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Economy in holding pattern
By Ed Byrne 

The Brillion News
_____________________________

DE PERE – The U.S. economy is 
in a holding pattern – nothing unusu-
al for an election year – but there are 
some signs that could be called yellow 
flags.

That’s better than red flags being 
raised, though, and that was the gist 
of the “State of the Economy” break-
fast sponsored by St. Norbert College’s 
Center for Business and Economic 
Analysis last week.

Josh Bernhardt, Business Develop-
ment and Expansion Specialist with 
the Green Bay Area Chamber of Com-
merce, said that job creation, business 
retention and quality of life are the 
hallmarks of Green Bay and nearby 
communities.

He said existing firms produce 80 
percent of the job growth in the area, 
and so keeping local businesses is criti-
cal to the regional economy.

Plus, Bernhardt said the positive 
local business retention and growth 
rate attracts new businesses to the area, 
because they seek a stable economic 
environment.

Wisconsin, he said, is second in the 
nation in its concentration of man-
ufacturing. This is not true of other 
“rust belt” states, which lost much of 

their manufacturing base over the past 
30 years.

A major reason why manufactur-
ing is strong here is logistics. Bern- 
hardt said Wisconsin is 18th in the 
country in transportation logistics – 
with trucking, rail and shipping. The 
northeast Wisconsin area has over 
11,000 jobs in freight transportation.

Northeast Wisconsin also has rea-
sonable housing costs – both for buy-
ers or renters – compared to similar 
areas in other states. Overall cost of 
living in the Green Bay area is about 

10 percent below the average for peer 
cities in other areas of the country.

The area is also marketable because 
it has the amenities of a major urban 
area, without the loss of small city and 
rural identities.

The City of Green Bay, for exam-
ple, has a stable population of about 
100,000 people. But within a 50-mile 
radius, there are 1.1 million people and 
the average home-to-work commute is 
just over 17 minutes.

Jack Maastricht, a researcher with 
the St. Norbert Center for Business 

and Economic Analysis, said the area 
is seeing a growing inequality of in-
come. The poverty rate is low, but the 
income of people at the upper end is 
growing, and the income of poor peo-
ple is not growing well.

The unemployment rate for the 
area is about five percent, much lower 
than in similar areas of other states.

Green Bay itself is not growing, but 
there is significant migration to sub-
urbs and rural communities – especial-
ly by those people at the upper end of 
the household income scale.

Maastricht said Green Bay is typi-
fied by a rising poverty rate, a strong 
manufacturing base, steady population 
and strong housing markets.

National forecast
Professor Marc Schaffer, an econo-

mist, sees economic challenges on the 
national horizon.

He said the next recession is a mat-
ter of “when” rather than “if.” 

“You always get one eventually,” 
Schaffer said.

The U.S. government will probably 
not be able to deal with it effectively, to 
soften the impact.

That’s because the traditional way 
to get out of a recession is for the gov-
ernment to lower interest rates. That’s 
not an option, because the Federal 
Reserve Banks have kept them low for 
several years, and there’s no room left 
to lower them now.

“If your interest rates are already 
low, when a recession happens, how 
much can you really lower them to 
help boost the economy?” Schaffer 
asked.

And, because interest rates in the 
U.S. are at record lows, investors are 
likely to take their funds overseas to 
invest them in countries where interest 
rates are higher.
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A major worry is the growth in the 
national debt, with nearly a trillion 
dollars in new debt added in 2019 – 
with the large budget deficit fueled by 
spending increases and business tax 
cuts. That has the economy on fire and 
employment at record levels, but we 
have not yet paid the price for that.

The U.S. government is no longer 
even trying to pay off the national 
debt, and from 2017 to 2018 saw a 14 
percent increase in the national debt 
interest payments alone.

Schaffer called the current situa-
tion one marked by uncertainty about 
the economic future, trade war con-
cerns (U.S. vs. China mainly), political 
uncertainly (in an election year), and 
the looming recession problem.

Schaffer said economists in the 
banking and investment industry are 
using the term “uncertainty” to de-
scribe their assessment of 2020. An-
other term showing up in economic 
forecasts for the year is “soft landing 
slowdown.”

In terms of foreign trade, Schaffer 
said both the U.S. and China seem 
to be moving to agreement on tariff 
stability. He said most Americans fail 
to realize that we have a trade deficit 
when it comes to goods and products, 
but we have a trade surplus when it 
comes to services.

And we buy a lot of stuff overseas 
because the dollar is so strong against 
other currencies that we pay bargain 
prices for foreign products and goods.

Schaffer noted that Chinese tariffs 
on U.S. goods are politically moti-
vated. He said that Chinese tariffs on 
U.S. agriculture products are designed 
to hit rural areas of the U.S. where 
Donald Trump and other Republicans 
were strong in the 2016 election. 

Bottom line: The Chinese want to 
hurt Trump’s political base. 

Trump got back to the bargaining 
table to protect his base heading into 
the fall presidential election.
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