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Job losses slow, but hurdles linger for manufacturers

By JILL KRUEGER
Staff Writer

ORLANDO — The loss of manufactur-
ing jobs in Central Florida has slowed in
recent months, but manufacturers say
they still face a number of hurdles to com-
pete effectively in a global economy.

To bring more jobs to Central Florida
and the rest of the state, manufacturers
are pushing for the repeal of taxes on ma-
chinery and equipment used for expan-
sion, increased funding for work force de-
velopment and an overall friendlier busi-
ness climate for manufacturers.

The recommenda-
tions came out of a
semi-annual meeting
recently held by Enter-
prise Florida’s Manu-
facturing Advisory
Council in Orlando,
created last year to in-  §
crease the state’s man- Stimac
ufacturing base.

“We're trying to reduce our structural
costs so we can compete better,” explains
Al Stimac, president and owner of Metal
Essence Inc. in Sanford and a member of
the council’s steering committee.

Job losses slow
The Orlando metropolitan statistical
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! area continues to show weakness in
manufacturing. For the 12-month peri-

; @ od ended in Febru-
ary, the Orlando
MSA lost 1,900 jobs,
says David Scott,
chair of the Dr.
Phillips Institute at
the University of
Central Florida.

However, the loss
of manufacturing
jobs has slowed in recent months.

From last May through April, the
area lost 1,600 manufacturing jobs, 300
fewer than the 12-month period ended
in February.
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Meanwhile, the state of Florida lost
3,300 manufacturing jobs in April
2004 compared to April 2003, accord-
ing to the state Agency for Workforce
Innovation.

Orlando accounted for half of the
state’s job losses, Scott points out.

Laurie Price, di-
rector of the Manu-
facturers Associa-
tion of Central Flori-
da, says job losses
are declining “be-
cause manufacturing
and production are
increasing on a na-
tional level and trick-
ling down to the region.””

Competitive hurdles

Nevertheless, manufacturers say
they still face several hurdles.

At a recent meeting of Enterprise
Florida’s Manufacturing Advisory
Council in Orlando, manufacturers out-
lined several obstacles they must over-
come if they are to compete in today’s
global economy amid competition from
lower-wage workers in China and Mexi-
co, as well as other states:

- M Florida has the second-highest work-
ers’ compensation rate behind California,
as well as rising health care costs.

M Florida has a higher industrial power
rate than the rest of the Southeast.

# Florida manufacturers are taxed
on equipment that increases their
production, as well as research and
development.

m Florida lacks investment tax incen-
tives to manufacturers.

B Manufacturers need better-trained
workers.

Such barriers are especially difficult
for small manufacturers, which make
up most of Central Florida’s manufac-
turing base, Price says. Ninety-five per-
cent have fewer than 100 employees.

Price says these hurdles make it hard
to compete with other Southern states,
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“The bottom line is

we must have the political
will to reduce our high
external cost and transition
our workers for a prosperous
high-tech future.”

Al Stimac,
Metal Essence Inc.
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as well as other countries.
“The state of Florida is not very
business friendly to manufacturing,”

she says.
To overcome some of these obstacles,

the council came up with a strategic
plan to address many of the issues.

That includes doing things from com-
municating the value and diversity of
the state’s manufaturing base to identi-
fying 2005 legislative priorities to sup-
porting a more competitive environ-
ment for manufacturing.

Says Stimac, “The bottom line is we
must have the political will to reduce
our high external cost and transition
our workers for a prosperous, high-
tech future.”
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* Source: Bureau of Labor Seatistics, U.S. Department of Labor

Florida gained 1,400 manufacturing jobs in October 2003.
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