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LITTLE ROCK – The Arkansas Economic Development Department reported that businesses invested $1.58 billion in new facilities or plant expansions in the state last year, creating more than 6,600 additional jobs. 

Making the news even better is that the jobs pay well.

The Department offered tax breaks and other incentives to 150 companies in 2007, and 104 of those companies accepted the offers. As a result, they created 6,616 jobs that pay an average wage of $15.74 cents an hour.
That compares favorably with 2006, when 86 companies accepted economic incentives and created 5,534 jobs paying an average of $13.44 an hour. Businesses invested $1.2 million in new or expanded facilities in 2006.
The state's economic development philosophy goes beyond trying to recruit new industries to Arkansas. We also try to help businesses already located in the state, so they can expand and thus create additional jobs.
Of the additional jobs created by tax incentives last year 3,266 were in industries that were new to Arkansas, and 3,350 were in industries that expanded their existing operations in the state.

The economic development agency issued its report to the Legislative Council and the Senate and House Committees on Revenue and Taxation, as required by Act 1282 of 2001. The act is a legacy of former state Senator Bill Gwatney of Jacksonville, who sponsored the legislation in the final term of his 10-year career in the Senate. Arkansans were shocked when Gwatney was shot and killed in Little Rock last month.

Gwatney's expressed concern was that Arkansas may have been providing too many tax breaks without adequately monitoring their effectiveness to make sure they resulted in the creation of new jobs. Act 1282 requires the Economic Development Department to make annual reports on its various incentive programs, while protecting the confidentiality of the companies.
For example, it reports that a manufacturing company in East Camden created 64 new jobs at an average hourly wage of $14.83, thanks to its receiving incentives under two state programs: Advantage Arkansas and InvestArk.

One important method of promoting economic expansion is to provide job training and technical education, because industries need a skilled workforce. Last year 183 companies took advantage of the AEDD's Existing Workforce Training Program to train 8,976 workers. Also, 51 other companies used the department's Business Industry Training Program to train 3,265 employees.

Last year's net gain in jobs came in spite of the loss of 2,548 manufacturing jobs. Manufacturing jobs have steadily declined in Arkansas, but we have compensated with job growth in health services, knowledge-based industries, hospitality and scientific and technical services.

The AEDD report lists the manufacturers that laid off workers, and also listed the stated reasons. A major cause for layoffs is that the plant moved to other countries to take advantage of cheaper labor. Other companies cited high costs of raw materials, the nation's economic downturn and restructuring at the corporate level.

Arkansas ranked 47th in the country last year in average wages, at $14.06 an hour. That is lower than every neighboring state except Mississippi, which was 48th.

