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Agency Recommendation Summary
The Labor Market Economic and Analysis (LMEA) branch of the Employment Security Department (ESD) is a nationally recognized source of high-quality labor-market information. This request is to replace decreasing federal funding with state appropriation to keep LMEA products available to users. The request would support ongoing access to the Workforce Explorer on-line information system and staffing to continue to develop analysis and reports on Washington’s economy.

Fiscal Detail

Operating Expenditures




FY 2008
FY 2009
Total
120-1 Administrative Contingency Account
$269,000
$267,000
$536,000

Total Cost:
$269,000
$267,000
$536,000

Staffing

FY 2008
FY 2009
Total


FTEs
2.4
2.4
2.4

The Workforce Explorer funding request is for $160,000 for the biennium. The Washington economy studies funding request is for 2.4 FTEs and $376,000.

Description

The LMEA branch carries out the responsibility assigned under RCW 50.38.050 to produce official labor-market information for the state. Its core mission is to collect, analyze and disseminate labor-market information required by citizens, policy-makers and job-seekers to make informed decisions. It uses federal contract grants from the federal Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics and Employment & Training Administration, as well as state funding.

ESD’s goal is to make this valuable economic data and analysis more widely available to users. Currently, public entities recognize the importance of using data to make decisions and ensure that resources are applied most effectively, but the goal of providing wide access to high-quality economic data conflicts with the simultaneous decline in federal funding.

Workforce Explorer is the agency’s online labor-market information-delivery system (www.workforceexplorer.com). It is the major source for labor market information shared among the department’s WorkSource centers, the state’s 12 workforce development councils, the education system and economic development partners (referred to as the workforce system). The information available on Workforce Explorer assists job seekers, employers and policy-makers. The Web site is the lowest-cost means of large-scale distribution for labor market information.

This request is for funding to continue the hosting and maintenance of Workforce Explorer. ESD uses a grant from the federal Department of Labor as the funding for tasks and costs associated with maintaining and hosting the Web site. While the expense and necessary tasks continue to increase, the grant award for Washington continues to decrease (down 11 percent, from $750,000 in fiscal year 2006 to $665,000 in FY07, and down by 50 percent in FY08). This request is for funding to replace the lost federal grant money.

To reduce costs and increase distribution, printed publications have been replaced by Internet products. The web site design and content require continuous validation and usability changes. This decision package requests $80,000 per fiscal year ($160,000 for the 2007-09 biennium) to support the ongoing hosting and maintenance of Workforce Explorer.

Washington’s economy: LMEA provides labor market information to a wide variety of customers, including ESD’s job-placement division (WorkSource), business owners, labor contractors, agricultural growers, legislators and legislative staff. Topical research studies have been among LMEA’s most important products, helping customers understand the structure, conduct and performance of the state labor markets. LMEA has traditionally produced topical research studies to fulfill specific policy needs, and to provide insight into labor market conditions, labor markets or industries. Past research has covered such topics as dislocated workers, industry studies, a manufacturing-sector report and others. LMEA produces 60 to 80 such studies a year. Examples of recent reports include Agriculture Employment and Wage Trends Reports, Labor-Area Summaries, State and Regional Occupational Outlooks and County Profiles. These materials support state and local decision-makers’ abilities to direct scarce resources most effectively, help businesses understand trends and conditions, and help job seekers target likely opportunities.

LMEA has a unique ability to survey employers based on a sample frame using confidential Bureau of Labor Statistics employer information. The Workforce Investment Act program already funds a vacancy and benefits survey, which is conducted annually. LMEA surveys approximately 600 agricultural employers to determine seasonal and total employment on a monthly basis. With funding for Washington economic studies, the study sample could be extended to include more detail and provide more local information. The study sample could be developed at the county level, by major crop or agricultural activity.

The U.S. Department of Labor has previously funded such efforts but LMEA faces cuts in this source of funding of 11 percent this year. Federal budget discussions around the funding for the following year indicate cuts could be up to 50 percent for federal fiscal year 2008. These cuts in federal funding will mean a significant financial shortfall to LMEA.

The requested funding would permit LMEA to continue to serve its customers with economic analysis specific to Washington State. This request is for funding for 2.4 Full Time Equivalents (FTEs) and $376,000 for the biennium.

Narrative Justification and Impact Statement
Workforce Explorer: Hosting and maintaining the Workforce Explorer web site contributes to the agency’s strategic plan in the following ways:

· Integrating labor market information and LMEA services thoroughly into the workforce system (ESD 2007-2009 Strategic Plan, LMEA Goal 1).

· Helping job seekers, employers and policy-makers make informed decisions through reliable, timely and useful workforce and economic information (ESD 2007-2009 Strategic Plan, LMEA Goal 3).

Washington’s economy: Studies proposed to be funded through this package contribute to the strategic plan by helping job seekers, employers and policy-makers make informed decisions through reliable, timely and useful workforce and economic information (ESD 2007-2009 Strategic Plan, LMEA Goal 3).

· Performance-measure detail

Workforce Explorer: Funding will provide two web site upgrades each year and will ensure Web metrics (tracks visits, downloads, usage statistics) are available for analysis 100 percent of the time. The application will be available for use 99.99 percent of the time. In 2005, there were more than 208,000 visits to the Workforce Explorer web site. The demand for online labor-market information is indicated by the increasing number of visits.

Washington’s economy: Timely and accurate production of special research reports will support state and local decision-makers. LMEA will develop an annual work plan and schedule the production of studies of Washington’s economy.

· Reason for the change

Workforce Explorer is the main means of disseminating labor market information, data and analysis in Washington. This proposal would provide funding to continue the hosting and maintenance contract with the Web site developer. A reliable hosting environment for the Workforce Explorer application has been crucial to maintaining the application as a reliable and useful distribution center for labor market information.

As the department continues to integrate labor market information and economic analysis into the workforce system, the need for a stable Web site becomes even more important. Workforce Explorer provides the ability to leverage enhancements from other states that use the national labor-market information Internet system (Workforce Informer). Obtaining enhancements developed for other states through the maintenance contact with the site developer provides LMEA with significant Workforce Explorer enhancements at no cost.

The studies proposed to be funded through this package respond to customer needs and provide analysis and data necessary for informed decision-making. These studies are often used by state and local policy-makers as the basis of public policy decisions. The reports are used by local governments and non-profit organizations in grant requests as well as statements of need. Workforce-system policy-makers also rely on this information, as they need to understand state and local labor markets as well as the effects of past and future policy decisions on labor markets and workers. The LMEA studies are a unique source for such information.

· The effect of the change on agency clients and services

If this decision package is not approved, the result would be a competition for scarce LMEA federal funding, leading to fewer resources available for core labor-market information activities, such as providing enhanced employment statistics, fewer topical reports, and fewer and less comprehensive industry reports. The ability to trade off funding is limited due to the dedicated nature of many LMEA grant funds.

Studies on Washington’s economy respond to customer need, provide analysis and data necessary for informed decision-making, and are crucial to disseminating labor market information in useful formats.

· The effect on other state programs or other units of government

Nearly all branches of government rely on LMEA data and analysis. LMEA information supports state government—including the legislature; the state’s Economic and Revenue Forecast Council, Office of Financial Management, and other agencies; and counties and cities. A number of jurisdictions rely on this information in preparing requests for grants and funding.

· The relationship, if any, to the state's capital budget

None.

· Revisions required in an existing statute, Washington Administrative Code (WAC), contract, or state plan 

No changes are required

· Alternatives explored

Workforce Explorer: Several alternatives were explored in developing this decision package. The most apparent is to fund Workforce Explorer Internet hosting and maintenance out of other funds. This approach would substantially reduce the agency’s ability to provide labor market information services to customers  It implies a significantly reduced level of service and less content available on the web site. Such an approach would not only reduce the agency’s ability to perform its core mission and meet strategic goals, but would noticeably reduce service to customers and degrade the quality of the Workforce Explorer web site.

A second alternative would be to host Workforce Explorer internally or through the Department of Information Services and purchase a maintenance contract with the web site vendor. This alternative is more expensive than the proposed purchase of a hosting and maintenance package.

Washington’s economy: The agency is losing funding for this function, and with no funding, fewer studies can be delivered. Alternatives may include pulling funding from the core employment statistics data-collection functions, decreasing the resources dedicated to other legislatively mandated reports, reduce funding to other required analytical functions such as management information support for the Workforce system, or reduce the capacity to disseminate labor market information. The capacity to shift resources in these ways is quite limited, as most of the LMEA budget is tied to the delivery of specific products. Neglecting these products to make up the loss of federal funding for Washington economic studies would lead to the loss of the associated funds.

· Budget effects in future biennia

Costs continue in future biennia.

· A distinction between one-time and ongoing functions and costs

The costs of this decision package would be ongoing.

· Effects of non-funding

Workforce Explorer is the agency’s primary tool for distributing information and data to WorkSource centers, workforce development councils, economic development councils, educators, grant writers, employers, investors and job seekers. Because of its importance to partners, funding would be taken from other valuable products, and other LMEA services would be reduced in order to make Workforce Explorer available. Not funding Washington economic studies would make less analytical information about Washington’s labor market being available for policy-makers and the public. Please see the discussion under “The impact on other state programs or other units of government” for the effects of non-funding.

Objects of Expenditure



FY 2008
FY 2009
Total

A-Salaries & Wages

$118,000

$121,000

$239,000


B-Employee Benefits

36,000

37,000

73,000


C-Personal Service Contracts

0

0

0


E-Goods & Services

106,000

106,000

212,000


G-Travel

3,000

3,000

6,000


J-Equipment

6,000

0

6,000


Total

$269,000

$267,000

$536,000

Budget Period 
2007-2009

Budget Level 
Performance Level

RecSum Code
EF
Agency Recommendation Summary Text

The Labor Market and Economic Analysis (LMEA) branch of the Employment Security Department (ESD) is the state’s primary developer and provider of labor market information and economic analysis.  Information is provided to cities, counties, local workforce development councils (WDCs), the legislature, the state’s Economic and Forecast Council and Office of Financial Management, educators, students, researchers and the general public. Information is available through paper publications and on the Internet through sites such as the Workforce Explorer (www.workforceexplorer.com). The department provides economic analysis for a wide array of users around the state.

ESD’s 2007-2009 strategic plan set a goal for LMEA to work with local agencies and workforce development councils to share products and tools and to develop new information products and tools to meet emerging needs around the state. This decision package requests funding for two purposes that will enhance information provided to local partners: 1) increasing the number of regional labor economists and 2) making changes in the Internet site, Workforce Explorer, to better meet the needs of users by organizing local information into a “dashboard.”

Fiscal Detail

Operating Expenditures




FY 2008
FY 2009
Total
   120-1 Admin. Contingency Account
$481,000
$339,000
$820,000


Total Cost

$481,000
$339,000
$820,000

Staffing

FY 2008
FY 2009
Total

FTEs

5.4
3.7
4.6

The regional-labor-economist proposal is for 3.5 Full Time Equivalents (FTEs) and $608,000 for the biennium. The local dashboard request is for 1.1 FTEs and $212,000.

Description
LMEA collects, analyzes and distributes economic and workforce information through various means throughout Washington. Although the majority of information is for all counties, several information items are based on the workforce development areas, the main organizational structure authorized by law to oversee workforce training resources and Workforce Investment Act resources.
Information ranges from occupational wage rates, characteristics of the labor force and employment trends. This information also is used by local jurisdictions struggling to keep up with growth trends in their areas and to implement state mandates such as growth management. Cities, counties and workforce development organizations, as well as other research and program analysts, directly use current and historic information to make informed decisions around issues affecting Washington.
The information being created assists employers in setting and adjusting wage rates, reviewing the characteristics of the local labor pool to see if there’s enough supply, and assessing potential candidates through online assessment tools. It also helps job seekers by identifying career-choice requirements and by displaying local employment and wage trends and job-vacancy statistics. Economic development organizations use this information to help identify key “target industries” for an area, to analyze trends in specific industries and to identify the overall economic condition of an area.
This request is to add two regional labor economists and to provide funding for one additional economist who is being funded with ESD sources that will expire after this current fiscal year. Additionally, the request is to add data-driven tools specific to economic and workforce development communities, targeted directly at their needs to create and maintain a strong community. The tools will be consistent with a dashboard, where standardized displays will be dynamically updated, and the ability to customize for a specific area or industry will be included. This tool set will use an existing database but improve access and functionality for regional and local workforce and economic development activities.

Regional labor economists provide analyses of local labor-market conditions for a wide range of customers, including local governments, school districts, businesses and business organizations, economic development councils and the general public. The purpose of this request is to establish a regional labor economist dedicated to serve each workforce development area, even with reduced federal funding. Each regional labor economist will serve as the regional expert to provide continuous analysis of local labor market conditions and to produce county profiles, as well as give presentations, prepare official reports and serve as the local representative of LMEA products and services.

Currently, LMEA employs 10 regional labor economists to serve 12 workforce development areas, one of whom is being funded with temporary funding that expires at the end of the current fiscal year. Two of the economists cover four Eastern Washington workforce areas (totaling 20 counties!), which is inefficient and results in large amounts of time spent traveling. Funding for three regional labor economists will continue to provide current levels of service, plus add an economist for each of the two areas that currently do not have coverage—contributing to more-efficient analysis of local labor markets. These economists also will provide a more equitable availability of local information and help local governments, agencies, businesses and individuals succeed in the labor market.

Dashboard on local labor-market information (LMI): The purpose of this request is to develop an online tool (a dashboard) that will provide a single location for all local workforce and economic data and analysis. The local LMI dashboard will do what the existing Web site cannot: enable users to obtain locally targeted data, updated in real-time, in a single location.

Currently, the Workforce Explorer Web site (www.workforceexplorer.com) contains numerous products that deliver county-level economic data and analysis on a monthly, quarterly and annual basis. Along with the display of current information, other typical uses include showing time-series data and comparing data from one area to those for other areas. Because there is not currently a single location for local workforce and economic data and analysis, the Workforce Explorer web site has the following challenges: some data are overlapping, some analysis and information are not included in all locations, and some data are specific to unique products. The users of this information are a diverse group including: program managers who need to know the business activity in their areas, business owners and managers who need to know if there is a labor pool in certain areas, and state planners who need to know the basic economic drivers and economic issues in specific areas. A dashboard would enable users to identify and access locally targeted information.

The dashboard tool promotes the integration of ESD data and information with other agency business lines, partners and existing customers. A dashboard tool will consolidate all information in an easy-to-use, one-stop source of local labor-market information. Dashboard elements will be easily exportable to local partners’ web sites and will always display current information.

This initiative will fund the review of existing products and electronic tools, identify uses of the current products and unmet needs, and develop a comprehensive tool that integrates local labor-market data in one location. The basic assumptions of this enhancement include: a web-based tool on Workforce Explorer; the ability to save, print and export; the ability to use core database plus other sources based on needs; display features such as graphs, charts and maps; and data-driven and automated, but with the capability to obtain written analysis.

Narrative Justification and Impact Statement

· How this decision package contributes to ESD’s strategic plan and its activities.

Regional labor economists: Establishing a regional labor economist for each of the 12 workforce development areas contributes to the agency’s strategic plan in two ways:

1. Integrating labor market information and LMEA services thoroughly into the workforce system (ESD 2007-2009 Strategic Plan, LMEA Goal 1).

2. Helping job seekers, employers and policy-makers make informed decisions through reliable, timely and useful workforce and economic information (ESD 2007-2009 Strategic Plan, LMEA Goal 3).

Local LMI dashboard: Developing an online tool (a dashboard) that will provide a single location for all local workforce and economic data and analysis contributes to the agency’s strategic plan in two ways:

1. By integrating labor market information and LMEA services thoroughly into the workforce system (ESD 2007-2009 Strategic Plan, LMEA Goal 1).

2. Helping job seekers, employers and policy-makers make informed decisions through reliable, timely and useful workforce and economic information (ESD 2007-2009 Strategic Plan, LMEA Goal 3).

· Performance-measure detail 

Regional labor economists: Based on recent results from the Client Tracking System, three regional labor economists could handle approximately 360 LMI data requests each year, could produce two or more monthly labor-area summary reports, compile a county profile for each of the assigned counties, provide six to eight presentations, comply with special-report requirements and furnish quick responses to requests from the central office on issues relating to an assigned area.

Local LMI dashboard: This tool would improve customer satisfaction by improving web site usability for our local partners.

· Reason for the change

Regional labor economists: RCW 50.38 requires the agency to provide local labor-market information, including county profiles. In response, LMEA has developed a network of out-stationed regional labor economists to serve local customers.

Federal funding to support this function continues to decline in two of the federal Department of Labor programs (Wagner-Peyser and Workforce Information Core Products and Services Grants) that support LMEA activities. Expected cuts for the next fiscal year exceed the cost of one regional labor economist. In the absence of increased revenue, three economists may have to cover six workforce areas after July 2007.
Local LMI dashboard: The LMEA workforce web site, Workforce Explorer, currently organizes information topically rather than regionally. Although there is value in the topic-by-topic format and this arrangement needs to remain, the result is less-than-optimal organization for local users. The dashboard tool will automatically obtain and display area-specific data in a more usable format for local partners.
· The effect of the change on agency clients and services

Regional labor economists: The addition of three additional regional labor economists, as proposed in this package, will contribute to more-efficient analysis of labor markets. These economists also will provide more equitable availability of local information and help local governments, agencies, businesses and individuals succeed in the labor market. Additionally, it will help ESD meet its strategic goal of integrating labor-market information more thoroughly into the Workforce system and help job seekers, employers and policy-makers make informed decisions through reliable, timely and useful workforce and economic information.

Local LMI dashboard: Currently, the Workforce Explorer web site contains numerous products that deliver county-level economic data and analysis on a monthly, quarterly and annual basis. Functions include display of current information, time-series data and comparing data from one local area to those in other areas. There is not currently a single location for local workforce and economic data and analysis, so the Workforce Explorer web site has the following challenges: some data are overlapping, some analysis and information are not included in all locations, and some data are specific to unique products. This enhancement will permit streamlined access to a comprehensive set of local information and data formatted and targeted specifically for the core customers of the agency. It will act as an entry point to current and historical trends of the economy and work force, and will present information in a clear, concise manner that will be flexible for users to adjust and download. The local LMI dashboard will do what the existing web site cannot: enable users to obtain specifically targeted data in real-time from a single location.

The dashboard also will increase awareness of the information to a broader customer group. Currently, a lot of users are not aware of the complete package of information available. This tool will expose more users to other complementary products that ESD produces. This tool will support the strategic goal of integrating labor market information within the workforce system.

· The effect on other state programs or other units of government

Regional labor economists: Adding three additional regional labor economists will contribute to more efficient local-labor-market analysis. These economists also will provide more equitable availability of local information and help local governments, agencies, businesses and individuals succeed in the labor market. In 2005, there were 57,168 county profile reports downloaded. This tool will meet the established demand for information with a more convenient, easier-to-use tool and provide timely information that is automatically updated from the database underlying the Workforce Explorer qeb site.

Local LMI dashboard: This tool will offer workforce system participants, agency business systems, agency staff and citizens more features and furnish more ways of integrating labor market information with their specific needs. For example, users will be able to include elements from the dashboard into their individual Web sites easily through a Web application that always displays current information about their local labor markets.
The beneficiaries of this proposal extend far beyond the traditional customer base of the agency, including local governments, state and local economic development agencies, and individual private businesses. Thus, it seems more appropriate that the state fund this proposal out of resources less tied to specific workforce programs than are available through existing federal funding sources.

· The relationship to the state's capital budget

None.

· Revisions required in an existing statute, Washington Administrative Code (WAC), contract, or state plan 

One of two major sources of revenue deposited into the Administrative Contingency Fund (also known as “Penalties and Interest” Account) is claimant interest. Revenue collected as interest penalty against claimants for failure to repay benefits that were paid in error is dedicated by RCW 50.20.190 (6) for funding “…either social security number cross-match audits or other more effective activities that ensure that individuals are entitled to all amounts of benefits that they are paid, second, to fund other detection and recovery of overpayment and collection activities, and third, during the 2005-2007 fiscal biennium, the cost of the job skills program at community and technical colleges as appropriated by the legislature.”

If all other ESD decision package requests from this fund are granted, either statutory change or budget proviso for Fund 120 appropriation would be required. There is no change required for the cost of one regional labor economist ($198,000 for the biennium). The remaining $622,000 would require one of the above amendments for the 2007-2009 biennium. For the long term, the department is submitting agency request legislation to allow 20 percent of claimant revenue to be used for improving job placement activities for unemployment insurance claimants and the above-referenced proviso would no longer be needed.

· Alternatives explored

Regional labor economists: The agency is losing funding for this function as it is trying to expand local service to the workforce system in the state. The agency has sought funding for the regional economists with local workforce development councils in a few specific areas. While they extol the virtues of the regional labor economists, local jurisdictions are experiencing severe fiscal pressures as well and do not have the means to support the function. The capacity to shift within LMEA is quite limited, as most of the branch’s budget is tied to specific products associated with dedicated federal funds.

Local LMI dashboard: The agency has considered the alternative of not providing the dashboard. Without a dashboard, providing the full range of local labor-market information will continue to be more difficult to obtain and much less useful to the range of customers (workforce development councils, economic development councils, WorkSource centers, businesses, local and state government agencies, and the general public).

· Budget impacts in future biennia

Costs continue in future biennia.

· A distinction between one-time and ongoing functions and costs

Ongoing.

· Effects of non-funding

Regional labor economists: If this decision package is not funded, only nine regional labor economists will remain to cover the 12 workforce areas. Three regional labor economists will have to cover two areas each, and these six areas will experience a diminished level of service. The regional economists provide a wide range of information that benefits job-seekers and employers, including information on job vacancies, benefit levels, occupational demand and skill needs. The availability of local-labor-market information will be reduced for workforce development councils, economic development councils, WorkSource centers, businesses, local and state government agencies, and the general public.

Local LMI dashboard: If this decision package is not funded, information on local labor markets will continue to be more difficult to obtain and less useful to customers.

Objects of Expenditure


FY 2008
FY 2009
Total

A-Salaries & Wages
$296,000
$213,000
$509,000


B-Employee Benefits
90,000
65,000
155,000


C-Personal Service Contracts
0
0
0


E-Goods & Services
85,500
56,000
141,500


G-Travel
3,500
3,000
6,500


J-Equipment
6,000
2,000
8,000


Total
$481,000
$339,000
$820,000
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