
 Region 3:  Northwest WDA – Island, Skagit, and Whatcom 
Counties 

The Northwest WDA is distinguished by a substantial agriculture and food products 
cluster, and several clusters with very high LQs indicating significant competitive 
advantage, such as aluminum reduction with an employment concentration 60 times the 
national average, fishing and seafood concentration 22 times the national figure, and 
petroleum refining and abrasive products over 16 times the national figure.  Two clusters 
in this region have extraordinarily high average compensation levels over $175,000 per 
year – petroleum refining and boat builders. 
 
However, the biggest clusters in this region had declining employment in recent years 
(aluminum - sharp decline; agriculture and fishing & seafood--modest decline).  The 
outlook for the future is mixed in these clusters: employment in aluminum production is 
expected to decline, while expanded employment levels are expected in the 
agriculture/food and fishing/seafood clusters.  The clusters expected to expand most 
rapidly in this region are forest products and the very small abrasive products sector. 
 
The middle wage jobs percentage exceeds the regional average in 6 of 7 clusters for 
which occupational data are available in this region.  The high wage percentage is greater 
in just 2 of the 7 clusters.  The strategic matrix gives the highest overall rating to 
petroleum refining, followed by boatbuilding, fishing, and several other clusters rated 
only slightly lower. 
 
Establishments in this region are highly clustered in relatively few areas, particularly 
when compared to WDA 2 and other more diffuse WDA regions.  Due to the presence of 
the expansive North Cascades National Park and the relative lack of state or federal 
highways in this region, activities are principally centered in the western portion of the 
Interstate 5 corridor and to the north near the United States-Canada border.  As shown in 
the accompanying map, the firms in the Fishing cluster are largely concentrated in three 
places:  the greater Bellingham area of northern Whatcom County, the Anacortes area 
which is in the Southwestern portion of the region, and to a somewhat lesser extent, the 
Blaine area near the United States-Canada border.  Likewise, Agriculture and Food are 
highly clustered in the northern and southern areas of the WDA region, with an especially 
strong cluster of these firms near the northern border with Canada.  Firms in the Forest 
Products cluster and Industrial Specialties in this region are comparatively more 
dispersed.   
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Figure 9:  WDA3 Cluster Characteristics 

 
Figure 10:  WDA 3 Cluster Linkages 
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Table 7:  Distribution of Occupational Median Wages in WDA3 
Wage Type Annual 

Wages 

Mean Wages $38,604 

Pct25 Wages $23,257 

Median Wages $32,231 

Pct75 Wages $47,024 

 
 
Table 8:  Middle and High Wage Jobs by Cluster in WDA 3 
Cluster All 

Employment 
Middle 
Wage 
Jobs 

Percent 
Middle 
Wage  
Jobs 

High 
Wage 
Jobs 

Percent 
High 
Wage 
Jobs 

Petroleum Refining 1667 304 18% 1,252 75% 

Abrasive Products 467 389 83% 47 10% 

Heating Equipment ex 
Furnaces 

249 187 75% 51 20% 

Other Misc. Textiles 625 358 57% 83 13% 

Agriculture-Food Products 5362 5294 99% 67 1% 

Boat Building 1612 1056 66% 482 30% 
Forest Products 2572 2133 83% 381 15% 
Cluster Total 12554 9721 77% 2,363 19% 
All Industries 157026 83788 53% 33,188 21% 
Clusters as % of  
All Industries 

8% 12%    
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Figure 11:  WDA3 Cluster Map 
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