


Follow the Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development 
on Twitter (twitter.com/alaskalabor) and Facebook (facebook.com/alaskalabor).

Contact Dr. Tamika L. Ledbetter, Commissioner, at 
(907) 465-2700 or commissioner.labor@alaska.gov.

Recently, I was invited to address the student body 
at Burchell High School in Wasilla. I was grateful for 
the opportunity to share my background, and I hoped 
my story would build these students’ confidence that 
they can shape their own futures, regardless of the 
challenges they face. 

I grew up in the Bronx in New York City. I wasn’t 
raised with privilege or wealth. In fact, my mother 
was an unwed teenager and my father is unknown. 
Rather than allow my mother to quit high school, my 
grandmother stepped up to raise me while my moth-
er completed school. I share my story often, not to 
disparage my family or shame my mother, but to offer 
hope to those who wrestle with self-worth and vision 
for the future. 

Learning didn’t come easily for me, but with im-
proved discipline and a willingness to ask for help, I 
made it through high school successfully. I wasn’t an 
A student, but I earned every B or C I received, often 
working well into the night to “make it stick.” Having 
to work so hard for average grades helped me devel-
op discipline, and through my efforts to understand 
my assignments, I learned to ask great questions. 

I’m grateful for the adults who guided me and held 
me accountable in my commitment to my own future. 
My grandmother was the most influential person 
in my life. She emphasized education as the way 
to escape the challenges of the inner city, and she 
pushed me to never accept less than my personal 
best. I also had a youth leader at church who sup-
ported me and teachers who were willing to spend 
extra time with me. 

One teacher in particular acknowledged how hard I 
was working even though my efforts rarely produced 
an A+. She could see I was a good student and a 
hard worker, and when I knew that at least one per-
son was paying attention, it became easier to build 

trust, let my guard down, and 
ask for the additional support 
I needed.

While I didn’t know exactly 
what I wanted to do as an 
adult, my experience taught 
me that I wanted to someday 
be in the position to help oth-
ers. That is why as the Com-
missioner of the Department 

of Labor and Workforce Development, I’m so pas-
sionate about reaching youth. Asking for help can 
be difficult and intimidating for young people, and 
because they will rarely seek assistance, we must 
reach them. 

Many students across the state and nation believe 
few paths exist for them to escape their current 
struggles. It’s important for the adults in their lives to 
recognize there are many roads to success besides 
college. Skill and talent are packed in many forms. 

I want our department to demonstrate that recogni-
tion by ensuring our programs, services, and funding 
are accessible to every teen in Alaska, and especial-
ly to those who are overlooked because they don’t 
hold the highest grade point averages or they choose 
a path other than college.

To kids who feel forgotten or hopeless: We see you, 
and we are using our department’s resources to 
reach you. Know there are multiple paths to a bright 
future, and your starting place isn’t relevant. 

To learn more about the resources available to you, 
find an adult you trust who can connect you with the 
job center in your area. You are also welcome to 
contact me directly. Just call my office at (907) 465-
2700 and ask to speak with the commissioner.

By Dr. Tamika L. Ledbetter, Commissioner

FROM THE COMMISSIONER

My story shows success doesn’t depend on where you start
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A closer look at 2019’s population
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Alaska’s number of annual births has dropped in the last few years
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Development, Research 
and Analysis Section 

By SARA WHITNEY and LIZ BROOKS

Alaska’s population decreased 0.4 percent 
from July 2018 to July 2019, our new esti-
mates show. The biggest drivers were a 

decline in the number of people moving to Alaska 
and fewer births. 

While this was the third straight year of overall 
population loss, the declines have been small. Over 
those three years, Alaska’s population fell by a 
total of 1.2 percent. The state’s 2019 population of 
731,007 is about 8,600 below the peak of 739,649 
people in 2016. 

Fewer than 10,000 babies born last year

While 2019’s population decline was mainly a con-
tinuation of longer-term trends such as ongoing 
migration losses and population aging, the sharp 
drop in births was a notable change. The number 
of births in Alaska has fallen 15 percent over the 
last three years.

From July 2018 to July 2019, 9,885 babies were 
born in Alaska, which was 500 fewer than the year 
before. The last time Alaska’s births dropped below 
10,000 was 2002, when the state had about 89,000 
fewer people. 

This trend isn’t unique to Alaska — it’s just more 
recent. Births have been on the decline nationally 

since 2007, aside from a small uptick in 2014, and 
the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2019 estimates show 
births dropped in 42 states and the District of Co-
lumbia over the year. 

U.S., Alaska birth rates on a decline, 
but Alaska’s rate remains higher

In terms of birth rates, Alaska and the U.S. are both 
on the decline, but Alaska’s rates have always been 
and remain above U.S. rates — especially in rural 
Alaska.

Alaska’s crude birth rate (annual births per 1,000 

What estimates show about Alaska’s trends and how we compare

About timing and residency
Alaska population estimates are as of July 1 
of each year, and data on the components of 
change (births, deaths, and migration) cover the 
previous 12 months.

The reference date of July 1 matches the Census 
Bureau’s estimate period and is meant to repre-
sent the population at mid-year. It is not intended 
to capture Alaska’s larger summer population, 
as these estimates include only those who con-
sider Alaska their “usual residence,” which the 
bureau defines as the place where they live and 
sleep most of the time. Seasonal workers are not 
counted if they mainly live somewhere else.
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people) was in the mid-30s during much of the 
1950s, and it didn’t drop below 30 until 1964. 

After the early 1990s, Alaska’s rate remained 
around 15 or 16 births per 1,000 for nearly two 
decades before falling below 15 for the first time in 
2017. Last year, the rate dropped to 13.5.

The U.S. rate hasn’t topped 
20 births per 1,000 since 
1964 and has declined 
steadily in recent years, from 
14.3 in 2007 to a 50-year low 
of 11.6 in 2018.

For many years, Alaska’s 
younger population and 
higher birth rates helped 
ensure steady overall 
growth. Although the state 
has been losing more mov-
ers than we’ve gained since 
2013, natural increase — births minus deaths — 
more than offset those losses until 2017. That year, 
the total population declined for the first time since 
1988.  

Deaths and an older population

Less natural increase can result from more deaths 
as well as fewer births, and Alaska had about 200 
more deaths in 2019 than the year before. The ag-
ing population is a factor in both trends, in Alaska 
and nationwide, as the large baby boomer genera-
tion born between 1946 and 1964 moves into the 
older age groups. 

Nationally, deaths rose in 24 states and D.C. in 

2019. Four states had more deaths than births: 
West Virginia, Maine, New Hampshire, and Ver-
mont.

In line with the aging trend, Alaska’s 65-plus age 
group grew by 4,200 people in 2019, reaching 

91,278, and is projected to 
top 136,000 by 2030. 

At the same time, Alaska’s 
younger age groups con-
tinued to get smaller. The 
population between 18 and 
64 decreased for the sixth 
year in a row, down nearly 
5,000 people to 455,583. 
The 17-and-younger group 
decreased for a third year, 
by 2,400, to 184,146 total 
children.

Consistent net migration losses continue

Another year of net migration loss was the main rea-
son Alaska’s population decreased, as more people 
left Alaska than moved in for a seventh straight year. 
Net migration — in-movers minus out-movers — 
was -8,300 in 2019, similar to the prior years’ losses.

As of 2019, the state has lost more people to net 
migration over this seven-year stretch than dur-
ing the deep recession and housing collapse of the 
1980s, although that loss was shorter and steeper. 
Alaska lost 44,081 people to net migration over 
four years during the ‘80s, and the current streak’s 
net loss is 45,828. 

Speculation that more people were leaving the 
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Most of these trends aren’t 
unique to Alaska. The U.S. 
population is aging, its net mi-
gration is decreasing, and the 
national birth rate has trended 
downward since 2007.
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Components of Alaska’s population change since 1947
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state was common in recent years, but while it 
might seem counterintuitive, the opposite is true. 
Fewer people left Alaska last year than we’ve seen 
since 2011 — but drastically fewer moved to the 
state than is typical. 

Large migration flows in and out are 
normal, but notably fewer are moving in

Large numbers of people moving in and out of the 
state each year has long been Alaska’s norm. In 
any given year in recent decades, about 40,000 to 
50,000 people moved to Alaska and another 40,000 
to 50,000 left. (For more on Alaska’s historical mi-
gration trends, see the March 2018 issue of Trends.)

Alaska has the biggest annual migration flows of any 
state as a percentage of the population, regardless 
of how the economy is doing. While the population’s 
roots are deeper than they were when oil prices 
tanked in the 1980s, Alaska is still a young and rela-
tively new state, and around 60 percent of residents 
weren’t born here. Our large military presence is 
another reason the population is so mobile. 

The 10-year average for annual out-movers is 45,000, 
and 43,000 moved away last year. Conversely, while 
an average of 42,000 moved in each year over the 
last decade, just 35,000 people arrived last year.

Those who leave Alaska mainly relocate to Washing-
ton, Texas, California, Florida, and Oregon: states 
that are large and mostly close. The least likely 
locations are the smaller states on the East Coast. 
These destinations haven’t changed much over the 
years.

Alaska’s migration losses show 
some similarities to national trends

The reasons people move or stay are complex and 
outside the scope of these data, but an especially 
strong economy in much of the Lower 48 and a rela-
tively weak economy in Alaska are among the likely 
factors. 

The state gained net movers during the U.S. Great 
Recession of the late 2000s and its aftermath, 
which barely scathed Alaska, but Alaska’s net migra-
tion turned negative soon thereafter — at least two 
years before the state recession hit.

Similar to the other state population trends men-
tioned earlier, declining net migration is a larger-
scale pattern. Immigration to the United States has 
been falling since 2016. 

Natural increase and immigration did offset the 
number who left the U.S. in 2019, but not by much. 

http://labor.alaska.gov/trends/mar18.pdf
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The nation grew 0.5 percent overall last year, and 
growth has slowed each year since the decade’s 
peak growth rate of just 0.73 percent in 2015.

How population change played out 
around the state from 2018 to 2019

Around the state, most areas showed some popula-
tion loss in 2019, as the map above shows. 

Anchorage, which is home to about 40 percent of 
Alaskans, lost the largest number of people. The 
city’s population dropped by 2,643 last year, which 
was a 0.9 percent loss. While that loss was modest 
in percent terms, it brought Anchorage’s popula-
tion down to its 2010 level.

The Fairbanks area’s population fell below its 2010 
level, with a decline of 954, although the trend 
is set to change over the next few years as new 
military personnel and their families start arriv-
ing at Eielson Air Force Base this summer with the 
F-35 fighter jets. The military expects about 1,300 
additional active duty personnel by 2022, and the 
project will also bring in federal civilian workers 
and contractors. 

The Southeast and Northern regions continued 
their previous trends of modest loss, with Northern 
down by 195 people and Southeast by 284. The ma-
jority of Southeast’s loss was in Juneau (-191).

Several areas’ populations ticked up slightly, but the 
Matanuska-Susitna Borough was the only part of 
the state to add a significant number of people. The 
borough grew by 1,024 in 2019, reaching 106,438. 

Mat-Su has been the state’s strongest source of 
growth for the past decade, although its growth has 
slowed. Mat-Su overtook the Fairbanks North Star 
Borough as the state’s second-largest borough equiv-
alent in 2015, when it approached 100,000 people.

For detailed estimates by area and community, see 
the table on page 8. For complete 2019 data, see: 
live.laborstats.alaska.gov/pop. 

 
Sara Whitney is the editor of Alaska Economic Trends. 
Reach her in Juneau at (907) 465-6561 or sara.whitney@
alaska.gov. 

Liz Brooks is a research analyst in Juneau. Reach her at 
(907) 465-5970 or liz.brooks@alaska.gov.

Most parts of Alaska lost some population between 2018 and 2019 

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce 
Development, Research and Analysis Section 
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Cordova, the fishing mainstay

 
N

at
ur

al
 

In
cr

ea
se

N
et

 
M

ig
ra

ti
on

Po
pu

la
ti

on
 

Ch
an

ge
A

nn
ua

l  
G

ro
w

th
 

Ra
te

 (i
n 

pe
rc

en
t)

Ce
ns

us
A

pr
il 

20
10

Es
ti

m
at

e
Ju

ly
 2

01
1

Es
ti

m
at

e
Ju

ly
 2

01
2

Es
ti

m
at

e
Ju

ly
 2

01
3

Es
ti

m
at

e
Ju

ly
 2

01
4

Es
ti

m
at

e 
Ju

ly
 2

01
5

Es
ti

m
at

e 
Ju

ly
 2

01
6

Es
ti

m
at

e 
Ju

ly
 2

01
7

Es
ti

m
at

e 
Ju

ly
 2

01
8

Es
ti

m
at

e 
Ju

ly
 2

01
9

20
10

 
to

 2
01

9
20

18
 

to
 2

01
9

20
10

 
to

 2
01

9
20

18
 

to
 2

01
9

20
10

 
to

 2
01

9
20

18
 

to
 2

01
9

20
10

 
to

 2
01

9
20

18
 

to
 2

01
9

A
re

a

A
la

sk
a

71
0,

23
1

72
2,

26
2

73
0,

64
9

73
6,

07
7

73
6,

41
6

73
6,

98
9

73
9,

64
9

73
7,

78
3

73
4,

05
5

73
1,

00
7

63
,1

83
5,

26
0

-4
2,

40
7

-8
,3

08
20

,7
76

-3
,0

48
0.

31
-0

.4
2

A
nc

ho
ra

ge
/M

at
-S

u 
Re

gi
on

38
0,

82
1

38
7,

30
3

39
1,

76
7

39
6,

89
9

39
8,

15
1

39
8,

59
7

40
1,

58
2

40
2,

11
0

39
9,

90
2

39
8,

28
3

34
,2

20
2,

82
9

-1
6,

75
8

-4
,4

48
17

,4
62

-1
,6

19
0.

48
-0

.4
1

   
A

nc
ho

ra
ge

, M
un

ic
ip

al
it

y
29

1,
82

6
29

5,
63

5
29

8,
16

4
30

1,
03

7
30

0,
00

8
29

8,
63

7
29

8,
96

2
29

7,
73

9
29

4,
48

8
29

1,
84

5
26

,5
04

2,
10

2
-2

6,
48

5
-4

,7
45

19
-2

,6
43

0
-0

.9
0

   
M

at
an

us
ka

-S
us

itn
a 

B
or

ou
gh

88
,9

95
91

,6
68

93
,6

03
95

,8
62

98
,1

43
99

,9
60

10
2,

62
0

10
4,

37
1

10
5,

41
4

10
6,

43
8

7,
71

6
72

7
9,

72
7

29
7

17
,4

43
1,

02
4

1.
93

0.
97

G
ul

f C
oa

st
 R

eg
io

n
78

,6
31

80
,1

64
80

,5
08

80
,4

95
80

,7
85

80
,9

37
81

,0
62

80
,7

63
80

,8
06

80
,8

66
4,

55
9

28
1

-2
,3

24
-2

21
2,

23
5

60
0.

30
0.

07
   

Ke
na

i P
en

in
su

la
 B

or
ou

gh
55

,4
00

56
,4

97
56

,5
97

56
,8

73
57

,3
92

57
,6

66
58

,0
34

58
,1

05
58

,2
85

58
,3

67
2,

64
3

17
1

32
4

-8
9

2,
96

7
82

0.
56

0.
14

   
Ko

di
ak

 Is
la

nd
 B

or
ou

gh
13

,5
92

13
,8

35
13

,9
74

13
,8

13
13

,7
99

13
,7

47
13

,5
31

13
,2

61
13

,0
99

13
,0

01
1,

33
1

75
-1

,9
22

-1
73

-5
91

-9
8

-0
.4

8
-0

.7
5

   
Va

ld
ez

-C
or

do
va

 C
A

9,
63

9
9,

83
2

9,
93

7
9,

80
9

9,
59

4
9,

52
4

9,
49

7
9,

39
7

9,
42

2
9,

49
8

58
5

35
-7

26
41

-1
41

76
-0

.1
6

0.
80

   In
te

ri
or

 R
eg

io
n

11
2,

02
1

11
2,

85
2

11
5,

35
2

11
4,

55
2

11
3,

01
9

11
2,

88
8

11
3,

23
5

11
2,

02
0

11
0,

90
4

10
9,

84
7

11
,9

37
1,

07
5

-1
4,

11
1

-2
,1

32
-2

,1
74

-1
,0

57
-0

.2
1

-0
.9

6
   

D
en

al
i B

or
ou

gh
1,

82
6

1,
83

5
1,

84
6

1,
78

0
1,

77
7

1,
77

5
1,

87
1

1,
83

4
1,

82
1

1,
86

0
99

15
-6

5
24

34
39

0.
20

2.
12

   
Fa

ir
ba

nk
s 

N
 S

ta
r B

or
ou

gh
97

,5
81

98
,2

63
10

0,
64

9
10

0,
04

0
98

,7
57

98
,7

28
98

,9
95

97
,8

50
96

,8
52

95
,8

98
10

,9
98

99
8

-1
2,

68
1

-1
,9

52
-1

,6
83

-9
54

-0
.1

9
-0

.9
9

   
So

ut
he

as
t F

ai
rb

an
ks

 C
A

7,
02

6
7,

10
3

7,
19

1
7,

08
3

6,
97

6
6,

89
5

6,
92

1
6,

98
0

6,
95

6
6,

89
1

58
8

40
-7

23
-1

05
-1

35
-6

5
-0

.2
1

-0
.9

4
   

Yu
ko

n-
Ko

yu
ku

k 
C

A
5,

58
8

5,
65

1
5,

66
6

5,
64

9
5,

50
9

5,
49

0
5,

44
8

5,
35

6
5,

27
5

5,
19

8
25

2
22

-6
42

-9
9

-3
90

-7
7

-0
.7

8
-1

.4
7

   N
or

th
er

n 
Re

gi
on

26
,4

45
26

,9
27

27
,2

60
27

,5
45

27
,4

86
27

,7
83

27
,7

80
27

,7
16

27
,6

27
27

,4
32

3,
65

1
30

3
-2

,6
64

-4
98

98
7

-1
95

0.
40

-0
.7

1
   

N
om

e 
Ce

ns
us

 A
re

a
9,

49
2

9,
71

1
9,

84
4

9,
86

8
9,

96
2

10
,0

20
10

,0
40

9,
99

4
9,

95
4

9,
83

1
1,

34
3

91
-1

,0
04

-2
14

33
9

-1
23

0.
38

-1
.2

4
   

N
or

th
 S

lo
pe

 B
or

ou
gh

9,
43

0
9,

57
7

9,
70

7
9,

87
2

9,
72

9
9,

88
9

9,
80

4
9,

86
6

9,
90

6
9,

88
6

1,
10

8
10

6
-6

52
-1

26
45

6
-2

0
0.

51
-0

.2
0

   
N

or
th

w
es

t A
rc

tic
 B

or
ou

gh
7,

52
3

7,
63

9
7,

70
9

7,
80

5
7,

79
5

7,
87

4
7,

93
6

7,
85

6
7,

76
7

7,
71

5
1,

20
0

10
6

-1
,0

08
-1

58
19

2
-5

2
0.

27
-0

.6
7

   So
ut

he
as

t R
eg

io
n

71
,6

64
73

,5
99

74
,1

49
74

,3
19

74
,4

37
74

,2
78

73
,7

42
72

,9
41

72
,6

57
72

,3
73

3,
24

9
20

5
-2

,5
40

-4
89

70
9

-2
84

0.
11

-0
.3

9
   

H
ai

ne
s 

B
or

ou
gh

2,
50

8
2,

61
2

2,
61

3
2,

53
1

2,
55

1
2,

49
2

2,
46

4
2,

45
8

2,
47

2
2,

51
6

31
8

-2
3

36
8

44
0.

03
1.

76
   

H
oo

na
h-

A
ng

oo
n 

C
A

2,
14

9
2,

15
2

2,
19

7
2,

18
2

2,
13

9
2,

17
8

2,
19

1
2,

12
7

2,
16

1
2,

14
5

52
9

-5
6

-2
5

-4
-1

6
-0

.0
2

-0
.7

4
   

Ju
ne

au
, C

it
y 

an
d 

B
or

ou
gh

31
,2

75
32

,3
36

32
,6

59
32

,9
41

32
,9

99
33

,1
28

32
,7

05
32

,3
01

32
,1

77
31

,9
86

1,
77

2
14

5
-1

,0
61

-3
36

71
1

-1
91

0.
24

-0
.6

0
   

Ke
tc

hi
ka

n 
G

at
ew

ay
 B

or
ou

gh
13

,4
77

13
,7

24
13

,8
94

13
,8

36
13

,8
89

13
,8

22
13

,7
54

13
,7

85
13

,7
98

13
,7

39
65

0
37

-3
88

-9
6

26
2

-5
9

0.
21

-0
.4

3
   

Pe
te

rs
bu

rg
 B

or
ou

gh
3,

20
3

3,
29

2
3,

24
3

3,
20

0
3,

19
9

3,
17

8
3,

17
5

3,
13

6
3,

19
0

3,
22

6
13

7
-1

-1
14

37
23

36
0.

08
1.

12
   

Pr
in

ce
 o

f W
al

es
-H

yd
er

 C
A

6,
17

2
6,

46
0

6,
46

3
6,

51
3

6,
51

5
6,

51
6

6,
44

4
6,

38
0

6,
22

8
6,

19
4

23
7

2
-2

15
-3

6
22

-3
4

0.
04

-0
.5

5
   

Si
tk

a,
 C

it
y 

an
d 

B
or

ou
gh

8,
88

1
9,

01
0

9,
05

9
9,

06
0

9,
07

1
8,

87
2

8,
89

2
8,

73
3

8,
60

7
8,

53
2

26
1

1
-6

10
-7

6
-3

49
-7

5
-0

.4
3

-0
.8

8
   

Sk
ag

w
ay

 M
un

ic
ip

al
it

y
96

8
96

4
95

7
98

2
1,

03
8

1,
04

4
1,

07
1

1,
08

9
1,

08
5

1,
09

5
54

-3
73

13
12

7
10

1.
33

0.
92

   
W

ra
ng

el
l, 

Ci
ty

 a
nd

 B
or

ou
gh

2,
36

9
2,

40
8

2,
44

3
2,

45
5

2,
41

3
2,

44
4

2,
45

6
2,

38
9

2,
41

8
2,

40
0

16
4

15
-2

2
31

-1
8

0.
14

-0
.7

5
   

Ya
ku

ta
t, 

Ci
ty

 a
nd

 B
or

ou
gh

66
2

64
1

62
1

61
9

62
3

60
4

59
0

54
3

52
1

54
0

39
3

-1
61

16
-1

22
19

-2
.1

9
3.

58
   So

ut
hw

es
t R

eg
io

n
40

,6
49

41
,4

17
41

,6
13

42
,2

67
42

,5
38

42
,5

06
42

,2
48

42
,2

33
42

,1
59

42
,2

06
5,

56
7

56
7

-4
,0

10
-5

20
1,

55
7

47
0.

41
0.

11
   

A
le

ut
ia

ns
 E

as
t B

or
ou

gh
3,

14
1

3,
14

7
3,

14
8

3,
15

1
3,

09
6

3,
05

2
3,

00
2

2,
98

2
2,

95
5

2,
93

8
63

-1
-2

66
-1

6
-2

03
-1

7
-0

.7
2

-0
.5

8
   

A
le

ut
ia

ns
 W

es
t C

en
su

s 
A

re
a

5,
56

1
5,

52
1

5,
60

8
5,

62
1

5,
59

4
5,

51
4

5,
46

6
5,

34
8

5,
32

1
5,

57
9

18
1

22
-1

63
23

6
18

25
8

0.
03

4.
73

   
B

et
he

l C
en

su
s 

A
re

a
17

,0
13

17
,4

40
17

,5
48

17
,8

90
18

,0
73

18
,1

74
18

,1
04

18
,1

45
18

,0
36

18
,1

31
2,

92
1

29
9

-1
,8

03
-2

04
1,

11
8

95
0.

69
0.

53
   

B
ri

st
ol

 B
ay

 B
or

ou
gh

99
7

1,
02

3
98

3
93

3
94

3
88

7
87

5
89

2
87

7
86

9
25

4
-1

53
-1

2
-1

28
-8

-1
.4

8
-0

.9
2

   
D

ill
in

gh
am

 C
en

su
s 

A
re

a
4,

84
7

4,
93

5
4,

97
8

5,
02

5
5,

06
3

5,
00

8
4,

95
8

4,
92

5
5,

00
7

4,
88

7
60

0
54

-5
60

-1
74

40
-1

20
0.

09
-2

.4
3

   
Ku

si
lv

ak
 C

en
su

s 
A

re
a

7,
45

9
7,

67
4

7,
66

9
7,

94
7

8,
08

2
8,

19
5

8,
20

1
8,

21
7

8,
30

5
8,

18
0

1,
60

0
17

4
-8

79
-2

99
72

1
-1

25
1.

00
-1

.5
2

   
La

ke
 a

nd
 P

en
in

su
la

 B
or

ou
gh

1,
63

1
1,

67
7

1,
67

9
1,

70
0

1,
68

7
1,

67
6

1,
64

2
1,

72
4

1,
65

8
1,

62
2

17
7

15
-1

86
-5

1
-9

-3
6

-0
.0

6
-2

.2
0

N
ot

es
: V

in
ta

ge
 2

01
9.

 A
ll 

nu
m

be
rs

 a
re

 b
as

ed
 o

n 
20

19
 g

eo
gr

ap
hy

. N
at

ur
al

 in
cr

ea
se

 is
 b

ir
th

s 
m

in
us

 d
ea

th
s.

 N
et

 m
ig

ra
tio

n 
is

 in
-m

ig
ra

nt
s 

m
in

us
 o

ut
-m

ig
ra

nt
s.

 
So

ur
ce

: A
la

sk
a 

D
ep

ar
tm

en
t o

f L
ab

or
 a

nd
 W

or
kf

or
ce

 D
ev

el
op

m
en

t, 
Re

se
ar

ch
 a

nd
 A

na
ly

si
s 

Se
ct

io
n

Cordova Harbor, photo 
courtesy of Flickr user 
Joseph.  

By NEAL FRIED

Located near the mouth of the Copper River Delta 
with Prince William Sound to its immediate west, 
Cordova is a trove of marine resources and is one 

of Alaska’s richest sources of salmon. Fish harvesting 
and processing dominate the city’s commerce, and 
it’s been that way for a long time.

The town is sandwiched between Southeast and 
Southcentral Alaska, and like many communities in 
both regions, it’s only reachable by air or water. Cor-
dova used to have rail service as well, but that ended 
more than 80 years ago. 

The city was born in 1906 when it was chosen as the 
rail terminus for the Bonanza-Kennecott mines, 196 
rail miles to the north near McCarthy. The mines 
produced some of the richest lodes of copper ever 
developed, and they operated for about 30 years. 
Over that period, the city became a transportation 
hub for the mining industry. 

Because of Cordova’s ideal location, commercial 
fishing developed at the same time, and that na-
scent industry eventually saved the town from 
extinction and fueled its second wind. In 1938, the 
mines closed and the railroad shut down with them. 
It was a blow to Cordova’s economy, but fisheries 
continued to grow and shape the town into what it 
is today.

Cordova is a seafood powerhouse

Cordova’s Copper River red salmon make up the 
United States’ first wild salmon harvest each year as 

the fish head for the Copper and Bering rivers. Area 
seafood harvesters also bring in huge numbers of 
pink salmon. 

In 2018, salmon represented 83 percent of the value 
of Cordova’s fisheries and 93 percent of the weight. 
Although these shares fluctuate from year to year, 
salmon is always king. Crab, halibut, sablefish, and a 
handful of other species round out the catch. 

Herring was an important part of the harvest before 
the 1989 Exxon-Valdez oil spill, and from 1916 through 
the late ‘50s, Cordova was the world’s “razor clam cap-
ital.” Overharvesting, a major die-off, reintroduction 
of sea otters in Prince William Sound, and the massive 
earthquake of 1964 put an end to that fishery.

In 2018, Cordova residents earned $14,090 per capita 
from fisheries, compared to just $813 statewide. A 
2015 McDowell Group report found that out of 20 
communities in the region, Cordova was the most 
seafood-dependent. 

Fisheries dominates employment

Half the city’s households have someone working 
directly in commercial fishing, according to research 
by the University of Alaska Anchorage. 

While commercial fishermen aren’t included in regular 
employment data because they’re considered self-
employed, permits suggest their numbers. In 2018, 
288 permit holders from Cordova fished, representing 
88 percent of all permit holders in Valdez and Cor-
dova. Adding their crew members would likely double 
the number of harvesters. 
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Cordova’s population growth 
relatively strong from 2010-19

Source:  Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Develop-
ment, Research and Analysis Section 

1%

-20%

5%

11%

-3%

27%

3%

 All of Prince William Sound

Chenega

Cordova

Tatitlek

Whittier

Alaska

Valdez

27%

Cordova is home to five major seafood processors, 
and seafood processing represented 255 of the 
city’s 1,220 total wage and salary jobs in 2018. A 
range of other workers support fishing, including 
fuel and equipment sellers, net and boat repairers, 
and freight haulers. Another example of related em-
ployment is the Prince William Sound Aquaculture 
Corporation, headquartered in Cordova, which runs 
five salmon hatcheries and employs 50 full-time 
staff and 75 to 100 seasonal workers. 

Salmon’s prominence makes Cordova’s employment 
highly seasonal. For example, seafood processing 
hit a low of 27 jobs in January of 2018 and a high of 
861 in July. For context, the city’s total January em-
ployment that year was 801.

Government is another significant part of the city’s 
employment, representing about a third (350 jobs 
in 2018). Most is local government, which includes 
the city, the school district, the Native Village of 
Eyak, and the Cordova Community Medical Center. 
Cordova also has a small number of state govern-
ment jobs in the departments of Fish and Game and 
Transportation. 

Retail and leisure and hospitality employment play 
a smaller but important role in Cordova’s economy, 
beneficiaries of its growing visitor industry.

Population, jobs have long been stable

Cordova’s employment remained steady over the 
past decade, even through the recent statewide 
recession. In fact, it grew slightly during that period, 
from 1,176 jobs in 2016 to 1,220 in 2018. Cordova 

lacks economic ties to the oil industry or a large 
state government presence, which were hit hard 
during the downturn.

The population has followed a similar path, chang-
ing little over the past 20 years. Cordova had an 
estimated 2,343 people in 2019, and the population 
hit a decade low of 2,239 in 2010, but since then it’s 
grown faster than the state and most other Prince 
William Sound communities, as the chart above 
shows. 

Another divergence from the rest of the state is 
Cordova’s age trend. While the city’s median age re-
mains older than the state’s, it has trended younger 
in recent years while the state has gotten older. 
More young people have been moving to Cordova 
than leaving, and younger adults often bring chil-
dren as well.

Loss of ferry service a blow for 2020

While Cordova has seen years of stability, the town 
faces new uncertainty after the blow to its ferry 
service last year. Due to budget constraints, the 
state ended the town’s two to three weekly sailings 
in September 2019, and service won’t resume until 
May. 

The full economic effect of the loss isn’t yet clear, 
but with no road link and a dependence on water 
transportation to move people and freight, Cor-
dova could face significant consequences from the 
loss of its ferry service as the year progresses. 

Neal Fried is an economist in Anchorage. Reach him at 
(907) 269-4861 or neal.fried@alaska.gov.

   

  

Counter to statewide trend, 
Cordova is getting younger

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Develop-
ment, Research and Analysis Section 

From 2010 to 2018, the
state’s median age rose 

from 33.8 to 35.2.

42.3
42.6

42.3
42.1

41.9 42.0

40.8
40.4

39.3
39.1

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

mailto:neal.fried@alaska.gov


  ALASKA ECONOMIC TRENDS MAGAZINE    FEBRUARY 2020     11

Unemployment claims from 2008-2018

By JENNA LUHRS

Unemployment insurance has been a fixture of 
Alaska’s economy since 1937, when the territo-
rial legislature enacted the Alaska Employment 

Security Act. While the share of Alaskans collecting 
benefits at any given time is small, UI is one of the 
first lines of defense to keep money circulating in the 
economy when a downturn hits. 

During the 1980s recession, more than 138,000 

How claimants have changed and how Alaska’s system ranks

Benefits easier to qualify for in Alaska, but payments are smaller

Sources: Alaska Depart-
ment of Labor and Workforce 
Development, Research and 
Analysis Section; and U.S. 
Department of Labor, Employ-
ment Training Administration 
and Bureau of Labor Statistics 
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Alaskans collected UI. According to the U.S. Census 
Bureau, UI benefits kept at least 11 million people out 
of poverty nationwide during the Great Recession in 
the late 2000s. 

This article looks at the current system and how 
claimants have changed in Alaska over the last 
decade. In general, the claimant population reflects 
changes in the population between 2008 and 2018. 
The industry composition for claims has remained 
fairly consistent, but fewer people are using the UI 
program in Alaska and nationwide. 

2018 2018



About Alaska unemployment insurance
Alaska’s unemployment insurance replaces a por-
tion of wages for temporarily unemployed workers 
with payments from the Unemployment Insurance 
Trust Fund. Its main source of revenue is employ-
er and employee state taxes. 

The Alaska Employment Security Act requires 
a biennial study of the program’s financing and 
claimant population, which we publish each De-
cember. For the most recent report, see:  
live.laborstats.alaska.gov/uiprog/. 
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Industry mix of claims was steady except 
for oil during the 2015-2018 state recession 

Sources: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and 
Analysis Section; and U.S. Department of Labor, Employment Training Administra-
tion and Bureau of Labor Statistics
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The decline in claims 
and how Alaska compares

Claims increased in 2015 with the 
state recession, but that was the 
only year-over-year increase in 
Alaska since 2011, after the U.S. 
recession ended. 

Except in 2015 and 2016, total 
claims have decreased every year 
since 2011. About 34,000 claims 
were filed in 2018, down from 
38,000 the year before.

Similarly, the $132 million in ben-
efits the state disbursed in 2018 
was down nearly 20 percent from 
the year before and well below 
the 10-year average of $238 million. 

In terms of the percentage of unemployed workers 
collecting benefits, 36 percent participated in 2018, 
down markedly from 53 percent in 2008. Collecting 
benefits has been on a long-term decline nationally 
as well, with average U.S. participation falling from 37 
percent to 26 percent over that period. While the full 
explanation isn’t clear, we’ve written about the pos-
sible factors in the past, which include fewer people 
participating in the labor force in general. (See “10 
Possible Reasons Unemployment Claims Are Low” in 
the December 2017 issue of Trends.)

Alaska typically ranks among the top states for the 
proportion of unemployed workers receiving ben-
efits, although our national ranking dropped from 
fourth in 2008 to 15th in 2018. Alaska has low barri-
ers to UI compensation, being one of just 16 states 
that allow seasonal workers to collect benefits and 
one of 10 that don’t disqualify filers who have quit 
work or been fired.

Alaska ranks last for the percentage of average wages 
replaced, however. In 2018, Alaska’s wage replace-
ment rate of 32 percent was far below the U.S. aver-
age of 46 percent. 

Industry composition mostly stable

Total claims were down for most industries in 2018 
compared to 2008, and the five industries with the 
highest numbers have been fairly consistent since 
2008. Construction, food manufacturing, retail trade, 
public administration, and private health care and 
social assistance accounted for 55 percent to 58 per-
cent of claims annually.

Oil and gas’ share of the total rose during the reces-
sion, as its number of claims jumped 49 percent in 
2016. After 2016, the industry quickly fell from 8 per-
cent of total claims to 2 percent by 2018, which was 
below its pre-recession levels.

Seafood processing, which makes up the majority of 
manufacturing in Alaska, increased its share of total 
claims by 2 percent over the decade. The industry has 
steadily lost jobs since 2014, with its total employ-
ment dropping from 11,000 annualized jobs to 9,400 
in 2018.

Percent filing from out of state has risen

Due in part to the high seasonality of Alaska’s econ-
omy, the state has a relatively large percentage of 
claimants who file from out of state, and that share 
has risen modestly since 2008. 

Claimants must earn their qualifying wages in Alaska, 
but they can apply for benefits even after leaving the 

http://live.laborstats.alaska.gov/uiprog/
http://labor.alaska.gov/trends/dec17.pdf
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Older workers represent a larger share 
of claims, in line with population shift 

Sources: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and 
Analysis Section; and U.S. Department of Labor, Employment Training Administra-
tion and Bureau of Labor Statistics 

state. Over the 10-year period, an 
average of 20 percent of claim-
ants filed from outside Alaska. 
The yearly share rose from 17 
percent in 2008 to 21 percent in 
2018.

Of the interstate claimants in 
2018, 42 percent worked in 
seafood processing. Seafood 
processing is not only seasonal, 
but it has the highest percentage 
of nonresident workers among 
Alaska industries, at 74.4 percent 
in 2018.

Claims declined in most 
areas over the decade

Other than the modest increase in the percentage of 
interstate claims, the regional composition of claims 
didn’t change much over the period. Unemployed 
workers remain concentrated in urban areas: Anchor-
age (26 percent), Mat-Su (13 percent), Fairbanks (9 
percent), Juneau (3 percent), and Kodiak (2 percent). 

The Matanuska-Susitna Borough’s claims increased 1 
percent over the decade, but its population grew by 
about 26 percent over the decade. Aside from Mat-
Su, claims in the rest of Alaska fell by 5 percent.

Gender composition shifted briefly 
during the statewide recession

The gender composition of claimants has been 
mostly steady, with more men applying than women, 
largely because of the industries in which they work. 
The 10-year average for claimants was 62 percent 
men and 38 percent women.

That ratio shifted moderately in the middle of the 
recession when oil and gas claims spiked, as nine 
out of 10 oil and gas workers are men. This led to the 
highest total proportion of male claimants since 2000 
(65 percent). By 2018, the ratio had returned to its 
previous average.

The majority of 2018 claimants were white or 
Alaska Native, although both shares have declined 
slightly since 2008 while the proportions of Asian, 
Pacific Islander, and black claimants have increased 
by a combined 3 percent. This reflects the shift in 

the state’s workforce over that time, as Alaska has 
become more ethnically diverse. Pacific Islanders 
and Native Hawaiians are one of the state’s fastest 
growing minorities. 

Patterns differed by age group

The 25-to-34 age group has consistently produced 
the largest number of claimants each year, although 
its share of the total has decreased somewhat since 
2008 as older groups’ claims have increased. 

In 2009, when Alaska briefly lost jobs due to the 
national recession, claims increased for all age groups 
and continued to climb in 2010. By 2011, claims had 
fallen for everyone except those 55 and older. That 
group’s claims continued to increase through 2012.

During the recent state recession, claims increased 
briefly for all age groups and then began to fall in 
2017 for all except the oldest group (65-plus). 

The percentage of Alaska claimants who are senior 
citizens has increased since 2018, in line with older 
people becoming a larger percentage of the work-
force as more baby boomers reach 65. The percent-
age of claimants who were between 55 and 64 grew 
5 percent over the decade, and the percentage who 
were 65-plus increased 2 percent.

 
Jenna Luhrs is an economist in Juneau. Reach her at (907) 
465-6038 or jenna.luhrs@alaska.gov.
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**Four-week moving average    
   ending with the specified week

*In current dollars
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Seasonally adjusted

Prelim. Revised
12/19 11/19 12/18

Interior Region 6.0 6.0 6.5
    Denali Borough 19.9 16.8 16.3
    Fairbanks N Star Borough 5.3 5.3 5.8
    Southeast Fairbanks  
          Census Area

9.0 8.2 9.7

    Yukon-Koyukuk 
          Census Area

11.5 12.3 14.1

Northern Region 9.2 9.8 9.2
    Nome Census Area 9.2 9.4 10.3
    North Slope Borough 5.8 6.5 6.1
    Northwest Arctic Borough 13.0 14.0 11.3

Anchorage/Mat-Su Region 5.2 5.2 5.6
    Anchorage, Municipality 4.8 4.8 5.1
    Mat-Su Borough 6.7 6.5 7.1

Prelim. Revised
12/19 11/19 12/18

Southeast Region 6.3 6.3 6.7
    Haines Borough 14.1 13.4 13.0
    Hoonah-Angoon 
        Census Area

14.5 14.2 16.0

    Juneau, City and Borough 4.4 4.4 5.0
    Ketchikan Gateway 
         Borough

6.5 6.8 6.6

    Petersburg Borough 8.5 8.9 9.0
    Prince of Wales-Hyder 
         Census Area

8.8 8.9 10.3

    Sitka, City and Borough 4.6 4.6 4.4
    Skagway, Municipality 19.0 19.4 18.3
    Wrangell, City and Borough 8.2 8.0 8.1
    Yakutat, City and Borough 10.0 7.9 10.6

Prelim. Revised
12/19 11/19 12/18

United States 3.5 3.5 3.9
Alaska 6.1 6.1 6.5

Prelim. Revised
12/19 11/19 12/18

Southwest Region 10.3 9.9 11.0
    Aleutians East Borough 7.1 4.7 7.3
    Aleutians West 
         Census Area

5.8 5.0 5.4

    Bethel Census Area 10.9 11.2 11.3
    Bristol Bay Borough 11.8 12.4 14.3
    Dillingham Census Area 8.3 7.9 8.8
    Kusilvak Census Area 15.7 15.4 18.0
    Lake and Peninsula 
          Borough

10.1 8.8 12.7

Gulf Coast Region 8.0 7.2 8.1
    Kenai Peninsula Borough 7.3 7.1 7.8
    Kodiak Island Borough 9.5 5.6 9.0
    Valdez-Cordova  
          Census Area

9.6 10.2 8.8

Prelim. Revised
12/19 11/19 12/18

United States 3.4 3.3 3.7
Alaska 6.1 6.0 6.5

Regional, not seasonally adjusted

Not seasonally adjusted

Unemployment Rates
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Note: Government employment includes federal, state, and local government plus public schools and universities.
1December seasonally adjusted unemployment rates
2December employment, over-the-year percent change 

Sources: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Section

Current Year ago Change

Urban Alaska Consumer Price Index (CPI-U, base yr 1982=100) 228.858 1st half 2019 223.099 +2.6%

Commodity prices
    Crude oil, Alaska North Slope,* per barrel $53.66 Oct 2019 $69.68 -22.99%
    Natural gas, residential, per thousand cubic feet $11.48 Oct 2019 $11.01 +4.27%
    Gold, per oz. COMEX $1,588.80 1/27/2020 $1,309.30 +21.35%
    Silver, per oz. COMEX $18.10 1/27/2020 $15.77 +14.77%
    Copper, per lb. COMEX $2.60 1/27/2020 $2.68 -2.84%
    Zinc, per MT $2,341.00 1/27/2020 $2,680.00 -12.65%
    Lead, per lb. $0.89 1/27/2020 $0.95 -6.32%

Bankruptcies 105 Q3 2019 106 -0.94%
    Business 12 Q3 2019 9 +33.33%
    Personal 93 Q3 2019 97 -4.12%

Unemployment insurance claims
    Initial filings 5,137 Dec 2019 5,709 -10.02%
    Continued filings 45,948 Dec 2019 47,820 -3.91%
    Claimant count 10,334 Dec 2019 11,796 -12.39%

Other Economic Indicators

*Department of Revenue estimate

Sources for this page and the preceding three pages include Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Section; U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics; U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis; U.S. Energy Information Administration; Kitco; U.S. Census Bureau; COMEX; Bloomberg; Infomine; 
Alaska Department of Revenue; and U.S. Courts, 9th Circuit

How Alaska Ranks

 50th1st
S. Carolina,

Utah, Vermont
2.3%

Unemployment Rate1

6.1%

-0.1%

33rd*

Job Growth2

0.6%

1st
Utah
3.3%

Job Growth, Government2

32nd*
1st

Utah
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Job Growth, Private2

0.9%

1st
Colorado
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31st

Job Growth, Leisure and Hospitality2
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50th
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-1.9%

50th
Vermont
-3.0%

39th*

50th
Wyoming
-1.2%

50th
Wyoming
-1.5%

*Tied with Kentucky, Missouri, and N. Dakota *Tied with Hawaii and Kentucky

*Tied with Maryland*Tied with Oklahoma
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We are an equal opportunity 
employer/program.  

Auxiliary aids and services 
are available upon request to  
individuals with disabilities.

Employers benefit from investing in their workers:
• Increased competitiveness
• Skilled workforce
• Increased productivity and profits
• Company growth
• Employee loyalty

Incumbent Worker Training

Contact dol.iwt@alaska.gov to apply for IWT for your workers 
or visit labor.alaska.gov/dets/iwtp.htm for more information

Phone: (907) 465-5952 Fax: (907) 523-9661 Alaska Relay: (800) 770-8973 

Grow Your Workforce! What training would benefit your 
workers and your business? You decide!

This workforce product 
was 100% funded by a 

grant awarded by the U.S. 
Department of Labor 

Employment and Training 
Service

Workers benefit from employers investing in them:
• Advancement opportunities
• Increased job competitiveness
• Industry recognized credentials
• Job retention
• Transportable/transferable skills

https://rn11.ultipro.com/ICI1000/JobBoard/JobDetails.aspx%3F__ID%3D%2AD2ECD12C4A21E8AA



