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Job growth in Maryland continues to climb

The strong economy is fueling continuing job growth in Maryland, even as growth in other states has begun to decline. Experts say that's true in nearly every sector.

"Given the underlying strength of the economy, you'd be hard-pressed to find a down sector," said Richard Clinch, an economist for the Maryland Business Research Partnership at the University of Baltimore.

Data from the state's Department of Labor, Licensing and Regulation showed that about 53,000 jobs were created in Maryland between the second quarter of 1998 and 1999. That moved Maryland from 23rd to 13th place nationwide in the state ranking of job expansion rates.

Among the top job producers are business services, health, engineering/management and educational services.

Anirban Basu, economist with the Regional Economic Studies Institute at Towson University, credited the state's recent economic development success for the booming job market.

Basu said the move of Magellan Health Services' headquarters from Atlanta to Columbia, though bringing only 80 jobs, reinforces Columbia's growing role as a center for corporate headquarters.

In the past three years, three high-tech firms moved into Anne Arundel County, each hiring about 1,000 employees, Clinch said.

Figures from the Bureau of Labor Statistics showed that Maryland lagged behind the United States in job growth in every year so far this decade. Last year, Maryland added jobs at a rate of 2.5 percent, one-tenth of a percent behind the national rate.

Ironically, economists point to Maryland's history of lagging behind the national unemployment levels as a key to the state's current boom.

"It's a simple question of momentum," Clinch said. " Maryland recovered later, so it's still continuing."

Maryland's recovery rate has pushed it past economic rival Virginia by  one-tenth of a percent.

Clinch described Maryland's current job market as "exceeding tight."

"If you have the skills that people are looking for, you probably have a  job," he said.

However, he said, Maryland suffers from a "bifurcated labor market," meaning the state's labor pool can be divided into two segments - high-skilled and low-skilled workers.

Clinch said that's especially a problem in the Baltimore area which is home to half of the state's welfare recipients.

The Greater Baltimore Committee appointed a special Job Opportunities Task Force in May 1997 to examine the problem. Last March, the task force issued a report showing a vast disparity between the number of workers seeking low-skilled jobs and the number of low-skill jobs available in the Baltimore-metropolitan region.

But there's competition among employers for skilled and educated workers.

"There's this fierce counteroffer market," said Mitch Halbrich, area director for Interim Financial Solutions in Baltimore. Based in Fort Lauderdale, Fla., Interim is one of the largest staffing firms in the Mid-Atlantic area.

Employers are willing to raise salaries to avoid the burden of trying to find and train a replacement.
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