
as an agricultural center to its current 
growing significance in manufacturing, 
the Southeast’s economy has continuously 
evolved in response to economic challenges 
and changing conditions. In 2011, the 
regional economy will have to surmount a 
number of obstacles before it can resume 
the growth that made it one of the nation’s 
most dynamic economies.
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After suffering the hardest fall in real estate in 
the Southeast, FLORIDA has seen the 
most dramatic recovery, with total residential 
sales through most of 2010 at 71 per cent of their 
peak level seen in 2005. Florida is also experienc-
ing its share of the relatively strong performance 
of manufacturing in 2010. Over the next few 
years, a drinkware manufacturer and a medical 
product manufacturer plan expansions there. 
Another boost to the state’s economy in 2010 
came from foreign travelers taking advantage of 
the weak dollar to visit the Sunshine State. On a 
more somber note, Florida is projecting one of the 
highest state budget shortfalls among southeast-
ern states in the current fiscal year.

Tennessee is looking forward to when Volkswagen’s automak-ing plant in Chattanooga begins production in 2011. The addition of the Leaf electric vehicle from Nissan, whose Smyrna manufacturing plant will be under construction through 2012, will add to the state’s history of innovative automaking endeavors. The Volunteer State has enjoyed the fastest growth among southeastern states in personal income in 2010, resulting in one of the smallest projected shortfalls in state budgets in the region for the current fiscal year. The state is also one of the three leaders in the United States for clean technology jobs: 2010 saw the addition of hundreds of solar manufacturing jobs in Tennessee, and increased manufacturing of electric car–charging stations could produce further jobs in coming years. On the downside, flooding in 2010 devastated tourism in Nashville during the traditionally busy summer months.

The illustration on these pages is a detail from a map published in Harper’s Weekly on Feb. 23, 1861.

GEORGI A holds the dubious honor of being home to the most bank 

failures in the United States since the banking crisis began and also faces the 

highest projected budget shortfall of the southeastern states for the current 

fiscal year. In spite of these financial challenges, farmers in the state have 

benefited from historically high cotton prices in 2010. In addition, biofuels 

have become big business in Georgia. The ready availability of privately 

owned forests has even attracted European manufacturing to the state  

to create jobs in the biofuel sector. The state has also topped others in  

the region in terms of tourism growth. Employment in that sector is  

growing at nearly twice the pace of tourism employment in the next 

fastest-growing state.
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to 17 million in yearly sales seen earlier this decade. Improved 
demand for the mix of vehicles produced in the region has sus-
tained production capacity levels, restoring plant capacity usage 
across the region, with companies like Hyundai and Mercedes 
recently reporting increases in temporary jobs and longer hours.
 The near-term regional production outlook will also be 
bolstered by the addition of two automakers, Toyota and Volk-
swagen (VW), currently finishing construction and installing 
equipment to their facilities. VW’s plant in Chattanooga, Tenn., 
will launch a still–unnamed midsize sedan in early 2011. The 
plant will have capacity to build 150,000 vehicles a year and 
employ about 2,000 people. Also, Toyota’s Blue Springs, Miss., 
plant is expected to start production of the Corolla in late 2011, 
with a similar production capacity and job count. Longer term, the 
region’s production outlook is brightened by the addition of 
the nation’s first electric vehicle (EV) segment. The Nissan Leaf 
EV, initially imported for five U.S. markets in late 2010, will be 
assembled in late 2012 in Nissan’s Smyrna, Tenn., plant.
 On less encouraging notes, two troubled GM plants in 
Spring Hill, Tenn., and Shreveport, La., continued to face an 
uncertain future. By late 2012, the Shreveport plant will likely 
cease production, eliminating about 800 jobs. Recently, the plant 
stopped producing the Hummer H3, leaving the Chevrolet Colo-
rado and GMC Canyon as its only products. Meanwhile, Spring 
Hill’s production of the Chevrolet Traverse ended in early 2010, 
and the plant is currently used to produce power trains.  z
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At right: Ford Motor 
Company’s assembly line in Jacksonville, Fla., 1948 

Auto Production 
Revs Up

Notwithstanding unprecedented cutbacks in production during 
the recession, regional vehicle manufacturing recovered in 2010. 
The region’s production outlook is encouraging because of favor-
able consumer demand for products made here and additional 
plants that will expand production capacity in the coming year.

Rising production led to moderate job gains 
U.S. sales and production of vehicles assembled in the Southeast 
rose as demand for popular models strengthened throughout 
the year. By late 2010, regional plants’ production and average 
utilization rates, defined as the share of vehicle production in 
relation to their capacity, improved from depressed 2009 levels 
(see the chart). Increases in vehicle production benefited the 
Southeast’s auto-related employment, with regional plants  
reporting approximately 22,200 jobs by midyear 2010, or about 
1,000 more than in 2009. Additionally, according to data from 
the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), employment at parts sup-
pliers and parts manufacturers that locate near assembly plants 
reached roughly 53,000 workers, about the same as last year. 

Despite lower volumes, production  
mix and new plants brighten outlook
While auto production and demand are rebounding nationwide, 
overall U.S. auto sales remain much lower than in previous 
years. According to industry estimates, the annual selling vehicle 
rate for 2011 is hovering around 12 million, well below the 16 million 
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Real Estate 
Slow ly Rebuilds 

The Southeast’s residential housing market benefited from the 
extension of the federal housing stimulus during the first half 
of 2010. Existing home sales continued to experience year-over-
year gains during this period, and new home sales in particular 
got a temporary bump in activity in the spring. In addition, home 
prices were bolstered by the increase in demand in the early part 
of the year. However, the market experienced a sharp drop-off 
in sales when the stimulus expired. Furthermore, the number 
of foreclosures remained at high levels, and distressed home 
inventory, which typically includes short sales and real-estate-
owned (REO) inventories (homes owned by lenders because of 
foreclosure), continued to place downward pressure on home 
prices across the region. As the stimulus impact waned during 
the second half of 2010, home sales activity and prices softened. 

Stimulus spurs sales and prices
Existing home sales were uneven in 2010. According to the 
National Association of Realtors (NAR), existing home sales in 
Florida and Georgia, on a seasonally adjusted basis, continued 
to soften modestly after peaking during the fourth quarter of 
2009 (see chart 1). The rebound in sales seen in Alabama and 
Louisiana during the second quarter of 2010 exceeded their most 
recent peak in the fourth quarter of 2009. While also rebound-
ing, sales in Mississippi and Tennessee did not quite reach their 
recent high levels. These rebounds in the second quarter of 2010 

are widely attributed to the extension of the federal housing 
stimulus. However, reports from Southeast sources indicate 
home sales for the region overall softened again in the third 
quarter, down 18 percent from 2010.
 The stimulus—and the resulting stronger housing demand—
appears to also have had a positive effect on home prices. 
According to CoreLogic, home price declines continued to 
moderate across much of the region on a year-over-year basis 
through midyear 2010; the exception was in Louisiana, where 
prices continued to weaken (see chart 2). Georgia and Missis-
sippi markets experienced positive year-over-year growth during 
the spring, while declines in Alabama, Florida, and Tennessee 
abated somewhat. In July and August, however, home price 
declines deepened across the region as sales softened. 

Residential construction also rallies
New single-family home construction in the Southeast saw 
increased demand during the first half of 2010. Single-family hous-
ing permits in the Southeast experienced strong year-over-year 
gains—albeit from very low levels—during the first half of the 
year. But as of June 30, the close of the home buyer stimulus, 
approached, permit growth turned negative again. Contacts 
reported that securing financing for development remained 
extremely difficult. Year-over-year multifamily permit growth 
was negative in the region during the first half of the year but 
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The entrance to the Riverside Park develop-

ment in New Orleans, September 1938
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rebounded strongly, exceeding the year-earlier level. Growth 
was largely in the apartment sector; the condominium sector 
remained mostly dormant. 

Florida slowly digs itself out
Home sales in Florida slowed during 2010 after their most recent 
peak in the fourth quarter 2009, according to the NAR. However, 
sales remained well above the year-earlier level during the first 
half of the year. Florida Realtors reported that single-family 
existing home sales increased 20 percent during the second 
quarter of 2010 on a year-over-year basis, but sales in the third 

quarter turned negative, down 7 percent compared with a year 
ago, the first such decline since the second quarter of 2008. Con-
dominium sales growth also weakened but remained above the 
year-earlier level in the third quarter of 2010. Sales increased 15 
percent over last year, following a 42 percent increase the prior 
quarter. Many contacts noted that sales weakened further late in 
the third quarter, when many banks placed moratoriums on their 
REO properties as concerns arose over improper paperwork.
 Florida residential real estate contacts reported that buyers 
remained interested in discounted properties. Distressed sales 
continued to garner a larger share of the Florida home sales 
market. The Orlando Regional Realtors Association (ORRA) 
reported that distressed sales (typically REO and short sales) 
accounted for 71 percent of total home sales in September 2010, 
compared with 56 percent a year earlier. The Northeast Florida 
Association of Realtors also noted a rise in the share of dis-
tressed sales; distressed sales accounted for 55 percent of sales 
in September compared with 39 percent a year earlier. Contacts 
also noted that investor sales had picked up notably. Many of 
these investors made purchases with cash. In an October press 
release, a Miami Realtor Association executive noted an increase 
in the number of cash transactions—close to 70 percent of 
condominium sales transactions did not involve a mortgage. An 
ORRA report on September activity indicated that 53 percent of 
home sales transactions were all cash, compared with 43 percent a 
year earlier. Florida contacts noted that sellers often preferred 
cash buyers and were even willing to negotiate lower prices to 
secure a cash transaction. 

Commercial real estate
Commercial real estate markets in the Southeast remained weak 
in 2010 but evidence of stabilization began to emerge in some 
markets. Private construction continued to hit new lows, while 
public-sector spending improved somewhat in 2010 after slowing 
late in 2009. Vacancy rates were mixed across the region, though 
rents remained depressed. By the third quarter of 2010, at nearly 
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Real Estate Chart 4
Metro Office Vacancy Rates
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Chart 3
Office, Retail, and Warehouse Construction in the Southeast

20 percent, Orlando and Atlanta were posting the highest indus-
trial vacancy rates among metropolitan areas in the Southeast. 
 The number of projects under way continued to dwindle 
across the region as the number of projects abandoned and 
deferred remained at elevated levels (see chart 3). Weak demand 
for projects along with challenges in securing financing contin-
ued to reduce commercial construction activity. Contractors 
did note an increase in tenant improvement activity as land-
lords sought to ready properties for prospective tenants. Hotel 
development appeared to stabilize at low levels across the region 
during 2010. 
 A bright spot in the region was the development in Chat-
tanooga, Tenn., of the Volkswagen plant, along with the growing 

number of suppliers attracted to the region and the infrastruc-
ture improvements made to support production there that will 
get under way early in 2011. The Nashville market also experi-
enced a bump in construction activity as repairs were made to 
properties after the flooding this past spring that hit industrial 
areas of the city particularly hard. Otherwise, construction 
activity remained very limited, with mostly build-to-suit de-
velopments.
 Commercial real estate markets remained firmly in favor 
of tenants during 2010, although it appeared that some South-
east markets had found bottom. By the third quarter, modest 
improvements in net absorption were noted in parts of the 
Southeast as vacancy rates eased in some industrial and office 
markets from earlier in the year. However, these vacancy rates 
remained mostly ahead of year-earlier levels (see chart 4). Con-
tact reports indicated that retail leasing activity had also been 
uneven across the region Demand was strongest at grocery-
anchored shopping centers and among value-oriented retailers. 

Looking ahead to 2011
Real estate markets in the Southeast will likely remain weak 
by historical standards. The housing market will continue to 
stabilize in terms of home sales, while foreclosures will con-
tinue to place downward pressure on home prices. Without the 
influence of the stimulus, the housing market will return to more 
normal seasonal patterns. Single-family home construction will 
remain at low levels as builders continue to compete against an 
increasing supply of REO properties, which typically sell below 
construction costs. Access to construction financing will con-
tinue to be challenging for home builders. However, apartment 
construction will likely improve as demand for rental properties 
increases. Job growth will be critical to improvements in the 
housing market in the future. 
 The Southeast commercial real estate market should slowly 
gain traction in 2011 as the economy begins to expand. Because 
of the extremely low levels of construction in recent years and 
very few projects in the pipeline, commercial construction, 
particularly in the industrial sector, will gradually begin to 
improve in late 2011. Improvements in economic conditions and 
employment will continue to unfold slowly, and leasing activity 
will follow suit. Small improvements in absorption will continue 
into 2011. Because the supply of new space has been so limited, 
firming rents will likely take hold.  z
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At right: Browsers outside a New Orleans bookstore in March 1943 

Following the large downturn in consumption during the 
recession, consumer spending has grown slowly but steadily in 
2010, although not back to prerecessionary levels. Spending on 
services, which makes up most of what consumers spend their 
money on, rose about 1 percent in September compared to a 
year earlier. Although technically after the recession, consumer 
spending fell by 1 percent in November 2009 compared to a year 
earlier, marking a historical low. Spending on services remains 
low compared with an average of about 3 percent year-over-year 
growth in this category seen during other economic expansions. 
Spending growth on nondurables, such as food and gasoline, has 
kept a steady pace of about 2.7 percent year-over-year since the 
beginning of 2010. In contrast, spending on durable goods, made 
up of big-ticket items such as motor vehicles and furniture, has 
been volatile but has improved overall in 2010 compared with the 
large declines seen in 2008 and 2009 (see chart 1).
 The modest increase in spending during 2010 was reflected 
in sales tax revenues across the Southeast. In the third quar-
ter, sales tax revenues turned positive in all of the states in the 
region compared to a year earlier. Revenues in Georgia and Ten-
nessee have recovered the most, posting increases of 8.5 percent 
and 6 percent in September 2010, respectively, compared with a 
year earlier. Meanwhile, sales tax revenues in Alabama, Florida, 

Louisiana, and especially Mississippi have experienced sluggish 
growth and remain well below annual prerecession growth rates 
(see chart 2). 

Retail remains volatile
Southeast retailers reported some improvement in 2010, but this 
development was not without its ups and downs. Contacts reported 
that sales shot up in the beginning of the year but then subsided 
during the summer before inching up again in the fall. The U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau’s retail sales report for the country also showed some 
encouraging increases in August and September. The Atlanta Fed 
conducted an informal survey of southeastern retailers in October. 
Retailers reported that sales and traffic continue to be slow, but 
low-end products were strong sellers as customers remain value-
minded. Most retailers reported little change in their inventories 
and said they are satisfied with their current levels. Retailers have 
been keeping inventories lean and operating on a just-in-time basis. 
Although consumers still seem cautious, retail contacts expect an 
increase in demand. The majority of surveyed retailers, nearly 60 
percent, expect an increase in sales into 2011 even though holiday 
sales expectations were somewhat positive.
 Not surprisingly, the modest increase in spending mirrors 
the modest increase in income through the year. Income growth 
in the Southeast began to recover in 2010 from the steep declines 
seen in 2009. Tennessee led the way, with a 1.2 percent increase 
in the second quarter. Income growth in Georgia, Louisiana, and 
Mississippi turned positive in second quarter 2010, but Alabama 
and Florida’s income growth remains negative compared with a 
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Consumer Chart 2
Sales Tax Revenue in the Southeast
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Consumer Chart 3
Real Personal Income Growth
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Real Personal Income Growth

year earlier. All states in the region are still far from the income 
growth that occurred during the last economic expansion, which 
ranged from 2 percent to 6 percent year over year (see chart 3). 
 Economic hardships throughout the recession caused 
consumers to reduce spending and save more of their income. 
Household wealth had taken a huge hit from the fall in equity 
and house prices, job losses, and increased debt. Many house-
holds began to rebuild their balance sheets by paying down debt 
and increasing savings. The savings rate climbed throughout 
the recession, hitting a peak of 8.2 percent in May 2009 and 
then edging down to 5.8 percent beginning in August 2010—a 
rate still among the highest seen in the past six years. 
 Spending is not likely to return to prerecession levels until 
consumers feel more secure about the economy. With slow 

income growth, a tough labor market, and weak house prices, 
it’s no wonder that consumers’ confidence in the economy has 
not rebounded. Measures of consumer confidence remained 
depressed in 2010, although they are slightly higher than they 
were in 2008 and 2009. The University of Michigan’s consumer 
confidence index shows that consumer confidence across the 
United States and in the South has not returned to the levels of 
previous economic expansions (see chart 4). Similarly, the 
University of Florida and Middle Tennessee State University 
conducted consumer confidence surveys in 2010 that show 
protracted low levels of consumers’ perceptions of the economy 
in Florida and Tennessee. 

Looking ahead to 2011
Consumers may continue to be wary of spending in 2011 and 
consequently continue to maintain high rates of saving, which 
would repair consumers’ balance sheets but would not bode well 
for the balance sheets of retailers or for the general economic 
outlook. A large part of the U.S. economy is supported by 
consumer spending—more than 70 percent of gross domestic 
product is made up of personal consumption expenditures. Still, 
the improvements that already took place in 2010 show that con-
sumers are getting back on track, even if at a slow pace. 
 Much of the outlook for consumer spending hinges on the 
employment outlook. In general, as the job market improves, so 
do incomes and consumers’ confidence. The modest improvement 
in employment in 2010 across the nation and the Southeast sug-
gests that consumer spending will at least be headed in the right 
direction going into 2011. z

Consumer Chart 4
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Southeastern states, like the rest of the nation, experienced 
large-scale employment losses for much of the past two years. 
The pace of job losses began to slow in the fourth quarter of 
2009, and a few states in the region began to see employment 
growth in the first quarter of 2010. Despite modest employment 
gains through the third quarter of 2010, employment levels remain 
below prerecession levels.
 Employment in the Southeast fell much farther during the 
most recent downturn than it had in previous recessions. From 
the start of the recession in December 2007 through the fourth 
quarter of 2009, southeastern states lost 1.5 million jobs, or 
7.6 percent of the employment level in December 2007. Subse-
quently, the region as a whole added only 134,000 private-sector 
jobs during the first three quarters of 2010, only a small fraction 
of recent employment losses. While the labor market is typically 
the last part of the economy to recover following a recession, it 
has recovered even more slowly after this last downturn than 
after any of the past four recessions (see chart 1). 
 Unemployment in southeastern states continued to climb 
to its highest level since the 1981–82 recession, according to 
the U.S. Department of Labor. The regional unemployment rate 
reached a peak of 11 percent during the first quarter of 2010. The 

region’s jobless rate of 10.4 percent in September 2010 remains 
well above the national average and is the highest since 1983 
(see chart 2). The Atlanta Fed’s regional business contacts have 
reported that they remain cautious about hiring and will take 
their time rebuilding their workforces.
 Florida was the largest contributor of private-sector job 
gains in the Southeast in the first three quarters of 2010, with 
almost all of these gains occurring in the second quarter (see 
chart 3). However, Florida also accounted for the bulk of employ-
ment losses in the region in the first three quarters of 2009 and 
experienced the third-largest job loss in the nation during the 
same time period. Job losses in Florida’s key industries, such as 
construction and leisure and hospitality, slowed at the end of 
2009. The state’s largest contributor of private employment gains 
in the second and third quarters of 2010 was the leisure and hos-
pitality industry, despite the fact that it had shed jobs early in the 
year. This industry was also the largest contributor of private 
payroll growth in Alabama through the third quarter of 2010. 

Education, health care gain traction
Education and health care employment remained robust 
throughout the recession, being the only industries in the South-
east that did not lose jobs in 2009. Therefore, it is no surprise 
that these industries accounted for a large portion of employ-
ment gains in the Southeast this year. Through the third quarter 
of 2010, growth in education and health care made up the bulk 
of employment gains in Florida, Georgia, and Louisiana. On the 
other hand, the professional and business services industry led 
private employment growth in Mississippi and Tennessee during 
the same period.
 Movements in government employment were the most dra-
matic through the first three quarters of 2010, but were mostly 

At left: Miami’s Acme 
Employment Office, 
January 1939
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Employment Chart 2
Unemployment Rate in the Southeast
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not related to the economic business cycle. The U.S. Census 
Bureau hired temporary workers throughout the nation to con-
duct the 2010 Census; these workers that were added to federal 
government payrolls peaked in May 2010 at more than 560,000. 
As of September 2010, only 6,000 of these workers remain on the 
payrolls. Government hiring in southeastern states also reached 
its peak in May 2010, with about 90,000 jobs added from January 
through May. Government payrolls then shed 106,000 jobs, from 
June through September (see chart 4).
 In addition to mostly falling unemployment rates and some 
modest employment growth, southeastern labor markets began 
to show other signs of stabilization in 2010. Labor force partici-
pation in the Southeast grew in the first half of the year after 

Agriculture Looks  
Ahead to Growth
The Southeast farm sector enjoyed rising prices in 2010 despite 
hot, dry weather in some areas. Farm prices were largely driven 
by favorable global market conditions this year that, if they con-
tinue, could make 2011 a bright year for the region’s farm sectors. 
 Poultry is by far the region’s top agricultural cash-producing 
sector, accounting in 2009 for almost $10.3 billion in cash 
receipts. Alabama, Georgia, and Mississippi are the region’s top 
poultry-producing states. Price trends were positive through 
most of 2010. A modest U.S. economic recovery contributed to 
a moderate pickup in domestic demand and production. A drop 
in exports tied to trade restrictions in Russia and China were 
not wholly offset by increased shipments to Mexico, Korea, and 
other emerging markets. A continuing risk for poultry produc-
ers in 2011 is the growing cost of feed, which could lower profit 
margins and limit broiler production. 
 Soybeans are the Southeast’s second-largest farm income 
sector, reporting $1.9 billion in cash receipts in 2009. A vital 
ingredient in livestock feeds and the world’s most important 
source of protein, soybeans are a critical regional cash crop. 
Tennessee and Mississippi lead the region in soybean production. 
Strong global demand firmed prices through 2010. According to 
estimates from the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), the 
crop’s outlook for 2011 is bright as long as demand from China, 
the top U.S. export market, holds steady.
 Citrus growers, located exclusively in Florida, could see 
a large crop in 2011, according to recent estimates. Because of 
favorable weather conditions, the total fresh and processed on-
tree revenue for oranges, grapefruit, and specialty citrus could 
be 25 percent above last year’s estimates. The cost of disease 
control continues to be a major risk to the near-term outlook, 
and reports of increasing abandonment of citrus groves have 
added to uncertainties because these areas often become havens 
for diseases like canker and greening. 
 Market conditions for cotton in 2010 were very good; cotton 
prices reached historic highs. As the region’s fourth-largest farm 
income group, cotton continued to enjoy double-digit price in-
creases during most of 2010 because of increased global market 
demand and tight supply. According to USDA estimates, the 
outlook for cotton is bright as major mill producers like China, 
India, and others are expected to rely more on U.S. cotton sup-
plies than anticipated. Based on cotton futures prices and favor-
able market readings, growers could have a good year. Georgia is 
the region’s dominant cotton producer.  z 
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seeing steady declines from the end of 2008 through 2009. A 
slight turnaround in employment growth has likely drawn those 
workers previously discouraged by their job prospects back into 
the labor force. In addition, the total number of unemployed 
persons in southeastern states declined in the second quarter of 
2010 for the first time since early 2007. 

Unemployment claims fluctuate
While initial unemployment insurance claims in the Southeast 
fell for most of 2009, signaling fewer workers entering the ranks 
of the unemployed, they have held relatively steady through the 
second quarter of 2010 (see chart 5). Continuing unemployment 
insurance claims also declined through the second quarter 
of 2010, to their lowest level since the fourth quarter of 2008. 
However, the reason for this decline is unclear—it could be  
attributed to workers going off the rolls because they found jobs 
or because they have exhausted their benefit time limits. The 
uptick in both initial and continuing claims in the third quarter 
of 2010 coincides with the large declines in government payrolls 
in the Southeast. As of September 2010, both initial and continu-
ing unemployment claims had declined again and are in line with 
the lower levels seen earlier in the year. 
 Many analysts point to federal and state unemployment 
insurance extension programs as one reason why the number 
of people receiving unemployment insurance remains at such 
elevated levels. During most of the recent recession, as people 
exhausted their regular unemployment insurance benefits, 
they were often able to move on to receiving extended benefits 

through the federal Emergency Unemployment Compensation 
(EUC) program and state extended-benefits programs. In July 
2010, the unemployment extension bill, which restored the 
EUC program after it expired on June 2, extended the program 
through November 2010 and retroactively provided benefits to 
those whose payments were cut off when the program expired. 
The bill also extended federal funding of state extended benefit 
programs to Dec. 1, 2010. Up to 73 weeks of benefits extensions 
are available: 53 weeks of EUC and up to 20 weeks of extended 
benefits in states with high unemployment. When added to the 
26 weeks of regular unemployment insurance benefits, a maxi-
mum of 99 weeks of unemployment benefits is available. In early 
December 2010, Congress approved another extension of jobless 
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benefits through 2011. Jobseekers who have already received 
benefits for 99 weeks are ineligible.
 Although the economy is recovering and labor markets in 
the Southeast have begun to stabilize, a high level of joblessness 
remains. Labor productivity growth, or output per hour of work, 
may be contributing to continued high unemployment. During 
the economic downturn, employers aggressively cut workforces. 
By seeking technological improvements and asking employees to 
work longer hours, firms have been able to meet demand without 
adding to depleted payrolls. According to Atlanta Fed business 
contacts in the Southeast, firms are holding employment at or 
near recession levels, investing in labor-saving technology, and 
generally reorganizing businesses to operate more efficiently. 
According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, average weekly 
overtime in the manufacturing sector has risen almost 40 per-
cent from its trough from the second quarter 2009 to the third 
quarter 2010. Average overtime hours have another 20 percent 
to go before reaching more stable, prerecession levels, which is 
when employment might start growing again more rapidly.
 
Looking ahead to 2011
As job losses began to ease in 2009, the question was when would 
labor markets begin to expand. In 2010, after a few months of 
economic growth and some modest employment expansion, 
the question becomes when will labor markets fully recover. 
Productivity growth could continue to support high unemploy-
ment into 2011, as businesses may still be able to increase hours 
without hiring. Numerous regional business contacts indicated 
that they would most likely respond to unanticipated sales 
growth by first seeking productivity gains from current workers. 
It is unlikely that this type of productivity growth will continue 
indefinitely, as squeezing more and more out of a diminished 
workforce is not sustainable. 
 As labor productivity growth levels off, further economic 
growth will result in employment gains. The pace of hiring, how-
ever, is likely to be slow. Wary of the future business environ-
ment, firms will likely turn to temporary and contract workers 
before adding full-time employees. Some businesses may have 
reorganized their firms to maintain production levels and earn-
ings with a smaller workforce and will simply require fewer 
employees in the future. Plant closings in the Southeast have 
likely resulted in permanent job losses in industries such as 
construction and manufacturing. The region’s auto parts manu-
facturers, specifically, have suffered from auto plant closings. 
Overall, labor markets in the Southeast have shown some signs 
of improvement, but they still have a ways to go.  z 
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Employees at the State Capitol leave work in Montgomery, Ala., March 1943.

After a year of rapidly declining tax revenues, state govern-
ments were hoping for a fiscal turnaround in 2010. Even with 
some shortfall mitigation by way of the American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act of 2009, however, southeastern states have 
been forced to continue service cuts and spending reductions. 
In addition, many government payrolls continued to decline as 
budgetary pressures built throughout the year.
 States are still not collecting the level of revenues they were 
accustomed to before the recession. For example, Georgia col-
lected 6.7 percent more tax dollars in September 2010 than it did 
in September 2009, but total collections were down 10.3 percent 
from the same month in 2008. This pattern holds true for most 
southeastern states: year-over-year comparisons appear posi-
tive, but comparisons with revenues before the recession con-
tinue to be discouraging. The year-over-year revenue increases 
have managed only to moderate continued cuts in services and 
payrolls.
 The southeastern state with the most challenging fiscal 
picture is Louisiana, which has faced more than its share of 
additional economic pressures in 2010 because of the oil spill. 
The state posted dramatic declines in revenues in 2010, even 
when these numbers are compared with depressed levels seen in 

2009. In May 2010, Louisiana’s revenues had declined by roughly 
one-third from May 2009, when the state posted a 16 percent 
year-over-year decline. Tennessee, by contrast, has managed to 
keep its revenues fairly steady postrecession and, as of Septem-
ber, has been posting gains in revenues over the past two years. 
But these gains have not been easy to come by, resulting as they 
have from conservative revenue management paired with dra-
matic cuts in the state’s government workforce. 
 However, the economic upturn was good news for state 
departments of revenue since the nation’s economy directly 
affects state government revenues (see chart 1). Although the 
first quarter of 2010 saw double-digit year-over-year declines in 
tax collections, the second and third quarters brought welcome 
gains, and year-over-year growth in both sales tax and personal 
income tax revenues in southeastern states returned to positive 
territory (see chart 2). The increased sales tax revenues indicate 
that people began to increase spending on goods and services. 
Sales tax receipts for the fall months almost resembled receipts 
in the months preceding the recession. 

How are states getting by? 
States are managing by cutting deeply into expenses and look-
ing for new or additional sources of revenue. For example, the 
University System of Florida recently decided to raise tuition 

Tough Fiscal 
Ch allenges 
Confront State 
Governments

State Fiscal Chart 1
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15 percent, after an increase of roughly the same size in 2009. 
The governor of Georgia, in lieu of $375 million stimulus dollars 
in 2009, has called for a 4 percent across-the-board spending 
reduction on top of previously enacted cuts. State agencies have 
been asked to prepare for further cuts in 2011.
 Hiring freezes have gone into effect for all southeastern 
states, and furloughs remain common. In 2009, the Tennessee 
governor announced elimination of more than 2,000 state 
positions, which represent 5 percent of the state’s 2008 work-
force. Observers widely agree that layoffs and workforce cuts 
would have been more severe if it had not been for the federal 
stimulus funds.

State Fiscal Chart 2
Coincident of Economic Activity Indicator and Total Tax Revenues for Southeastern States
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State Fiscal Chart 3
The Status of Stimulus-Funded Projects
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The Status of Stimulus-Funded Projects

 The federal stimulus was designed to create jobs through 
new work projects, which were mostly infrastructure projects. 
Still, job creation is not at hoped-for levels. States have been 
using a large portion of federal stimulus dollars to maintain 
service levels and prevent further cuts.
 Most southeastern states received the largest chunk of 
their stimulus dollars through their transportation departments, 
which channeled the money into road construction and main-
tenance projects. Georgia used its money for these projects as 
well as to plug a budget gap for the state’s largest mass transpor-
tation system. Emergency funds also went to struggling local 
governments across the Southeast.
 In large part, job growth has not come about because some 
or most of the money has yet to be spent (see chart 3). For 
instance, as of late September, Florida had 551 stimulus awards 
for projects that the state had not yet begun, and more than 1,000 
projects were less than 50 percent complete.

Looking ahead to 2011
According to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, states 
will continue to face budget shortfalls as a result of the recent 
recession through 2011 and well into 2012 (see the table). The 
year 2011 will be the third year running that states have felt 
significant recessionary pressures, and governors are gearing up 
for another lackluster fiscal year, with planned cuts deeper than 
those already made. Mississippi, for example, is planning a 9 per-
cent cut in K-12 education funding and a 12 percent reduction in 
most state agencies’ budgets to close a shortfall that represents 
around 16 percent of its entire budget. While states can take 
heart in rising economic activity and in the somewhat brighter 
outlook for 2011, recovery to prerecession levels of overall rev-
enues is still likely to be years away.  z

Southeastern States’ Budget Gaps for Fiscal Years 2011 and 2012

 FY2011 FY2012

  Total Total shortfall Projected Total shortfall
  budget shortfall as a percentage shortfall as a percentage
  ($billion) general budget  ($billion) general budget
Alabama 0.586 8.3 na na
Florida 4.7 20.2 2.5 10.8
Georgia 4.2 26.2 1.7 10.6
Louisiana 1.0 12.5 1.7 21.2
Mississippi 0.716 16.1 1.2 27.6
Tennessee 1.0 9.8 0.374 3.7

Notes: State governments closed all budget shortfalls before adopting a FY2011 budget. Data were not available for Alabama for 2012.
Source: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities
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A shoemaker in his 

Kenner, La., shop in 

September 1938 

While many sectors of the economy were sputtering well into 
the recovery, the manufacturing sector started off strong in 
2010, in the country as a whole and in the Southeast. Busi-
ness investments in machinery, technology, and other capital 
expenditures boosted orders and production indices to levels 
not seen in years. Likewise, retailers and wholesalers began to 
restock inventories from the low levels they had maintained 
during the recession. Both overall industrial and manufactur-
ing production grew strongly in the first half of the year. In 
testimony to Congress in April, Federal Reserve Chairman Ben 
Bernanke acknowledged the strengths in the manufacturing 
sector in an otherwise bleak economic outlook. 
 Employment in the industry remained weak in 2010, however, 
even as production and inventory picked up. Hiring by cautious 
southeastern manufacturing firms was slow to nonexistent in 2010. 
Factors other than an increased workforce helped employers boost 
production: the remaining workers and temporary employees 
picked up the slack, a trend evidenced by a continued rise in over-
time hours that began in early 2009. Manufacturers’ investments 
in productivity-enhancing technological improvements, seen in 
the rising orders for machinery and technology that began in the 
spring, also boosted productivity. These orders continued to grow 
rapidly throughout the summer and slowed later in the year.
 Capacity utilization rates improved throughout 2010, but 
failed to catch up to pre-recessionary levels (see chart 1). Capac-

ity utilization had reached only about 75 percent by September; 
80 percent is considered a historical norm.

Southeast’s trends mirror the nation’s
Almost every recovery sees a rapid rise in manufacturing indi-
ces at first and then a leveling off to normal rates of growth. In 
September, the Institute for Supply Management’s (ISM) new 
orders index dropped to 51.1, indicating slower growth than the 
year’s average to that point. Retailers and wholesalers began to 
order less as their shelves became restocked. 
 Southeastern trends in manufacturers’ orders largely fol-
lowed those of the United States as a whole. Earlier in 2010, 
Kennesaw State University’s (KSU) manufacturing index lifted 
above the 50-point threshold indicative of growth, then spiked in 
late summer/early fall, indicating stronger growth in new orders. 
The fall brought a moderation in the growth of new orders, as is 
common after the initial effects of a recovery (see chart 2).
 Production around the Southeast, as measured by KSU’s 
purchasing managers index, ramped back up in 2010 after a 
lackluster 2009. The majority of survey participants indicated 
that outlooks and present levels of production were increas-
ing. Nationally, the speed of recovery among manufacturers 
depended on the type of product manufactured. Manufactur-
ers of information-processing equipment and communication 
equipment saw better-than-average production rates in late 2010; 
fabricated metals and business equipment manufacturing also 
saw an above-par year.
 Many hesitant manufacturing firms are more optimistic, 
including those in the Southeast. Florida saw expansions from 
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Tervis Tumbler Company, a manufacturer of insulated drink-
ware, and Sarasota Medical Products. These expansions are 
estimated to create about 300 new jobs over the next five years. 
ThyssenKrupp began production of carbon steel at its Mobile, 
Ala., facility in late 2010 after the firm announced it would have  
1 billion euros of pre-tax profits in its 2010–11 year—after the 
firm lost 2.4 billion euros in its 2008–09 year.
 Foreign investment in the Southeast’s manufacturing sector 
increased in 2010. Construction on Volkswagen’s Chattanooga, 
Tenn., plant began in 2010, and the first car is scheduled to 
roll off the assembly line in 2011. The firm is currently taking 
applications for employment. Many parts suppliers are setting 
up nearby, ready to supply Volkswagen with needed materials 
and the region with jobs. The Volkswagen plant plans to employ 
2,000 people directly while estimates for secondary/supplier jobs 
lie in the neighborhood of 9,500.

Southeast manufacturing goes green
Southeast manufacturing saw the emergence of environmentally 
friendly, or green, production firms in 2010. As the European 
Union implemented mandates on renewable energy and clean 
production standards, several German manufacturers, including 
Volkswagen and Wacker Chemie, took an interest in Tennessee, 
particularly in manufacturing related to renewable energy. The 
weaker dollar plus the state’s generous tax benefits for renewable-
energy–producing firms helped lure this development.
 Biofuels from Georgia have recently interested European 
firms seeking to meet clean energy mandates as the state has 
the largest amount of forested private land owned in the United 
States. Two companies from Germany and Sweden, operating 
jointly as Georgia Biomass LLC, opened a $150 million woodchip 
production facility in Waycross, Ga., in 2010, creating 75 jobs and 

producing 750,000 tons of wood chips a year. Most of the woodchips 
produced will be shipped back to Europe and converted to electric-
ity to satisfy more stringent environmental demands related to 
energy production imposed by the European Union in 2010. 
 The Southeast also welcomed domestic manufacturers that 
have jumped on the green machine. Epic Wake Boats will employ 
400 people at a new production facility in Vivian, La., over the 
next two years, where they will manufacture a line of electric 
and hybrid boats as well as a line of hybrid recreational vehicles. 
High-tech manufacturing related to renewable energy also fared 
well in the Volunteer State: in 2009, the Clean Energy Economy 
Study from the Pew Charitable Trust listed Tennessee as one of 
the three leading states for clean technology job growth. Conflu-
ence Solar continued this trend into 2010, opening a $250 million 
manufacturing facility in Clinton, Tenn., that brought 250 new 
jobs to the area. eTec, a firm that manufacturers electric car–
charging stations, continued expansions in 2010 in the state and 
is on track to create 750 jobs by 2012. Even construction-related 
manufacturing, which is lagging in this recovery, has found a spot 
in clean manufacturing. In August, Soladigm, a manufacturer of 
energy-saving electrochromic windows, announced $130 million 
in capital investment and 300 new jobs in Olive Branch, Miss.

Looking ahead to 2011
Most analysts agree that manufacturing prospects for 2011 are 
generally much brighter than they were for 2010. New orders 
and production are still growing, though at a slower pace than 
they were in the early fall. Consumers are showing a tendency 
to spend more on durable and nondurable manufactured goods, 
which bodes well for future orders and production. As of Sep-
tember, more than one-third of manufacturers in KSU’s Purchas-
ing Managers Index indicated they were planning for an increase 
in production in the near term.
 The manufacturing industries to watch in 2011 will include 
clean energy and high tech firms, which have seen a surge in 
the Southeast over the past couple of years. Kior (Texas-based) 
plans to open three facilities across Mississippi over the next 
five years that will bring an estimated 1,000 new direct and indi-
rect jobs and an investment of $500 million to the state.
 Health care–related manufacturing also seems to have an 
extended interest in the region. Medline Industries, an Illinois-
based manufacturer of health care products, plans to open a 
manufacturing facility west of Atlanta in 2011, creating 141 jobs.
 It appears, though, that just as the 2010 recovery experience 
in manufacturing varied greatly across products, 2011 will likely 
bring a feeling of déjà vu.  z
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The shoreline in 
Silver Springs, 
Fla., 1951

Tourism is a vital part of the southeastern economy. Compared 
with about 10 percent of total U.S. employment in leisure and 
hospitality, four out of the six southeastern states in the Atlanta 
Fed’s district have employment shares at or above that level (see 
chart 1). Tourism took a big hit during the recession as both 
domestic and international visitors cut back on their spend-
ing, especially on vacations. The industry started to improve 
in 2010, and Atlanta Fed regional contacts are optimistic 
about the future. 

Vacation vitality reviving
Nearly every aspect of tourism improved in 2010. According 
to the Bureau of Economic Analysis, tourism spending in the 
United States increased in the first and second quarters of 
the year, at an annual rate of 5 and 3 percent, respectively. As 
tourism spending improved, so did the industry’s employment 
growth. Leisure and hospitality payroll employment increased 
in the region compared with 2009. Tourism employment is still 
modestly declining in Mississippi and Tennessee but not nearly 
as quickly as it was a year ago (see chart 2). The Gulf oil spill 
posed serious challenges to tourist destinations in Alabama, 
Mississippi, and Florida (see the sidebar).
 According to the Federal Aviation Administration, several 
of the busiest airports in the United States are located in the 
Southeast. Of the 50 busiest airports, Atlanta’s ranks number 

one. The airports in Orlando, Miami, and Fort Lauderdale, Fla., 
are also on the list. Passenger traffic at these airports increased 
in 2010 compared to 2009 (see the table). The biggest increases 
at these airports were in international passenger traffic, which 
rose between 2.5 percent and almost 10 percent versus a year 
ago. These increases bode well for the tourism industry, as 
international visitors tend to stay longer and spend more than 
domestic visitors.
 After a weak 2009, hotel bookings and occupancy rates in 
2010 saw modest improvements in a number of major South-
east cities, including Atlanta, Miami, Nashville, New Orleans, 
Orlando, and Tampa (see chart 3). Miami’s occupancy rate ex-
ceeded the U.S. average rate as of the third quarter of 2010. Still, 
despite the increase in occupancy, hotels’ pricing power has not 
returned to all cities in the region, as the average daily rate in 
some cities is still below their year-ago levels. 

Conventions numbers strengthening
Business travel rebounded in 2010, as companies that had 
reduced corporate travel the previous two years began ramping 
up again. Atlanta, a hub for business travel, gained from the 
increase and also saw a rise in convention center bookings. In 
Alabama, most tourism consists of Gulf Coast leisure travel, 
but the rest of the state received a fair amount of business 
travel, especially from international companies with opera-
tions there. 
 Contacts in New Orleans reported increased convention 
bookings in 2010 as well as for 2011. In addition, 2010 was a very 
successful year for festivals in New Orleans. According to the 
New Orleans Convention and Visitors Bureau, several record 
attendance levels were broken in 2010. The French Quarter 
Festival in April had 512,000 people. Mardi Gras, the grand-

Tourism  
Takes Off

Tourism Chart 1
Leisure and Hospitality Employment
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Oil Spill Disrupts Gulf 
Coast’s Tourism Footing
One of the biggest setbacks in recent history for the southeast-
ern tourism industry was the April 2010 Gulf oil spill. Both the 
U.S. Travel Association and Oxford Economics predicted that 
the economic losses for Gulf Coast tourism could top $23 bil-
lion over the next three years. 

Over the summer, reports of cancellations of rental homes 
and hotel rooms increased while sales of vacation properties 
decreased. However, some hoteliers noted high occupancy 
rates in part because of the influx of cleanup workers, oil 
company personnel, and National Guardsmen. Reports of oil 
reaching Southwest Florida and the state’s eastern coast had 
a negative impact on hotel and rental property bookings there. 
Contacts from Naples/Fort Myers and the greater Miami area 
reported that reservations slowed significantly for both leisure 
and business groups despite the fact that no oil reached Florida 
beaches outside of the Panhandle. 

Some contacts reported some increased tourism activity 
in the unaffected coastal areas of the Southeast. For instance, 
contacts on Florida’s East Coast and in Georgia and Tennessee 
noted increases in hotel bookings. 

According to data from the U.S. Census Bureau, around 
124,000 people are employed by firms in the leisure and 
hospitality industry in the counties along the Gulf Coast from 
Louisiana to Panama City. While there were several reports of 
reduced seasonal hiring by hospitality businesses, employment 
data for these areas showed no obvious impact. The number of 
employees in leisure and hospitality for Gulf Coast metro areas 
(excluding New Orleans) was up slightly in the summer of 2010 
compared with 2009 and is in line with the average for summers 
over the past decade, according to data from the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics (see the chart).

The challenge ahead for the southeastern tourism industry 
is travelers’ perception of the Gulf Coast. A risk factor for the 
tourism industry is long-term damage to the Gulf Coast brand 
as a fishing, recreation, and tourism destination. 

daddy of the city’s events, typically draws between 800,000 
and 1 million attendees every year, but 2010 marked the largest 
crowds in 25 years, drawing well over 1 million. Also, more 
than 800,000 people gathered in New Orleans in February 2010 
for the Saints’ Super Bowl homecoming victory parade.

Attractions gaining traction
Leisure travel in the Miami and Fort Lauderdale area also 
improved in 2010. Group sales and bookings in South Florida 
increased modestly in 2010 and are picking up for 2011. The 
area attracts travel groups from all demographics, domestically 
and internationally. 

One of Florida’s biggest attractions, Disney World in Orlando, 
experienced a slight decline in attendance during 2010, com-
pared to a year ago. The park will likely restore its higher pre-
recession prices as demand picks up. Universal Studios, also in 
Orlando, experienced a slight increase in attendance in 2010 for 
the first time in several years and is keeping pace with Disney 
in terms of increasing its ticket prices. 

Other attractions in the region faced more challenges than 
just a weak economy. In Nashville, Tenn., the 2010 spring flood-
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Chart 2

Leisure and Hospitality Payroll Employment

Change in Airport Passenger Traffic

Airport Domestic International
Atlanta 0.4 (July) 2.4 (July)
Miami 3 (August) 5.3 (August)
Orlando 1 (July) 9.8 (July)
Fort Lauderdale 3.2 (August) 9.9 (August)

Note: Figures represent percent changes in passenger traffic for the month indicated in 2010 versus 2009.

Source: Local aviation authorities
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ing had a profound impact on the community and tourism. The 
Grand Ole Opry, the Wildhorse Saloon, the Gaylord Springs golf 
course, and the Gaylord Opryland Hotel and Convention Center 
all sustained floodwater damage and were closed for various 
periods of time. The most significant damage occurred to the 
Grand Ole Opry, which lost millions of dollars of tourism busi-
ness during the height of the summer season. 
 Although travel has improved in 2010, tourists are still 
looking for deals and discounts. Southeastern contacts in the 
cruise line industry reported that while demand still exists  
for cruises, it is for less exotic and less distant cruises. Occu-
pancy on cruises has been strong, but cruises have not been able 
to raise prices to prerecession levels. In addition, passengers are 
not spending onboard as much as they did before the recession 
began.
 Travelers are being frugal in restaurants as well as on 
cruises. Across the region, restaurants have seen a decline in 
revenues. Not only are individuals eating out less often, but 
when they do go out, they are buying cheaper meals and going to 
cheaper restaurants. Customers are still looking for discounts 
and deals, much as they did throughout the economic downturn, 
and restaurants have responded with smaller portions, special 
offers, and greater menu variety. 

Looking ahead to 2011
Most analysts anticipate gradual continued improvement in 
regional tourism and expect a comeback by the industry as the 
economy continues to improve into 2011. Leisure tourism will 
benefit from a recovering economy as households, both here and 
abroad, increase their discretionary spending. Southeastern 
contacts expect the momentum of business travel to continue 
into 2011, and convention bookings for next year already point 

toward improvement. However, analysts are also cautious about 
other environmental impacts, such as from the Gulf oil spill (see 
the sidebar) or hurricanes. Despite the challenges that faced the 
tourism industry in 2010, the overall outlook remains positive.  z

Mark Carter, Amy Ellingson, Sandra Kollen, Whitney Mancuso, and 

Gustavo Uceda of the Atlanta Fed’s research department, as well as Lon 

Lazzeri of the Atlanta Fed’s Miami Branch, contributed to this article.

 

Tourism Chart 3
Hotel Occupancy Rates
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