which has drawn tourists for the past
one hundred years. One of the county’s biggest events is
the annual San Juan Island Dixieland Jazz Festival held
at Friday Harbor. The county also has a number of state
parks which offer hiking and camping opportunities.
Popular offshore recreational pursuits include boating,
sport fishing, and whale-watching. Not surprisingly, the
lodging and eating industries have grown along with tour-
ism and recreation.

For the same reasons that tourists are attracted to the
islands, retirees are also attracted. The county has be-
come a very popular retirement site, with many facilities
and amenities for those of retirement age.
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POPULATION

Figure 1
Population Trend
San Juan County, 1970-1999
Source: Office of Financial Management

Trends

The Office of Financial Management estimated the
1999 population of San Juan County at 12,700, rank-
ing it 32nd among the state’s 39 counties. The last ac-

tual head count was the 1990 Census when there were
10,035 residents.

The trend is one of strong growth. In 1975, the
county’s population did not change from the previous
year. That was the only time in three decades there was
no growth and since 1970 San Juan County’s popula-
tion has been the fastest growing in the state, increas-
ing by 229 percent. The high growth rate, however, is
not threatening to swamp the area with people. Start-
ing with a very small base of 3,856 in 1970, the
population’s swift growth brought the number of resi-
dents up to only 12,700 in 1999.

In general, population growth was strong in the 1970s,
moderate in the 1980s, strong in the first half of the
1990s, and moderate to light since then.

The natural change in the population (births versus
deaths) accounted for only 3.5 percent of the popula-
tion change over the last decade. The rest, of course,

was from migration. Since 1990, the county’s popula-
tion grew by 2,665: 92 came from natural increase and
2,573 came from net migration. But in the San Juans,
reasons for migration are different than from most ar-
eas (where the availability of jobs is the big determi-
nant). Only 870 new jobs were created during that time,
not enough for the number of in-migrants. People don’t
move to the islands to work: they move there to live.
Many are retirees. So the demographics of population
change in the San Juans are unusual.

One manifestation of this is age. San Juan has the high-
est proportion of elderly people in the state. The median
age is 44.1 years (the statewide median is 35.2). The
next oldest county (Pacific) has a median age of 42.4.
(The median age is the point at which half the popu-
lation is older and half is younger.)

Figure 2
Population, Cumulative Percentage Increase
San Juan County & Washington, 1970-1999
Source: Office of Financial Management

3,500

4,500

5,500

6,500

7,500

8,500

9,500

10,500

11,500

12,500

13,500

1970 1974 1978 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998
0%

50%

100%

150%

200%

250%

1970 1974 1978 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998

San Juan

Washington



San Juan County Profile - 6

Of San Juan County’s 1999 population of 12,700 resi-
dents, 15 percent lived in the city of Friday Harbor—
the county’s only incorporated municipality—on San
Juan Island. The remaining residents (85 percent) were
concentrated in unincorporated parts of San Juan Is-
land, as well as Orcas, Lopez, and Shaw islands. Most of
these residents could be found near such
unincorporated villages as Deer Harbor, Doe Bay,
Eastsound, Lopez, Olga, Orcas, and Roche Harbor.
Population in the unincorporated areas of San Juan

Figure 3
Population Migration
San Juan County, 1971-1998
Source: Office of Financial Management
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Towns and Cities
County grew 26 percent from 1990-99, and the incor-
porated area—Friday Harbor—grew 27 percent. Fig-
ure 4 shows the population data for San Juan County
from 1990, the official Census year, to 1999.

As noted previously, San Juan County encompasses
approximately 200 named and unnamed islands. Ap-
proximately 20 of those islands are inhabited, many with
electric and telephone service. Only those listed above,
however, have ferry service.

ghC%
0991 1991 2991 3991 4991 5991 6991 7991 8991 9991 99-09

nauJnaS 530,01 007,01 003,11 009,11 001,21 003,21 004,21 005,21 006,21 007,21 %6.62
detaroprocninU 345,8 041,9 576,9 071,01 013,01 094,01 055,01 526,01 017,01 008,01 %4.62

detaroprocnI 294,1 065,1 526,1 037,1 097,1 018,1 058,1 578,1 098,1 009,1 %3.72

robraHyadirF 294,1 065,1 526,1 037,1 097,1 018,1 058,1 578,1 098,1 009,1 %3.72

Figure 4
Population of Cities, Towns, and County
April 1, 1990 to April 1, 1999
Source: Office of Financial Management

Age Groups
The distribution of the population among various age

groups as well as the changes in this distribution over
time shows aspects of the population not revealed by the
overall numbers. Figure 5 categorizes the population of
San Juan County and Washington State by age group share

size. These age groups are significant if we make the
following assumptions:

l 0-14 = Infants or adolescents a decade or two
removed from the labor force
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l 15-19 = Prospective new entrants into the labor
force, except college students

l 20-24 = New entrants into the labor force
l 25-44 = Workers in their prime years of

work productivity
l 45-64 = Mature workers with years of accumulated

skills and experience
l 65+ = Retirees

Disaggregated by age groups, San Juan County’s popu-
lation is quite different from the state average. The splen-
dor of the San Juan Islands attracts many retirees: they
push the age upward. The smaller share size of the
younger groups logically relates to the scarcity of em-
ployment and the lack of a secondary educational insti-
tution. The younger generations leave the county,
perhaps, to acquire the same opportunities their coun-
terparts have in more industrially developed areas. As
mentioned earlier, the county is older than the state and
the two oldest age groups are significantly larger than
the statewide cohorts.

Figure 5
Population by Age Groups
San Juan County & Washington, 1998
Source: Office of Financial Management
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Racial characteristics have not shifted significantly in
recent years. In 1990, the white population constituted
98 percent of the total population; in 1998, the estimate
was about one-half a percentage point less. While whites
remained about the same in share size, they increased
25 percent in actual numbers. Non-white groups all had

Demographics

susneC0991 setamitsE8991 8991-0991
nauJnaS egnahC%

latoT 530,01 %0.001 006,21 %0.001 %6.52
etihW 148,9 %1.89 682,21 %5.79 %8.42
kcalB 32 %2.0 63 %3.0 %5.65

tuelA/naidnI 08 %8.0 411 %9.0 %5.24
sIcaP/naisA 19 %9.0 461 %3.1 %2.08

*cinapsiH 121 %2.1 302 %6.1 %8.76

notgnihsaW
latoT 296,668,4 %0.001 003,586,5 %0.001 %8.61
etihW 704,114,4 %6.09 041,640,5 %8.88 %4.41
kcalB 275,251 %1.3 300,491 %4.3 %2.72

tuelA/naidnI 952,78 %8.1 909,801 %9.1 %8.42
sIcaP/naisA 454,512 %4.4 842,633 %9.5 %1.65

*cinapsiH 075,412 %4.4 522,343 %0.6 %0.06

ecarynafoebnacscinapsiH*

higher growth (as a percentage) but, as Figure 6 shows,
the actual numbers are very small. There were only about
300 non-whites in the county in 1998.

Those of Hispanic origin, who can be of any race,
numbered 203 and increased their numbers by almost
70 percent since 1990.

Figure 6
Population Estimates by Race and Hispanic Origin
San Juan County and Washington, 1990 and 1997
Source: Office of Financial Management
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The resident civilian labor force is defined as all per-
sons 16 years of age and older within a specified geo-
graphic area who are either working or actively seeking
work. This excludes those serving in the armed forces.
Like the general population, the labor force can be seen
as a key economic indicator. Since gross domestic prod-
uct and gross state product are not gathered at the county
level, labor force changes, as well as other measures,
serve as proxies for measuring economic performance.
In 1998, the labor force in San Juan County was esti-
mated at 5,950.

Figure 7 displays the county’s labor force from 1970
to 1998. In all, the labor force grew by 300 percent dur-
ing the period (statewide growth was 115 percent). As
with the population, most expansion in the local labor
force occurred in the 1970s when it grew at annual rates
of 9 to 13 percent during non-recessionary years and
even 3 to 6 percent during recessionary years. The
labor force more than doubled, to 3,150, by the end of
the decade.

Labor force growth was more modest in the
1980s, particularly during the severe recessionary pe-
riod of the early 1980s. However, when the recessions
ended, it soared 30 percent; from 3,530 in 1982 to
4,580 the next year. After a static period in 1984 and
1985, it rose a sound 8.4 percent in 1986 as the na-
tion entered a period of economic expansion. Growth
leveled off at a strong annual average of 5.3 percent
for the rest of the 1980s.

The apparent decrease in 1990 was the result of dif-
ferent factors applied to the enumeration methodology.
This should be viewed as a “break in series” rather than
an actual drop in labor force numbers. Data from 1990
forward are not strictly comparable to previous years.

Since 1990, the labor force has grown more moder-
ately than in the past. Averaging about 2 percent annual

CIVILIAN LABOR FORCE
Figure 7
Civilian Labor Force
San Juan County, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department

Figure 8
Civilian Labor Force, Cumulative % Increase
San Juan County & Washington, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department
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growth, the numbers increased from 5,080 to 5,950 in
1998. For the period 1970-89, the annualized growth
rate averaged almost 7.5 percent. Growth has substan-
tially stabilized in the last decade.
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Racially and by Hispanic origin, the labor force com-
position of San Juan County is, like the general popula-
tion, primarily white (see Figure 9). About 96 percent of
the total is non-Hispanic whites. Native Americans are the
next largest group, but with only about 1.6 percent of the
labor force. The rest of the racial groups and those of
Hispanic origin have relatively small numbers. The table
shows the numbers for the county and the share sizes for
the county and the state. There are significant differences.

Women constitute about 46 percent of the labor force
in both the county and the state.

Figure 9
Resident Labor Force by Sex & Minority
San Juan County & Washington, 1997 An.Avg.
Source: Employment Security Department

Demographics

ytnuoCnauJnaS notgnihsaW

latoT 096,5 %0.001 %0.001
etihW 044,5 %6.59 %9.48
kcalB 02 %4.0 %8.2

naciremAevitaN 09 %6.1 %4.1
.lsI.caP&naisA 07 %2.1 %4.5

cinapsiH 07 %2.1 %5.5
elaM 001,3 %5.45 %3.45

elameF 095,2 %5.54 %7.54

sa,nigirocinapsiHfoesohtedulcxesecarllA
.puorgetarapesasadetacidnisicinapsiH
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In 1998, the annual average unemployment rate for
San Juan County was 4.5 percent of the labor force; iden-
tical with the U.S. rate and close to Washington’s rate of
4.8 percent.

The civilian labor force consists of both those who
are working and those without a job who are looking for
work. The unemployment rate is the percentage of the
total labor force who are not working but who are ac-
tively looking for work. The unemployed do not include
retirees, persons in institutions (including students), or
those who have come to be known as “discouraged work-
ers,” i.e., persons who would like to work but who are
not actively searching for a job. None of these groups of
people are included in the unemployment figures be-
cause they are not looking for work.

At the national level, the unemployment rate is de-
termined by a monthly survey of households. At the lo-
cal level, the state’s portion of this household survey is
integrated with other information (e.g., unemployment
insurance claims and surveys of business establish-
ments) to produce unemployment rates at the state and
county level.

Figure 10 shows the unemployment rate for San Juan
County, Washington, and the U.S. since 1970. The most
obvious aspect of the chart is that the county’s unem-
ployment rate tracks in tandem with the state and the

UNEMPLOYMENT
Trend

Figure 10
Unemployment Rates
San Juan, Washington, & U.S., 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department
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nation, even though at a different level. The three econo-
mies are interconnected. The second most striking as-
pect is that unemployment in the San Juans has
historically been less than throughout the state. Since
1978, the rate was lower every year until 1993. How-
ever, following the 1990-91 national recession, unem-
ployment kept growing in the county longer than it did
statewide. However, it has come back down until 1998
when it was less than Washington. The 1998 rate of 4.5
percent equates to 270 unemployed in the county.

Employment and unemployment is related to differ-
ent types of industries. A number of specific industries
within Washington State have been defined as being
seasonal, cyclical, or structurally mature. These desig-
nations relate to the level of variation in employment
or to a decrease in employment over specific time pe-
riods. Because all three categories are reflective of em-
ployment instability or change, the degree to which a
county’s economic base depends upon these industries
reveals a tendency toward or away from unemployment.
Only private industries were included when producing
the figures below, so the impact of government em-
ployment is excluded.

Industrial Typology
Industries with seasonal employment patterns are

characterized by large employment increases and de-
creases in particular months of the year. Industries with
cyclical employment patterns are characterized by sharp
increases and decreases in employment during periods
of general economic growth and contraction. Structur-
ally mature industries are characterized by long-term
declines in total annual average employment resulting
from increased productivity, automation, technological
change, exhaustion of natural resources, or other fac-
tors. Note: An industry can be recognized in more than
one typology. Construction, for example, is very de-
pendent upon weather and is also highly sensitive to
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fluctuations in overall economic activity, i.e., the
business cycle. It has been categorized as both sea-
sonal and cyclical.

The number of workers employed in these type in-
dustries in San Juan County and Washington has been
tabulated (see Figure 11). As the chart shows, the per-
centage of workers in cyclical and structurally mature
industries is similar for the county and the state with
only a few percentage points separating them. The big
difference lies in seasonal industries where the county

Unemployment rates are not computed by occupa-
tion. However, claims for unemployment insurance do
contain occupational information. Figure 13 on the next
page is a listing of unemployment insurance claims cat-
egorized by occupational group in both San Juan County
and Washington State. During 1997-98, a total of 575
claims were filed by San Juan County residents. The table
lists the groupings in descending size based on number
of claims.

The percentage of claims of each group, ranked by
size, are not dissimilar between the county and the state.
The four largest groupings are the same ones in both the
county and the state, indicating a degree of homogene-
ity. Service occupations, however, generated far more
claims, relatively, in the county than in the state. More
than one-third of all claims for unemployment insurance
stems from service occupations.

The share of claims from the other three large group-
ings were about the same in the county and the state.

Figure 11
Industrial Typology
San Juan County & Washington, 1997
Source: Employment Security Department
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Figure 12
Monthly Unemployment
San Juan County & Washington, 1998
Source: Employment Security Department

has a much higher percentage of workers. Because of
significant levels of tourism, the county has a large num-
ber of jobs in those industries that cater to tourists, i.e.,
hotels, other lodging places, restaurants, etc. As tourism
dwindles in the cooler months, those industries cut back
their employment and the unemployment rate increases.
Consequently, the county has a higher variation in un-
employment throughout the course of the year than does
the state (see Figure 12).
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Occupational Unemployment
Professional, technical, and managerial occupations
generated 19 percent of claims in the county and 17
percent statewide; structural work occupations, prima-
rily construction, represented 19 percent of both county
and state claims; and clerical claims were at the 10 to
11 percent level.

Classifying these groupings, rather loosely, into
“white-collar” and “blue-collar” jobs, there is a large
difference in the percentage of claims between the
county and the state. White-collar jobs accounted for
67 percent of the claims in the county and 45 percent
throughout the state. (White-collar includes the group-
ings of professional/technical, clerical, sales, and ser-
vice occupations; blue-collar subsumes the rest.)
Blue-collar jobs generated 33 percent of all claims in
the county and 55 percent throughout the state. San
Juan County just does not have a sizeable manufactur-
ing or agricultural base with its attendant large num-
bers of blue-collar workers.



San Juan County Profile - 12

The overall unemployment rate in San Juan County in
1997 was 5.6 percent. The rate for males was 4.2 per-
cent while for females the rate was significantly higher,
7.3 percent. The high rate of UI claims in service occu-
pations, where women are often clustered, may be a
partial explanation.

Unemployment among the racial groups in San Juan
County was bizarre in some cases and relatively normal
in others. For whites, the rate was not an exceptional
5.5 percent. However, blacks and Hispanics were sup-
posed to have no unemployment while Asians/Pacific
Islanders and Native Americans had double digit unem-
ployment. The huge variations are caused by the paucity
of minority members. None of the nonwhite groups had
100 members in the labor force and none had more
than 10 unemployed. A statistic (such as an unemploy-
ment rate) often founders when dealing with such small
numbers. The rates should be taken with a grain of salt
in this case.

nauJnaS notgnihsaW
stnamialC egatnecreP stnamialC egatnecreP

ecivreS 002 %8.43 579,33 %1.11
laireganamdnalacinhcet,lanoisseforP 701 %6.81 310,15 %7.61

krowlarutcurtS 701 %6.81 542,75 %7.81
lacirelC 85 %1.01 701,43 %2.11

gnihsifdna,yrtserof,erutlucirgA 43 %9.5 328,52 %5.8
selaS 91 %3.3 794,61 %4.5

noitatropsnartdnathgierfrotoM 81 %1.3 159,51 %2.5
sedartenihcaM 9 %6.1 775,61 %4.5

krowhcneB 7 %2.1 574,8 %8.2
gnildnahslairetamdnagnigakcaP 7 %2.1 231,82 %2.9

gnissecorP 5 %9.0 723,51 %0.5
CEN,suoenallecsiM 4 %7.0 642,2 %7.0

latoT 575 %0.001 863,503 %0.001

*ralloC-etihW 483 %3.76 295,531 %7.44
*ralloC-eulB 781 %7.23 035,761 %3.55

dedulcxesnoitapuccoCEN/suoenallecsiM*

Figure 13
Unemployment Insurance Claimants
San Juan County and Washington, July 1, 1997 - June 30, 1998
Source: Employment Security Department

Demographics
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Figure 14
Unemployment by Race & Sex
San Juan County, 1997
Source: Employment Security Department
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Data in this section are derived through two different
Bureau of Labor Statistics programs which are conducted
in Washington by the Employment Security Department.
The first, called CES (Current Employment Statistics),
generates monthly nonagricultural employment figures;
the second, the Quarterly Employment and Wages pro-

Figure 15 shows total nonfarm employment in San
Juan County since 1970. The number of jobs has grown
consistently except during and immediately after peri-
ods of national recession. The 1990-91 recession,
which was relatively mild nationally, caused the big-
gest drop in employment that San Juan County has ex-
perienced. There were decreases in 1992 and 1993;
however, employment picked up again in 1994 and
growth has continued through 1998 when an all-time
high of 4,600 was reached.

All in all, employment gains have been astounding in
the county. In 1970, there was a total of only 900 jobs.
That has increased an amazing 411 percent, the most of
any county in the state: by comparison, Clark County was
next, but with only a 247 percent gain. Statewide, non-

INDUSTRIES, EMPLOYMENT,
AND WAGES

gram (ES-202), includes data on both agricultural and
nonagricultural employment covered under the state
unemployment insurance program. All wage data and
agricultural employment data in this section stem from
the Employment and Wages program; other employment
information comes from the CES program.

Employment Trend

Figure 15
Nonagricultural Wage & Salary Employment
San Juan County, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department

800

1,300

1,800

2,300

2,800

3,300

3,800

4,300

4,800

1970 1974 1978 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998

farm employment grew 140 percent—while this was
healthy growth, it doesn’t begin to compare to that of the
county. And the growth in the San Juans has not been
dominated by any specific industry.

Unlike many other counties, changes in employment
have not been to the detriment of any particular indus-
trial sector. Even though some sectors have outperformed
others, all have grown conspicuously and well above
statewide growth in the same sectors. Interestingly, and
unlike most other counties, the government share of all
employment has decreased substantially, even while its
numbers have increased at a healthy pace. There is con-
siderably less dependence on the government payroll
than there was two decades ago.
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Figure 16
Nonagricultural Wage & Salary Employment,
Cumulative Percentage Increase
San Juan County & Washington, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department
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One way to determine how an area’s economy is
shaped is to compare it to another area. The following
section shows fairly specifically, by industry sector, how
San Juan County’s employment patterns both differ from
and coincide with Washington State’s. When comparing
an industry’s share of all employment at the county level
to the same industry’s share at the statewide level, it be-
comes apparent that some county employment is dis-
tributed differently than statewide employment. The
location quotient compares the share of total employ-
ment in a particular industry division in the county with
the share it represents in Washington State.

The quotient is determined by dividing the statewide
industry employment share into the county industry share.
A quotient of 1.0 denotes an industry in which the county
is typical to the state as a whole; a value above 1.0 shows
an industry with a higher concentration of employment;
and a value below 1.0 marks a county industry with a
lesser concentration of employment than in the same
industry statewide.

A quotient above 1.0 suggests that the good or ser-
vice produced by an industry is exported from the area;
a quotient below 1.0 is a sign that, hypothetically, goods
or services must be imported into an area to provide the
same consumption patterns found at the state level. The
greater the value above or below 1.0, the stronger the
suggestion of exporting or importing becomes.

Construction’s quotient is high, 2.1. Although noth-
ing is physically exported, single-family housing is being

Figure 17
Location Quotients
San Juan County, 1998
Source: Employment Security Department
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constructed at a rate much greater than throughout the
state. The impetus behind it is in-migrants, who cause
the county to “use” construction at a higher consump-
tion level than is found statewide.

The quotients of the TCU (transportation, communi-
cation, and public utilities), services, government, trade,
and FIRE (finance, insurance, and real estate) sectors
are all sufficiently near the 1.0 mark to indicate parity
with statewide levels of consumption. Manufacturing is
the lowest of the nonfarm sectors (0.31) and strongly
suggests a high level of importation is necessary for con-
sumption to be at the same level as statewide.

The annual average wage is obtained by dividing the
total wages paid in an area by the annual average em-
ployment in that area. Jobs not covered by the unem-
ployment insurance program are excluded; however,
approximately 90 percent of all employment in the state
is covered under the program. (Note: all amounts here
have been inflation adjusted to 1997 dollars.) The
average wage does not include any benefits (e.g., insur-
ance or retirement plans) other than actual wages.

The county’s average wage ($19,548 in 1997) is con-
siderably lower than the statewide average ($30,755).
Over the years (see Figure 18), the difference has aver-
aged over $10,000 per year and in 1997 it was $11,207.
The wage in San Juan County, while considerably less
than statewide, has nevertheless tended to track in tan-

Annual Average Wage
dem with the state with the highs and lows occurring at
about the same time. This has not been the case since
1995. The state, propelled by expanding Puget Sound
firms, has seen strong increases in the average: San Juan
County has experienced a flatness that is mainly associ-
ated with the loss of relatively high paying manufactur-
ing jobs (which have offset gains in other areas).

Figure 19 shows the average wage for all the indus-
try sectors and for some particular industries in San
Juan County and for the same sectors and industries
statewide. As mentioned earlier, the overall average
wage in San Juan County is less than it is statewide.
With only a few exceptions, the wage in all sectors and
industries is significantly less than for the same ones
throughout the state.
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Figure 18
Annual Average Wage
San Juan County & Washington, 1970-1997
Source: Employment Security Department
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nauJnaS notgnihsaW
llarevO 845,91$ 557,03$

gnihsiF&,yrtseroF,erutlucirgA 585,61$ 963,51$
kcotsevilnoitcudorplarutlucirgA 474,41$ 607,81$

secivreslarutlucirgA 293,01$ 539,61$
gnippartdna,gnitnuh,gnihsiF 510,72$ 919,05$

noitcurtsnoC 363,42$ 006,23$
srotcartnocgnidliublareneG 622,52$ 489,03$

gnidliub.xe,noitcurtsnocyvaeH 281,52$ 082,14$
srotcartnocedartlaicepS 071,32$ 862,13$

gnirutcafunaM 951,72$ 427,04$
stcudorpdoowdnarebmuL 962,13$ 430,43$

gnihsilbupdnagnitnirP 496,71$ 873,03$
stcudorpssalgdna,yalc,enotS 081,32$ 217,33$

stcudorplatemdetacirbaF 938,81$ 666,13$
tnempiuqenoitatropsnarT 461,91$ 520,25$

seirtsudnignirutcafunam.csiM 314,8$ 604,92$
.litU,tacinummoC,noitatropsnarT 851,52$ 206,83$

gnisuoherawdnagnikcurT 024,02$ 295,82$
noitatropsnartretaW 331,12$ 737,94$

secivresyratinasdna,sag,cirtcelE 889,13$ 922,15$
edarT 206,31$ 776,12$

edarTliateR 253,31$ 128,61$
seilppusnedrag&slairetamgnidliuB 718,02$ 270,32$

serotsdooF 889,51$ 925,91$
snoitatsecivres&srelaedevitomotuA 964,02$ 689,62$

nauJnaS notgnihsaW
serotsyrosseccadnalerappA 283,11$ 861,91$

secalpgniknirddnagnitaE 524,01$ 623,01$
liatersuoenallecsiM 342,8$ 078,61$

etatsElaeR&,ecnarusnI,ecnaniF 149,32$ 184,73$
snoitutitsniyrotisopeD 343,33$ 858,23$

srekorbytidommocdnaytiruceS 956,73$ 961,08$
ecivres&,srekorb,stnegaecnarusnI 011,53$ 988,73$

etatselaeR 244,61$ 274,22$
secivreS 097,51$ 149,03$

secalpgnigdolrehtodnasletoH 346,41$ 793,51$
secivreslanosreP 006,21$ 567,51$
secivresssenisuB 905,81$ 410,25$

gnikrapdna,secivres,riaperotuA 839,02$ 230,32$
secivresriapersuoenallecsiM 233,61$ 780,72$

serutcipnoitoM 658,5$ 254,31$
secivresnoitaercer&tnemesumA 410,91$ 782,81$

secivreshtlaeH 934,81$ 532,92$
secivreslageL 228,12$ 395,93$
secivreslaicoS 622,11$ 314,51$

snoitazinagropihsrebmeM 088,01$ 128,91$
secivrestnemeganam&gnireenignE 128,72$ 782,24$

sdlohesuohetavirP 864,91$ 813,8$
tnemnrevoG 421,52$ 628,23$

laredeF 679,72$ 639,14$
etatS 866,02$ 379,23$
lacoL 273,52$ 143,03$

Figure 19
Annual Average Covered Wage
San Juan County and Washington, 1997
Source: Employment Security Department
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Workers who derive their living from the soil and the
sea are few and far between in San Juan County. Employ-
ment in this sector amounts to 2.5 percent of all covered
employment in the county, and most of it is not directly
agricultural in nature. Employment is scattered among
a number of different industries, but the bulk of it is in
the category of agricultural services. This includes vet-
erinarian services, animal specialty services (animal
shelters, kennels, dog grooming services, etc.) and lawn
and garden services.

After a very steep rise from 1985 to 1991, employ-
ment in construction declined for several years but
picked up in 1997 and 1998 (see Figure 20). The ac-
tual number of jobs expanded from 90 in 1970 to 550 in
1998, but the peak was 580 in 1991. Overall for the pe-
riod, this has been a tremendous 511 percent increase
(statewide, the increase was only 140 percent), giving
construction a 12 percent share of all nonfarm employ-
ment. This represents a far greater proportion than is
found statewide where it is about 5.5 percent. In San
Juan County, the annual average wage in construction in
1997 was $24,363, about $8,000 per year less than the
statewide average of $32,600.

Often, a high employment level in construction is re-
flective of expanding business, but in the San Juans the
biggest factor driving employment growth has been con-
struction of single-family residences. While there are

Agriculture, Forestry, and Fishing
The sector also has a handful of fishermen (harvest-

ing both finfish and shellfish), a very small number of
farmers, and a few workers involved with various types
of livestock.

The annual average wage for this sector is higher than
the wage paid to the same sector statewide; $16,585 ver-
sus $15,369. Although the wage is lower in the agricul-
tural services and livestock industries (see Figure 19),
the wage stemming from fishing is quite high and brings
up the average for the sector. (The data are suppressed
for reasons of confidentiality.)

Construction

Figure 20
Construction & Mining Employment
San Juan County, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department

some workers involved in heavy construction, e.g., road
and highway work, there is very little non-residential
construction activity.

Of the three categories of construction, general build-
ing contractors employ half of the county’s construction
workers, who are all involved in building single-family
residences. The 239 workers in that category earned an
average wage of $25,226 in 1997.

Special trades accounted for 42 percent of construc-
tion employment. This group includes carpenters, plumb-
ers, heating and air conditioning workers, painters,
electricians, etc. In 1997, employment was 203 and the
wage was $23,170.

The other major division, heavy construction, ac-
counted for only 9 percent of employment and paid an
average wage of $25,182.
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Figure 21
Construction & Mining Employment,
Cumulative Percentage Increase
San Juan County & Washington, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department
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While manufacturing is not a large industry sector in
San Juan County—relative to the state—its growth has
not only kept up with the other sectors, it has surpassed
most. In 1970, there were only 30 manufacturing jobs
in the county. In 1998, there were 210 (see Figure 22).
That equates to 600 percent growth, which resulted in
manufacturing’s share of total employment doubling from
3 to 5 percent. (Statewide, manufacturing accounted for
15 percent of all nonfarm jobs in 1998.)

Manufacturing, however, has seen sharp declines
since 1991. Many relatively well-paying jobs, primarily
in machinery and electronics, but also a number in print-
ing and publishing and food processing, were lost. The
year 1998 saw an uptick in employment for the first time
in 8 years with a gain of about 30 jobs.

Figure 22
Manufacturing Employment
San Juan County, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department

Manufacturing
Like most areas, wages in manufacturing are higher

than in the other industrial sectors. In 1997, the aver-
age manufacturing wage in San Juan County was
$27,159, substantially higher than the county’s
all-sector wage of $19,548 but considerably less than
the $40,724 manufacturing wage enjoyed statewide.
(The statewide average, of course, is driven up by the
high-wage aerospace and high-tech industries of King
and Snohomish counties.)

There is not a high concentration of employment in
any one manufacturing industry in the county; rather,
it is spread out among quite a few, including food pro-
cessing, logging, newspaper production, some light
manufacturing of special industrial machinery, ready-
mix concrete, and others. No one industry employs over
35 workers.

This sector includes land, water, and air transporta-
tion; communications; and the more traditional public
utilities such as electric, gas, and sanitation services. Af-
ter a long period of stasis (1977-1988), employment
rose sharply through 1991, declined some and then grew
until it reached its historical high point of 260 in 1997
and 1998 (see Figure 24 on the next page). In all, em-
ployment in the sector grew by about 270 percent since
1970, considerably more than the statewide 88 percent

Transportation, Communication, and Utilities (TCU)
(see Figure 25 on the next page), and in 1998 it held a
6 percent share of nonfarm employment in San Juan
County (the statewide share for TCU was 5 percent.)

The average wage in TCU was $25,158 in 1997, con-
siderably higher than the overall county average wage.
Relatively well-paid workers providing electrical and tele-
phone services were largely responsible for the high wage.

Electrical services employed the most workers in the sec-
tor, followed by air courier services and marina workers.

20

70

120

170

220

270

1970 1974 1978 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998
-200%

0%

200%

400%

600%

800%

1970 1974 1978 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998

San Juan

Washington

Figure 23
Manufacturing Employment,
Cumulative Percentage Increase
San Juan County & Washington, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department
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Although trade is composed of wholesale and retail
sectors, the wholesale portion in San County is small,
only 3 percent of all covered trade employment. The re-
tail sector, however, is quite large: it accounts for 23
percent of nonfarm employment; statewide, its share is
about 18 percent. Trade is another of those San Juan
County industry sectors that has had phenomenal growth
in terms of employment (see Figures 26 and 27). In
1970 there were 150 trade jobs; in 1998 there were
1,160. Total growth amounted to 673 percent, much
higher than the state’s 160 percent. After services, it is
the largest employing sector in the county.

However, like in many areas, it is the lowest paid of
all the sectors. In 1997, the average wage was $13,602—
less than the statewide wage for trade of $21,677, and
much less than the county’s overall average wage. It is
important to note, though, that this wage does not nec-
essarily correspond to someone working full time year-
round. Computation of the average wage does not
distinguish between full-time and part-time work, and
large numbers of trade jobs are part time, which lowers
the average.

The largest industry within trade was eating and drink-
ing places. This category includes restaurants, bars, tav-
erns, fast food establishments, etc., and accounts for close
to half of all retail trade employment (43 percent). Its
wages averaged out to almost $10,500 per year; the rela-
tive paucity of the wage denoting large amounts of part-

time work in the industry and the add-on of tip income
which is not included.

Food stores, the second largest trade industry, em-
ployed 287 workers in 1997. The industry includes gro-
cery stores, meat and fish markets, bakeries, etc. It paid
an average wage of almost $16,000.

The remainder of trade employment is scattered
among a number of different businesses. Gas stations,
furniture stores, building materials and garden supply
stores, and others are all represented, each with a rela-
tively small number of workers.

Figure 24
TCU Employment
San Juan County, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department

Figure 25
TCU Employment, Cumulative % Increase
San Juan County & Washington, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department

60

110

160

210

260

1970 1974 1978 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998
-50%

0%

50%

100%

150%

200%

250%

300%

1970 1974 1978 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998

San Juan

Washington

Trade

Figure 26
Trade Employment
San Juan County, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department
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The FIRE sector is a small employer in San Juan County
and throughout the state; in both areas it accounts for
about 5 percent of nonfarm employment. However, its
growth in the county has been on a par with the other
sectors, rising from 40 in 1970 to 230 in 1998, a 475
percent expansion. As the charts show, most of that
growth occurred after 1986.

Industries in this sector include banks, savings and
loans, credit unions, insurance agents and brokers, real
estate agents, real estate managers, and a number of
related businesses. Most of the fluctuations in the em-
ployment numbers are related to real estate, an industry
particularly sensitive to ups and downs in the economy.

Figure 27
Trade Employment, Cumulative % Increase
San Juan County & Washington, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department
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The 1997 average wage in the FIRE sector, $23,941,
was almost $4,500 above the county’s overall average.
The wage in real estate, though, with about 56 percent
of sector employment, was only $16,442 and tended to
counterbalance the wage of more than $33,000 in de-
pository institutions, which made up about one-third of
sector employment. As with some trade employment, the
average wage in real estate does not necessarily reflect
that of a full-time worker—many real estate agents work
only part-time hours and are paid on a commission ba-
sis only. Depository institutions—banks, credit unions,
S&Ls, etc.—make up one of the industries that pays a
higher wage than is paid statewide in the same industry.

Figure 28
FIRE Employment
San Juan County, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department

Figure 29
FIRE Employment, Cumulative % Increase
San Juan County & Washington, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department
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In San Juan County, services is the largest of all indus-
try sectors; its 1,320 workers comprised 29 percent of
all nonfarm employment in 1998. Growth since 1970,
however, was less than in most other sectors and, con-
sequently, services’ share size fell: in 1970, the sector
accounted for 31 percent of employment. Even though
share size has contracted, the growth was still very healthy.
San Juan’s services sector grew 371 percent over the
period; statewide, growth was 318 percent.

The sector encompasses many very different indus-
tries, ranging from hotels and motels to auto repair to
doctors and lawyers. The payroll, accordingly, can vary
greatly from industry to industry. Overall though, the av-
erage wage for the sector ($15,790) is quite low rela-
tive to the county’s all-sector average wage and to the
services sector statewide. Only the trade sector has a
lower average in the San Juans.

Figure 30
Services Employment
San Juan County, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department

Services

Figure 31
Services Employment, Cumulative % Increase
San Juan County & Washington, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department

The largest industry, by far, in the county’s services
sector is hotels and other lodging places. This category
includes hotels, motels, campsites, trailer parks, etc.
Throughout the state as a whole, this industry is rela-
tively small: only 4 percent of services workers are em-
ployed by the lodging industry; in San Juan County, half
of all services employment is geared toward accommo-
dations. This, of course, is directly related to the high
level of tourism in the San Juans.

Employment in most other services industries is rela-
tively small. Membership organizations, amusement and
recreation services, private households, and business
services are all on the next tier but still employ far fewer
workers than lodging places. Employment ranges from
65 to 115 for these industries.

Public employment, at all its levels (federal, state, and
local), has been the slowest growing of all nonfarm sec-
tors in San Juan County, but it has, nevertheless, out-
paced the statewide rate by a wide margin. In the county
it grew 267 percent since 1970, whereas throughout the
state it only grew 91 percent. In both, though, the share
size is about the same, 19 percent in the county and 18
percent statewide. Figures 32 and 33 show employment
and percentage growth since 1970: except for slight
downturns during or immediately after periods of na-
tional recession, the number of jobs has been constantly

Government
growing and hit its peak in 1998 with 880 workers. The
average wage for government workers in the San Juans
was $25,124 in 1997, close to $8,000 less than the state-
wide average for government workers of $32,826.

Even though, in relative terms, the size of government
is the same in San Juan County as throughout the state,
there is a large difference in its composition. San Juan
County has only a handful of workers at the federal and
state level while a full 82 percent are at the local level
(statewide, the figure is only 59 percent). The largest
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group of federal workers is postal employees and the
largest group of state workers is involved with education
at the community college extension.

Within local government, close to one-half (47 per-
cent) of employment is in K-12 education. This is the
largest single segment of local government. Most of the

local economy. Tourism is also rapidly growing—the
study points out that travel expenditures in the county
expanded 67 percent from 1991 to 1997.

A drawback to such a strong reliance on tourist travel
is its inherent seasonality. Figure 34 shows employment
in two industries strongly influenced by tourism (hotels
and lodging places and eating and drinking places)

Figure 32
Government Employment
San Juan County, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department

Figure 33
Gov. Employment, Cumulative % Increase
San Juan County & Washington, 1970-1998
Source: Employment Security Department

rest were involved in traditional executive and legisla-
tive governmental functions at the city and county level.

The average wage in local government was $25,372
in 1997. Those working in education were paid an aver-
age of $22,895 and those in executive/legislative posi-
tions averaged $29,475.

Tourism is not an industry per se, as categorized by
the federal Office of Management and Budget’s Standard
Industrial Classification system. It is made up of segments
of different industries, primarily in the trade and ser-
vices sectors. It, nevertheless, plays a significant role in
many area economies, and is crucial to San Juan County’s.

The San Juans are a major draw for tourists who want
to “get away from it all” for a while, relax, and enjoy
some of Washington’s finest scenery. And these tourists
spend a lot of money in the islands. A recent study en-
titled, “1991-1998p Travel Impacts and Visitor Volume”
(prepared by Dean Runyan Associates for Washington’s
Department of Community, Trade and Economic Devel-
opment) details the economic aspects of travel and tour-
ism throughout Washington and its counties, including
San Juan.

The study reports that travelers in 1997 spent $84.3
million in the islands. That amounts to $6,745 per resi-
dent. That per capita rate of spending is the highest of all
counties in the state. Spending by travelers directly sup-
ported 1,370 jobs with a payroll of $15.4 million. Fur-
ther, tax revenues garnered by local governments from
visitors amounted to over $1 million. Clearly, tourism
injects considerable amounts of money and jobs into the

Tourism

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

900

1,000

1970 1974 1978 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998
-50%

0%

50%

100%

150%

200%

250%

300%

1970 1974 1978 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998

San Juan

Washington

Figure 34
Hotels/Lodging, Eating/Drinking Employment
San Juan County, 1997
Source: Employment Security Department
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throughout 1997. As the weather grows warmer, employ-
ment rises; however, the reverse is true as the weather
grows colder. In January, the slowest employment month,
the industries employed almost 600 workers. In August,

Employment growth in the county is expected to slow
from its historically high velocity over the next five years.
Employment increases in the decade of the 1990s aver-
aged close to 5 percent per annum. Employment Secu-
rity Department analysts expect a cumulative increase of
only 9.4 percent for all of the next five years (1998-2003).

the best month, there were almost 1,600 employees. This
cycle recurs every year and creates sharp changes in the
county’s unemployment rate during the course of the year.

Industry Employment Projections

ytnuoCnauJnaS notgnihsaW
8991 3002 egnahC% egnahC# egnahC%

tnemyolpmEmrafnoNlatoT 084,4 009,4 %4.9 024 %6.9
gnirutcafunaM 081 081 %0.0 0 %1.1

gniniM&noitcurtsnoC 095 046 %5.8 05 %4.6
seitilitU&noitatropsnarT 062 082 %7.7 02 %5.6
edarTliateR&elaselohW 090,1 091,1 %2.9 001 %8.8

etatsElaeR&,ecnarusnI,ecnaniF 032 042 %3.4 01 %5.6
secivreS 082,1 054,1 %3.31 071 %8.61

tnemnrevoG 058 029 %2.8 07 %6.9

Figure 35
Industry Projections
San Juan County and Washington, 1998 and 2003
Source: Employment Security Department

Figure 35 shows projections for the county and its ma-
jor industry sectors and for Washington as a whole. The
services and trade sectors are expected to have the most
growth, adding a combined total of 270 jobs. Moderate
growth in the other sectors, except manufacturing which
is flat, should add another 150 jobs over the period.



San Juan County Profile - 23

A different but informative way to view an area’s work
force is in terms of occupational divisions rather than
industrial divisions. Figure 36 shows employment in the
major occupational divisions as well as the share of each
grouping for the combined counties of San Juan and
Skagit as well as the state. The data are based on Occu-
pational Employment Surveys (OES) conducted in the
area by the Employment Security Department. Unfortu-
nately, data are not available for San Juan County alone.

The two-county occupational make-up reveals only a
modest departure from the state’s occupational struc-
ture. The most visible disparity between the counties and
Washington State was in the professional and technical
fields where the counties’ 17 percent share was consid-
erably less than the state’s 23 percent. Agriculture, for-
estry, and fishing occupations were far more prevalent

in the counties than the state, but primarily because of
the concentration of agriculture in Skagit County.

Dividing the occupational mix, roughly, into
blue-collar and white-collar occupations, the counties
have a smaller percentage of white-collar occupations
than the state as a whole. This is also attributable to the
larger percentage of agricultural, blue-collar jobs in the
two counties, or at least in Skagit County.

Employment projections for the two-county region are
also shown on the same table. The table shows the pro-
jected annual openings by major grouping over the
1996-2006 period. The largest number of new jobs, nearly
a third, will be in services. Professional, paraprofessional,
and technical has the next highest amount. Marketing and
sales jobs will have the greatest percentage increase.

OCCUPATIONAL PROFILE
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Figure 36
Occupational Employment and Projections
San Juan and Skagit Counties and Washington, 1996 and 2006
Source: Employment Security Department
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Figure 37 is also based on occupational surveys con-
ducted in San Juan and Skagit counties by the Employ-
ment Security Department. The list of occupations and
wages gives a good idea of what the various jobs are in

the area as well as the levels of pay. Occupations are
shown in their primary groupings, the wage is a mean
wage, and the ranking number is based on employment
levels (1 equals the highest and 150 the lowest).
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Figure 37
Occupational Wages
San Juan and Skagit Counties, 1997
Source: Employment Security Department
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Figure 37 (Continued)
Occupational Wages
San Juan and Skagit Counties, 1997
Source: Employment Security Department

*Wages are either hourly or annual.
**Ranking is employment level per occupation, from highest (1) to lowest (150).
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Personal income is generally seen as a key indicator
of a region’s economic vitality. Conceptually, personal
income captures all types of income. Wages, salaries,
government transfer payments, retirement income, farm
income, self-employed income, proprietors’ income,
interest, dividends, and rent are all included in this mea-
sure. Because business and corporate incomes are not
included, it is considered personal income.

In 1997, personal income in San Juan County totaled
$395.3 million. It has been growing consistently and
rapidly since 1970 (see Figure 38) and has shown a
total increase of 427 percent (statewide growth was a
much less 174 percent). The only decline, a slight one,
occurred in 1982 at the height of the major national
recession of that year.

The total amount of income in an area is only a sen-
sible concept if there is some relationship to the num-
ber of people in an area. Per capita personal income
(PCPI) captures that. By dividing total personal income
by the population, one arrives at a figure that can be
used as a common denominator between different time
periods or different areas.

Figure 39 shows PCPI for San Juan County, Washing-
ton, and the U.S. from 1970 through 1997. Per capita
income in the county in 1997 was $32,542 and ranked
second among Washington’s 39 counties (only King
County ranked higher). Historically, this measure has
been significantly higher in the islands than the state or
the nation. Since 1970, the difference between the county
and the state has averaged about $4,000 annually; how-
ever, during the decade of the 1990s, the difference has
generally been more than $6,000. The gap is widening.

Per capita personal income is a good measure of how
personal income is growing relative to the population.
However, it gives no indication of how income is distrib-
uted among the population. To a degree, median house-
hold income does that. It indicates the point in income
where half of all households have a higher income and
half have a lower income.

San Juan County’s median household income in 1998
(estimated by the Office of Financial Management) was
$40,549 and ranked eighth among Washington’s coun-
ties. The statewide median was $44,134. That the county’s
per capita income ranked second in the state while its

PERSONAL INCOME
This section deals with income rather than wages, which

were discussed earlier and which are only one aspect of
income. Data in this section are derived from the U.S.

Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis.
All income data have been adjusted to 1997 dollars.

Total Personal Income

Figure 38
Personal Income, Cumulative % Increase
San Juan County & Washington, 1970-1997
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis
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Figure 39
Per Capita Income
San Juan, Washington, & U.S., 1970-1997
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis
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As mentioned earlier, personal income encompasses
many different types of income. All the various types, how-
ever, can be subsumed under the three broad categories
of earnings, transfer payments, and investment income.
Earnings include wages, salaries, and proprietors’ income;
transfer payments include income maintenance, unem-
ployment insurance, and retirement payments; investment
income consists of interest, dividends, and rent. Figure
40 shows the growth of these components of personal in-
come since 1970 in San Juan County.

median income ranked eighth says that income in the
county is not strongly concentrated in relatively few
hands; that is, it is more evenly distributed than in other
areas. (By way of comparison, Lincoln County in eastern

Washington ranked sixth in per capita income and thir-
tieth in median household income; much of the county’s
income there is concentrated among farm proprietors,
a relatively small portion of the population.)

Components of Personal Income

Figure 40
Pers. Income Components, Cumulative % Incr.
San Juan County, 1970-1997
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis
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Figure 41
Personal Income Components
San Juan County & Washington, 1997
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis
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Figure 41 shows the share size of each component in
1997. The most striking aspect of the data portrayed in
the chart is the size of investment income in San Juan
County. In 1997, it amounted to a whopping 49 percent
of all personal income. Earned income, which in most
counties is far and away the largest component, was 38
percent of the total. Transfer payments amounted to 14
percent. Comparison with statewide figures is revealing:
most Washingtonians rely upon earnings for the bulk of
their income. Islanders rely upon investments.

Total investment income amounted to $188.5 million
in 1997, the highest it has ever been. It has shown phe-
nomenal growth since 1970 when it was $26.7 million.
That equates to more than 600 percent growth—and by
way of comparison, Washington State’s investment in-
come grew by only 232 percent over the same period.

The large amount of investment income explains why
the county can have a per capita income that ranked
second in the state, a median household income that
ranked eighth, and an annual average wage that ranked
thirty-fifth. The average wage does not reflect any in-
come other than wages—investment income is excluded
from its computations. And much of San Juan County’s
income derives from investments rather than earnings.

Dividends, Interest, and Rent
Also, much of the county’s employment base, from which
earnings originate, derives from traditionally low-paying
trade and services industries.

The large amount of investment income relates to the
demographics of the county. As the section on popula-
tion pointed out, the county’s population is significantly
older than the statewide population: the median age is
44 compared to the statewide average of 35. And, a sub-
stantially large segment of the population is retired (or
at least over age 65). The elderly, according to one na-
tionwide study, receive about 35 percent of all invest-
ment income. It is not unrealistic to think that the elderly
in San Juan County receive an even higher percentage.
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San Juan County is one of twelve counties in Wash-
ington where earnings do not make up even half of per-
sonal income. Often, this occurs when an area is relatively
poor or has suffered economic reverses and the amount
of transfer payment increases to a large portion of in-
come. However, this is not the case in the islands, where
transfer payments are ranked after only King County in
their sparseness. The relative paucity of earnings in the
county is caused by the large size of investment income.
Even so, earned income is significant with a 38 percent
share of all income.

Earned income includes wages and salaries, propri-
etors’ income, and what is called other labor income.
Other labor income subsumes an assortment of incomes

but primarily consists of employer payments into em-
ployee pension and health care plans.

Even though earned income’s share of personal in-
come has declined, the dollar amount has had good
growth, increasing by 285 percent since 1970. (It went
from $40 million to $146 million.) Statewide growth in
earnings was considerably less, 154 percent.

Of the components of earnings, the most growth, in
terms of percentage, was “other labor income,” which
grew by almost 1,000 percent (see Figure 43). How-
ever, other labor income is the smallest part of earnings,
accounting for only 6 percent ($8.5 million) of all earn-
ings in the county in 1997. The largest is wages and sala-
ries, which grew by 334 percent since 1970. The 1997

Figure 42
Investment Income, Cumulative % Increase
San Juan County & Washington, 1970-1997
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis
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Figure 44
Earned Income Components
San Juan County & Washington, 1997
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis
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Figure 43
Earned Income Components,
Cumulative Percentage Increase
San Juan County, 1970-1997
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis
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A transfer payment is generally seen as a payment by
the government to someone from whom no service is
rendered. In San Juan County, the smallest element of
personal income is transfer payments. In 1970, they
amounted to almost $10 million. Since then, they grew
441 percent and in 1997 they reached $53 million. This
growth, while it outstripped statewide growth which was
256 percent, only kept the share size of these payments
about the same: they totaled to 13 to 14 percent both in
1970 and 1997.

The largest portion of transfer payments is made up
of retirement and related payments. These include so-
cial security payments, federal government civilian and
military retirement pay, and state and local government
retirement pay. This portion also includes medical pay-
ments (Medicare and public assistance medical care),
a very fast growing item. Figure 45 shows the three main
components of transfer payments and their growth since
1970. Retirement and related payments increased by 461
percent, giving this component a 92 percent share of all
transfer payments in 1997 (see Figure 46).

Income maintenance includes Aid to Families with
Dependent Children, general assistance, food stamps,
and other transfers generally thought of as welfare. In-
come maintenance grew from 1970’s $265,000 to 1997’s
$2.3 million, a 755 percent increase. However, this
amounts to only about 3 percent of total transfer pay-
ments. Statewide, the portion is 8 percent. The sharp
increase from 1991 through 1997 in income mainte-
nance is attributed to large program increases in Supple-
mental Security Income (SSI) and the Earned Income
Tax Credit, both of which were expanded in 1991.

Unemployment insurance payments form the final
component of transfer payments. They increased by 180
percent since 1970 and amount to 6 percent of total
transfer payments (7 percent statewide). UI payments,
of course, fluctuate with economic contractions and ex-

level was $92 million, or 63 percent of all earnings. Pro-
prietors’ income grew by 185 percent since 1970, and
in 1997 its $39 million amounted to 31 percent of all

earnings. This is quite different than the statewide pic-
ture where proprietors accounted for only 12 percent of
earned income. Figure 44 shows the share size of the
three components of earnings in 1997.
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Transfer Payments Components
San Juan County & Washington, 1997
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis

pansions and are tied directly to the unemployment rate.
From an all-time high of $2.7 million in 1993, they have
since declined, to $1.8 million in 1997.
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The Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA) of 1982
established programs to prepare youth and unskilled
adults for entry into the labor force. Of special note is
the emphasis placed on economically disadvantaged in-
dividuals and others who face serious barriers to em-
ployment. It is upon this legislation that the Employment
Security Department and other providers base their job
service programs.

Private Industry Council. Washington is divided
into areas that provide services related to employment.
These regions, called Service Delivery Areas, are often
administered by Private Industry Councils (PICs). For
San Juan County the administrator for employment and
training services is the Northwest Washington Private
Industry Council, Inc. A nonprofit corporation, the PIC
has jurisdiction over JTPA grants via the state Employ-
ment Security Department. These grants are used to train
and place local unskilled or unemployed workers. The
PIC has jurisdiction over JTPA Service Delivery Area III,
which includes San Juan as well as Island, Skagit, and
Whatcom counties. Administrative responsibilities (e.g.,
record-keeping, data collection, program planning,
employer contact, etc.) and executive oversights are
handled by the council.

Job Service Center. Operated by the Employment
Security Department, the Mount Vernon Job Service
Center (JSC), located in Skagit County, provides job ser-
vices to residents of San Juan, Island, and Skagit coun-
ties. The JSC is a full-service office; that is, it provides the
full range of services offered by any JSC in the state. The
Unemployment Insurance (UI) claims are handled by
the King County TeleCenter by calling 1(800)362-4636.

The WorkFirst program is administered in coopera-
tion with the Department of Social and Health Services.
It seeks to make those on public assistance self-sufficient
through employment. Services include job planning and
counseling, case management, childcare assistance,
educational and vocational training, and job placement.

Re-employ Washington Workers (RWW) is a voluntary
job search program that assists low-income unemployment
insurance claimants to become re-employed rapidly.

The Mount Vernon JSC also manages the Economic
Dislocation and Worker Adjustment Assistance Act
(EDWAAA). This program is designed to assist clients
laid-off because of either plant closures or plant restruc-
turing and technology improvements. Through this pro-
gram, clients work with counselors to assist job skills
and interests. They then draw up an individual training
strategy, which may include retraining at the community
college with tuition and fees paid by the state. Job search
workshops are provided to enhance skills such as re-
sume writing, application processing, and interviewing.

The Claimant Placement and Worker Profiling Pro-
grams target recent unemployment insurance applicants
for job placement services to speed their return to work.
This shortens the duration of unemployment for the in-
dividual and saves costs to the unemployment insurance
trust fund.

The Trade Adjustment Act (TAA) is another JSC ad-
ministered program. This one is designed to assist those
who have been displaced because of the impact of for-
eign imports on their industries. While the amount of
benefits and compensation periods vary, the program
offers services only after the U.S. Department of Labor
certifies that the individual has indeed been dislocated
as a result of such impacts on his or her industry.

Other programs operated by the Mount Vernon JSC
include the Veterans Placement Program, the Transi-
tional Assistance Program (TAP), and the Migrant and
Seasonal Farm Workers (MSFW) program. These pro-
grams provide counseling, job training, job search and
placement opportunities for military personnel and ag-
ricultural workers.

Educational Facilities. San Juan County maintains a
satellite campus of Skagit Valley College at Friday Harbor.
By and large, though, students wishing to pursue
such studies typically leave the county. The principal two-
and four-year institutions in northwest Washington are
Skagit Valley Community College in Mount Vernon and
Western Washington University in Bellingham.

JOB TRAINING AND ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT

Job Training
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San Juan County is served by the Island District Eco-
nomic Development Council (EDC). The EDC serves
as an umbrella organization to help facilitate local gov-
ernment, chambers, business owners, and other inter-
ested individuals who work together to further the
business interests and needs of their local communities.
San Juan County has Chambers of Commerce on Lopez
Island, Orcas Island, and San Juan Island.

Other organizations devoted to the economic develop-
ment of San Juan County are the local port districts. Port
districts are private-public nonprofit entities responsible
for maintaining and managing publicly owned property
and facilities within their jurisdiction. This can include
airports, marinas, industrial parks, and warehousing fa-
cilities, to name a few. In San Juan County, they include the
Port of Friday Harbor and the Port of Lopez.

Infrastructure. An area’s infrastructure is an inte-
gral part of economic development. The following are
primary infrastructural elements currently in place in
San Juan County.

Roads and Highways. Because of their water-locked
situations, none of the San Juan Islands is accessed by
U.S. or state highways. Instead, each depends on its own
network of provincial routes. The most thorough state
transportation network through San Juan County is that
provided by the Washington State Ferry system. Ferry

routes run between the four largest islands—San Juan,
Orcas, Lopez, and Shaw—with connections to Anacortes
in Skagit County and Sidney in Victoria Island, B.C.

Air Transportation. San Juan County has three pub-
lic airfields—Friday Harbor International (3,400-foot
asphalt runway), Eastsound or Orcas Island Airport
(2,900-foot asphalt runway), and Lopez Island Airport
(2,900-foot asphalt runway). The county also has two
private airfields—Friday West Airport (2,100-foot gravel
runway) on San Juan Island and Windsock Airport
(1,850-foot turf runway) on Lopez Island.

All of the three public airfields are served by
land-based carriers. Scheduled commuter flights are
provided by West Isle Air and Harbor Airlines. A multi-
tude of carriers provide chartered service throughout
the area. Scheduled seaplane service is provided by
Kenmore Air and Northwest Seaplane between seaplane
bases in Friday Harbor, Roche Harbor, Westsound, Lopez
Island, and Rosario Resort.

Ports and Rail Service. San Juan County has no port
capable of accommodating the loading or unloading of
cargo. Consequently, water-borne freight enters the
county on either private barges or Washington State Fer-
ries. There are neither railroads nor rail-lines in San
Juan County.

Economic Development
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San Juan County is an economic anomaly. The land mass
is small and surrounded by water, with ferry travel being
the primary mode of travel to and from the islands, and
the population is quite small by Puget Sound standards,
only 12,700 in 1999. Yet its growth in most every measure
has far outstripped the statewide average.

The driving force behind the growth is something
economists rarely take into account as an explicator; its
natural beauty. The islands are spectacularly scenic, and
attract great numbers of people. Consequently, tourists
come in droves, and many people choose to retire there.
These are the well-springs of the economy.

The population has grown 229 percent since 1970;
the state’s has grown 69 percent. During the same time,
the labor force grew 300 percent (the state’s grew 115
percent) and nonfarm employment increased by 411
percent (the state’s growth was 140 percent). Within
nonfarm employment, growth among the major indus-
try sectors all surpassed their statewide counterparts.
Manufacturing, trade, construction, etc., all outstripped
statewide growth by healthy margins.

Unemployment has usually (since 1981) been less
than the statewide average. It inched above the state-
wide level, though, in 1993 and stayed slightly above
that rate for several years until 1998. Unemployment
that year was 4.5 percent in the county and 4.8 percent
in the state. In general, unemployment tracks in tan-
dem with the state, hitting highs and lows at about the
same times. The difference between the two rates is
generally not very great.

In terms of income, the county ranks among the high-
est in the state. Per capita personal income ($32,542 in
1997) is the second highest of all Washington counties,
with only King County’s being higher. Median household
income ($40,529 in 1998) has San Juan County ranked

eighth in the state. Growth in all types of income (wage
and salary, proprietor, investment) has outstripped the
corresponding state’s growth.

The thorn on the rose is the annual average wage. In
1997, it was $19,548 and ranked thirty-fifth among
Washington’s 39 counties. The statewide average was
$30,755. The county has much of its employment base
in the tourism-related services and trade sectors. Be-
cause these sectors have many workers (combined they
account for over half of nonfarm employment) and the
pay is low relative to other sectors, the average wage for
the county is quite low. There is a jarring disparity be-
tween the workers in these sectors who rely upon wages
for their income and those (usually retirees) who re-
ceive a high level of investment income. Investment in-
come constitutes 49 percent of the county’s total personal
income, the highest percentage in the state.

A strong contributor to the low average wage is the
high level of employment in eating and drinking places
and in hotels. Almost one-fourth of covered employment
in the San Juans is in these tourist-driven industries, the
highest rate of all counties in the state. Not only are the
wages relatively low, there are high levels of part-time
and seasonal employment. In fact, in these two indus-
tries the number of jobs will almost triple from January
to August: in 1997, employment went from 600 to 1,600
over those months.

But, the evolution of the county’s economy has been
laudable in most respects. There has been significant
growth, an average level of unemployment, and, overall,
a high level of income, all occurring while the quality of
the islands’ ambiance has been maintained. The San
Juans remain a tranquil oasis in the midst of Puget
Sound’s hectic economy.

SUMMARY


