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About This Report 

 

Each month, the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee Center for Economic Development, 

drawing on data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment Statistics, 

monitors employment trends in Milwaukee and the nationÕs 50 largest cities. In addition, the Center 

also compares employment trends in Milwaukee to a smaller and more directly comparable group of 

ÒpeerÓ cities, the 20 largest cities of the Northeast-Midwest ÒFrostbeltÓ region. Each month, the data 

compiled by the Center display year-over-year total employment for three different time periods: a) the 

most recent year (2007-2008); b) the past four years (2004-2008), since the current mayoral 

administration took office (the last political cycle); and c) since 2000, the peak of the last business 

cycle. By looking at three different time periods, and two different samples of cities, we hope to 

provide a fuller sense of how MilwaukeeÕs employment growth stacks up against other big cities over 

time, and how MilwaukeeÕs position has changed over time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

The Monthly Employment Watch: February 

 

The signs of recession in the city of Milwaukee are becoming more apparent, according to 

preliminary February employment estimates for cities by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. For the 

second consecutive month Ðand third month of the last five-- employment declined in Milwaukee 

compared to a year earlier. Employment in the city of Milwaukee fell by 3,711 residents in February 

2008 compared to February 2007, a year-over-year decline of 1.49%. This is a significant decrease, the 

largest monthly decline in Milwaukee since April 2004, when employment fell by 4,212 compared to 

April 2003 (2.1%).  Once again, the troubles in the Milwaukee labor market appear to be more a 

reflection of national recessionary pressures than uniquely local difficulties. As Table 1 shows, of the 

nationÕs 50 largest cities, 23 experienced employment declines in February, the highest monthly total 

since we began the employment watch in June 2007. These data on cities, drawn from household 

surveys, are consistent with national data, drawn from payroll surveys, showing significant job loss in 

the past two months and increases in jobless claims.  

In February 2008, Milwaukee ranked 38th among the nationÕs 50 largest cities in the rate of 

year-over-year employment growth, compared to 40th in January (See Table 1). Among the nationÕs 20 

largest Frostbelt cities of the Northeast-Midwest, Milwaukee ranked 12th in February Òyear-over-yearÓ 

employment change, unchanged from January (See Table 4). 

Since 2004, February employment in Milwaukee has declined by 1,028 (0.42%), placing the 

city 44th among the nationÕs 50 largest cities in employment ÒgrowthÓ during this period (compared to 

47th in January). Among the 20 largest Frostbelt cities, Milwaukee ranked 13th in employment change 

changed between February 2004-2008, (compared to 14th in January 2004-2008 rankings). These 

rankings confirm, once again, that Milwaukee ranks among the bottom tier of the nationÕs largest cities 

in employment growth in recent years. Moreover, the absolute employment decline of 1,028 since 

2004 indicates that City Hall claims of over Ò11,00 jobsÓ ÒleveragedÓ in the city of Milwaukee since 

2004 are, to put it euphemistically, overstated. 

Since 2000, the end of the last national business cycle, February employment in Milwaukee has 

shrunk by 21,623, a substantial 8.08% decline. Milwaukee ranks 46th among the nationÕs 50 largest 

cities during this period in employment performance; among Frostbelt cities, we rank 17th out of 20. 

By any measure, this continues to be a brutal decade for employment performance in the city of 

Milwaukee. 

Finally, comparison of February unemployment rates in the 50 largest cities reveals the degree 

to which Milwaukee remains one of the countryÕs most distressed urban labor markets. In February  



 

 

2008, Milwaukee had the 46th highest unemployment rate among the nationÕs 50 largest cities. In 

January 2008, we ranked 44th. Since the employment watch began in June 2007, Milwaukee has 

consistently ranked in the 44-49 range on this indicator, compared to an average ranking in the high 

20s in 2000. Again, this is a clear indication of how much the cityÕs labor market has deteriorated over 

the past decade. 

 

 

 



 
Table 1 -- Employment Growth in the 50 Largest Cities:   

2007 to 2008 
 

Rank City  
February 

2007 
February 

2008 
% 

Change 
1 Boston 273,384 288,999 5.71% 
2 Miami 162,008 169,263 4.48% 
3 Seattle 341,562 355,192 3.99% 
4 Washington, D.C. 299,808 309,978 3.39% 
5 Fort Worth 288,962 296,744 2.69% 
6 Houston 957,377 982,569 2.63% 
7 San Francisco 408,320 417,278 2.19% 
8 Omaha 216,085 220,666 2.12% 
9 Fresno 202,150 205,896 1.85% 
10 Colorado Springs 205,377 208,768 1.65% 
11 Denver 297,281 301,963 1.57% 
12 San Jose 417,869 423,107 1.25% 
13 Columbus 390,555 394,714 1.06% 
14 New York 3,643,834 3,675,476 0.87% 
15 Los Angeles 1,796,302 1,811,279 0.83% 
16 Long Beach 222,552 224,407 0.83% 
17 Austin 399,124 402,033 0.73% 
18 San Diego 649,764 653,334 0.55% 
19 San Antonio 584,007 586,580 0.44% 
20 Virginia Beach 216,687 217,331 0.30% 
21 Mesa City 247,190 247,882 0.28% 
22 Phoenix 813,525 815,802 0.28% 
23 Albuquerque 253,986 254,550 0.22% 
24 Wichita 182,105 182,322 0.12% 
25 Tucson 255,983 256,190 0.08% 
26 El Paso 236,794 236,841 0.02% 
27 Atlanta 215,237 215,262 0.01% 
28 Chicago 1,262,228 1,261,625 -0.05% 
29 Oakland 180,735 180,355 -0.21% 
30 Nashville 299,808 298,576 -0.41% 
31 Baltimore 258,955 257,676 -0.49% 
32 Portland 284,599 283,179 -0.50% 
33 Sacramento 203,632 202,588 -0.51% 
34 Las Vegas 282,033 280,190 -0.65% 
35 Jacksonville 393,961 391,190 -0.70% 
36 Minneapolis 206,657 204,786 -0.91% 
37 Memphis 293,209 289,675 -1.21% 
38 Milwaukee 249,621 245,910 -1.49% 
39 Louisville 339,869 334,608 -1.55% 
40 Indianapolis 407,793 400,288 -1.84% 
41 Honolulu 445,136 436,902 -1.85% 
42 Philadelphia 580,936 569,210 -2.02% 
43 Dallas 576,859 564,814 -2.09% 
44 Kansas City 222,027 216,810 -2.35% 
45 Charlotte 331,240 323,277 -2.40% 
46 Cleveland 172,571 168,297 -2.48% 
47 Detroit 317,207 307,092 -3.19% 
48 St. Louis 147,163 141,216 -4.04% 
49 Oklahoma City 250,611 239,403 -4.47% 
50 Tulsa 195,909 180,542 -7.84% 
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Table 2 - Employment Growth in the 50 Largest Cities: 

2004 to 2008 
 

Rank City  
February 

2004 
February 

2008 
% 

Change 
1 Miami 147,905 169,263 14.44% 
2 Fort Worth 260,999 296,744 13.70% 
3 Mesa City 218,815 247,882 13.28% 
4 Phoenix 720,140 815,802 13.28% 
5 Seattle 319,045 355,192 11.33% 
6 Colorado Springs 188,735 208,768 10.61% 
7 Fresno 186,813 205,896 10.22% 
8 Atlanta 195,332 215,262 10.20% 
9 Jacksonville 357,350 391,190 9.47% 
10 Washington, D.C. 283,592 309,978 9.30% 
11 Denver 276,812 301,963 9.09% 
12 Albuquerque 233,506 254,550 9.01% 
13 Wichita 168,991 182,322 7.89% 
14 San Antonio 544,334 586,580 7.76% 
15 New York 3,437,895 3,675,476 6.91% 
16 Charlotte 302,821 323,277 6.76% 
17 Tucson 241,652 256,190 6.02% 
18 Austin 380,052 402,033 5.78% 
19 Memphis 273,844 289,675 5.78% 
20 Las Vegas 264,994 280,190 5.73% 
21 Nashville 282,868 298,576 5.55% 
22 Boston 273,807 288,999 5.55% 
23 Omaha 209,634 220,666 5.26% 
24 San Jose 402,686 423,107 5.07% 
25 Los Angeles 1,724,577 1,811,279 5.03% 
26 Long Beach 213,666 224,407 5.03% 
27 Kansas City 206,508 216,810 4.99% 
28 Honolulu 416,342 436,902 4.94% 
29 Columbus 376,419 394,714 4.86% 
30 Portland 270,569 283,179 4.66% 
31 Sacramento 193,790 202,588 4.54% 
32 San Francisco 400,024 417,278 4.31% 
33 Chicago 1,213,243 1,261,625 3.99% 
34 Virginia Beach 209,097 217,331 3.94% 
35 Houston 947,918 982,569 3.66% 
36 Louisville 322,941 334,608 3.61% 
37 San Diego 631,795 653,334 3.41% 
38 Baltimore 251,764 257,676 2.35% 
39 El Paso 231,915 236,841 2.12% 
40 Indianapolis 392,237 400,288 2.05% 
41 Oakland 177,436 180,355 1.65% 
42 Philadelphia 568,299 569,210 0.16% 
43 Dallas 564,277 564,814 0.10% 
44 Milwaukee 246,938 245,910 -0.42% 
45 Minneapolis 205,925 204,786 -0.55% 
46 Oklahoma City 242,327 239,403 -1.21% 
47 Cleveland 175,140 168,297 -3.91% 
48 St. Louis 147,976 141,216 -4.57% 
49 Detroit 322,486 307,092 -4.77% 
50 Tulsa 189,605 180,542 -4.78% 
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Table 3 - Employment Growth in the 50 Largest Cities:   

2000 to 2008 
 

Rank City  
February 

2000 
February 

2008 
% 

Change 
1 Phoenix 656,065 815,802 24.35% 
2 Mesa City 199,346 247,882 24.35% 
3 Las Vegas 231,219 280,190 21.18% 
4 Fort Worth 253,622 296,744 17.00% 
5 Fresno 177,273 205,896 16.15% 
6 Colorado Springs 181,386 208,768 15.10% 
7 Miami 147,739 169,263 14.57% 
8 San Antonio 519,462 586,580 12.92% 
9 Sacramento 179,520 202,588 12.85% 
10 Atlanta 191,660 215,262 12.31% 
11 Albuquerque 227,961 254,550 11.66% 
12 Tucson 230,371 256,190 11.21% 
13 Charlotte 292,137 323,277 10.66% 
14 San Diego 591,190 653,334 10.51% 
15 Seattle 322,454 355,192 10.15% 
16 Virginia Beach 198,519 217,331 9.48% 
17 Jacksonville 363,340 391,190 7.66% 
18 Houston 913,315 982,569 7.58% 
19 Washington, D.C. 289,771 309,978 6.97% 
20 El Paso 221,414 236,841 6.97% 
21 Omaha 206,837 220,666 6.69% 
22 Wichita 171,011 182,322 6.61% 
23 New York 3,447,802 3,675,476 6.60% 
24 Los Angeles 1,701,652 1,811,279 6.44% 
25 Long Beach 210,825 224,407 6.44% 
26 Austin 380,826 402,033 5.57% 
27 Honolulu 417,855 436,902 4.56% 
28 Columbus 378,909 394,714 4.17% 
29 Denver 294,223 301,963 2.63% 
30 Memphis 288,215 289,675 0.51% 
31 Nashville 298,846 298,576 -0.09% 
32 Indianapolis 402,343 400,288 -0.51% 
33 Baltimore 261,415 257,676 -1.43% 
34 Boston 293,417 288,999 -1.51% 
35 Oklahoma City 243,447 239,403 -1.66% 
36 Portland 288,951 283,179 -2.00% 
37 Louisville 342,705 334,608 -2.36% 
38 Oakland 185,434 180,355 -2.74% 
39 Dallas 581,779 564,814 -2.92% 
40 Chicago 1,310,732 1,261,625 -3.75% 
41 Philadelphia 592,306 569,210 -3.90% 
42 Minneapolis 214,421 204,786 -4.49% 
43 Kansas City 227,834 216,810 -4.84% 
44 Tulsa 195,329 180,542 -7.57% 
45 San Francisco 453,831 417,278 -8.05% 
46 Milwaukee 267,533 245,910 -8.08% 
47 St. Louis 153,782 141,216 -8.17% 
48 San Jose 464,713 423,107 -8.95% 
49 Cleveland 185,746 168,297 -9.39% 
50 Detroit 354,397 307,092 -13.35% 

 
UWM Center for Economic Development 



 
Table 4 - Employment Growth in the 20 Largest Frostbelt Cities  

2007 - 2008 
 

Rank City  
February 

2007 
February 

2008 
% 

Change 
1 Cincinnati 145,044 154,969 6.84% 
2 Boston 273,384 288,999 5.71% 
3 Washington, D.C. 299,808 309,978 3.39% 
4 Omaha 216,085 220,666 2.12% 
5 Columbus 390,555 394,714 1.06% 
6 New York 3,643,834 3,675,476 0.87% 
7 Wichita 182,105 182,322 0.12% 
8 Chicago 1,262,228 1,261,625 -0.05% 
9 Baltimore 258,955 257,676 -0.49% 
10 Minneapolis 206,657 204,786 -0.91% 
11 Pittsburgh 142,537 140,595 -1.36% 
12 Milwaukee 249,621 245,910 -1.49% 
13 St. Paul (MN) 138,538 136,468 -1.49% 
14 Buffalo 114,132 112,420 -1.50% 
15 Indianapolis 407,793 400,288 -1.84% 
16 Philadelphia 580,936 569,210 -2.02% 
17 Kansas City 222,027 216,810 -2.35% 
18 Cleveland 172,571 168,297 -2.48% 
19 Detroit 317,207 307,092 -3.19% 
20 St. Louis 147,163 141,216 -4.04% 
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Table 5- Employment Growth in the 20 Largest Frostbelt Cities 
2004 to 2008 

 

Rank City  
February 

2004 
February 

2008 
% 

Change 
1 Washington, D.C. 283,592 309,978 9.30% 
2 Cincinnati 142,635 154,969 8.65% 
3 Wichita 168,991 182,322 7.89% 
4 New York 3,437,895 3,675,476 6.91% 
5 Boston 273,807 288,999 5.55% 
6 Omaha 209,634 220,666 5.26% 
7 Kansas City 206,508 216,810 4.99% 
8 Columbus 376,419 394,714 4.86% 
9 Chicago 1,213,243 1,261,625 3.99% 
10 Baltimore 251,764 257,676 2.35% 
11 Indianapolis 392,237 400,288 2.05% 
12 Philadelphia 568,299 569,210 0.16% 
13 Milwaukee 246,938 245,910 -0.42% 
14 Minneapolis 205,925 204,786 -0.55% 
15 Pittsburgh 142,087 140,595 -1.05% 
16 St. Paul (MN) 138,355 136,468 -1.36% 
17 Buffalo 114,484 112,420 -1.80% 
18 Cleveland 175,140 168,297 -3.91% 
19 St. Louis 147,976 141,216 -4.57% 
20 Detroit 322,486 307,092 -4.77% 
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Table 6- Employment Growth in the Twenty Largest Frostbelt Cities  
2000 to 2008 

 

Rank City  
February 

2000 
February 

2008 
% 

Change 
1 Washington, D.C. 289,771 309,978 6.97% 
2 Omaha 206,837 220,666 6.69% 
3 Wichita 171,011 182,322 6.61% 
4 New York 3,447,802 3,675,476 6.60% 
5 Columbus 378,909 394,714 4.17% 
6 Cincinnati 150,157 154,969 3.20% 
7 Indianapolis 402,343 400,288 -0.51% 
8 Baltimore 261,415 257,676 -1.43% 
9 Boston 293,417 288,999 -1.51% 
10 Chicago 1,310,732 1,261,625 -3.75% 
11 Philadelphia 592,306 569,210 -3.90% 
12 Pittsburgh 146,339 140,595 -3.93% 
13 Minneapolis 214,421 204,786 -4.49% 
14 Buffalo 117,934 112,420 -4.68% 
15 Kansas City 227,834 216,810 -4.84% 
16 St. Paul (MN) 145,961 136,468 -6.50% 
17 Milwaukee 267,533 245,910 -8.08% 
18 St. Louis 153,782 141,216 -8.17% 
19 Cleveland 185,746 168,297 -9.39% 
20 Detroit 354,397 307,092 -13.35% 
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Table 7 -- Unemployment Rates in the 50 Largest Cities 
 

Rank City  
February 

2000 
February 

2004 
February 

2007 
February 

2008 
1 Honolulu 3.8 3.1 2.0 2.8 
2 Albuquerque 4.1 5.2 3.2 3.1 
3 Mesa City 3.1 4.3 3.0 3.2 
4 Austin 3.5 5.8 3.7 3.4 
5 Virginia Beach 2.5 3.5 2.8 3.4 
6 Seattle 4.8 6.1 4.3 3.4 
7 Omaha 3.5 5.2 3.7 3.5 
8 Tulsa 3.9 6.2 4.4 3.5 
9 Oklahoma City 3.5 5.6 4.8 3.6 
10 San Antonio 4.6 6.3 4.3 3.9 
11 Minneapolis 2.8 4.8 4.0 4.0 
12 Phoenix 4.0 5.5 3.9 4.1 
13 Wichita 4.7 7.1 4.9 4.1 
14 Houston 5.5 7.5 4.7 4.1 
15 Miami 6.8 7.1 3.4 4.2 
16 Tucson 4.3 5.3 4.2 4.4 
17 San Francisco 3.4 6.1 4.2 4.4 
18 Boston 3.2 5.8 5.4 4.4 
19 New York 6.4 8.0 5.0 4.4 
20 Jacksonville 3.2 5.1 3.3 4.5 
21 Nashville 3.1 4.5 4.2 4.5 
22 Fort Worth 4.9 7.6 4.9 4.5 
23 Columbus 4.2 5.6 4.4 4.6 
24 Dallas 5.1 8.3 4.9 4.6 
25 Indianapolis 3.2 5.8 4.8 4.8 
26 Charlotte 3.3 5.9 4.1 4.8 
27 San Diego 3.9 4.9 4.2 5.0 
28 Denver 3.3 7.5 4.7 5.2 
29 El Paso 7.2 7.4 6.2 5.2 

30 
Colorado 
Springs 3.1 6.0 4.3 5.3 

31 Atlanta 5.1 6.8 4.7 5.5 
32 Las Vegas 4.7 5.1 4.3 5.5 
33 Portland 5.2 8.4 5.6 5.5 
34 San Jose 3.9 8.1 5.0 5.6 
35 Louisville 4.3 6.3 5.9 5.6 

36 
Washington, 
D.C. 5.9 7.2 5.8 5.8 

37 Baltimore 6.1 7.2 6.5 5.8 
38 Long Beach 6.3 7.3 5.2 6.0 
39 Los Angeles 6.4 7.3 5.2 6.1 
40 Chicago 5.4 7.2 5.3 6.1 
41 Memphis 4.8 7.2 6.3 6.7 
42 Philadelphia 6.0 7.7 5.7 7.0 
43 Kansas City 3.6 7.3 6.7 7.1 
44 Sacramento 5.5 7.1 6.2 7.2 
45 St. Louis 5.0 7.9 6.7 7.2 
46 Milwaukee 5.3 8.4 7.3 7.4 
47 Oakland 5.9 9.8 7.0 7.9 
48 Cleveland 8.6 8.6 7.5 8.0 
49 Fresno 11.5 11.9 8.9 9.9 
50 Detroit 6.9 13.1 12.1 13.8 
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