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Florida family income tumbles

7 percent drop among worst in U.S.

BY SCOTT BLAKE
FLORIDA TODAY

Tn a disturbing trend for workers, income levels in Florida have dropped
since 2000 more than in almost every other state in the country, new
government and economists' figures show.

The estimated median household income in Florida for this year is
$36,125, down 7 percent from four years ago, when adjusted for
inflation.

Only Mississippi ($31,280, down 8.8 percent) and Missouri ($41,595,
down 7.8 percent) had greater income drops during that time, according
to U.S. Census Bureau figures and estimates from consulting firm
Economy.com.

The firm estimates the national median household income fell to
$41,666, down 0.8 percent, since 2000, when adjusted for inflation. The
median means half the households earn more and half earn less.

Economists see the growth of jobs in Florida's low-wage hospitality and
tourism industry and the decline of higher-paying industrial jobs as the
main reason for slumping income levels.

Experts said that Americans' impressions about how well they are doing
financially could affect the outcome of the 2004 presidential election.

"For all the talk in the state by political leaders and the economic-
development agencies about diversifying our economy, the successes
haven't been that great," said David Scott, director of the Phillips
Institute for the Study of American Business at the University of Central

Florida.

"This is really just a continuation of what Florida is," Scott said about
the hospitality and tourism industry. "But the deepness of the (decrease
in income) does bother me."
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In addition to the shift toward low-wage jobs, professor David Denslow
of the University of Florida's Bureau of Economic and Business
Research said the state's falling income levels can be traced to an
increase in part-time jobs; a drop in capital-gains income from the stock
market decline that began in 2000; and historically low interest rates on
bank deposits since then.

The loss in capital gains especially affected retirees, who play a
prominent role in Florida's economy, Denslow said.

"The state doesn't want to rely on a retiree strategy for growth. It wants
to attract industry with high-wage jobs," he added. "Now, I think we're
giving away the state to retirees. I think we could do better."

The competition between states for high-paying jobs is greater now than
before the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, which hurt the economy, said
Lynda Weatherman, president of the Economic Development
Commission of Florida's Space Coast.

"Every state wants something like that," Weatherman said.

For a company to relocate, "there has to be the right blend of factors,
including labor, the facilities and an incentive package."

The Economic Development Commission was involved in offering tax
incentives that persuaded banking firm Washington Mutual to announce
last year that it would open a financial-services call center on Babcock
Street in Melbourne that would employ 500 to 700 people. The center
originally was scheduled to open early this year, but the company has
said the project will be delayed until later this year.

In recent years, the commission also tried to persuade aviation giant The
Boeing Co. to open an aircraft-manufacturing plant in Brevard that
would have created many jobs, Boeing was considering Brevard and a
number of other sites in Florida and other states, but the company
decided to keep the operation in Washington state, Weatherman said.

"It would have pretty massive,” she said.

Still, Brevard County's job market is better off than some places in
Florida because there's a greater percentage of manufacturing jobs here
than in the state as a whole, Weatherman said.

"We have to fight a lot of the misconceptions that are held about Florida

-- that we're only service (industry) driven; we're only a tourism
economy; and we don't have a high-tech base,” she said.

Contact Blake at 242-3644 or sblake@flatoday.net
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