
The Southeast in 1984: 
An Overview 

With the Southeast's economy 
mustering fresh strength moving 
into 1984, the out look is pro-
mising for the region in the months 
ahead. 

Wi th in the region, those state 
e c o n o m i e s that s h o w e d the 
greatest strength in the 1981-
1982 recession and the recovery 
in 1983 alsoare likely to lead the 
way in 1984. 

Of the eight states covered in 
this issue, Florida should enjoy 
the strongest expansion. An inflow 
of new residents and businesses 
into Florida promises to boost 
spending on housing and con-
sumer durable goods, creating 
new jobs at the same time. In-
creased defense spending wil l 
st imulate local economies sur-
rounding military installations and, 
in particular, boost those areas 
that produce sophist icated mili-
tary hardware. Florida's tourist 
attractions wi l l lure a growing 
number of domest ic and foreign 
travellers, and add to the growth 
of the state's economy as well. 

Other states in the region wi l l 
benefit from these strengths, too. 

Georgia and Nor th Carolina, es-
pecially, are likely to benefit from 
the effects of increased migration. 
Increased defense spending wil l 
boost many local economies in 
the region. Tourism is expected 
to be a pillar of Louisiana's re-
covery in 1984 and the benefits 
of the World 's Fair to be held 
there this year should spread 
across the Southeast. 

The national recovery this year 
and increased tour ism should 
boost the region's airline and 
c o n v e n t i o n t rade. W i t h the 
world 's fair, the cont inued lure 
of Disney World's EPCOT Center, 
and the growth of convent ion 
facilities in Atlanta, this could be 
a banner year for southeastern 
hospitali ty industries. 

Revived growth wil l st imulate 
the manufacturing economies of 
Alabama, Mississippi, and Ten-
nessee. These states, hard-hit by 
the recessions of the early 1980s, 
have begun to experience solid 
emp loyment gains in response 
to the national recovery. In 1984, 
they should gain f rom plant re-
open ings in d iverse d u r a b l e 

manu fac tu r ing industr ies and 
f rom increasing mining activity. 
South Carolina, also hard-hit by 
the recession, made a faster than 
usual comeback in 1983 and 
state leaders are moving aggres-
sively to diversify its economy. 

A lack of diversity hurt Louisi-
ana's energy and trade depen-
dent economy in the recent re-
cession. Louisiana's economy 
still has some catching up to do 
because the pet ro leum industry 
and international trade have both 
been slow to join in the economic 
revival. A rebound of the energy 
sector and increased trade flows 
w o u l d benefi t this and other 
states in the region. It is likely 
that international trade wil l im-
prove later this year, particularly 
helping Louisiana, North Carolina 
and south Florida. Increased ex-
ports also w o u l d induce faster 
growth in the other regional states. 
The region also should profit 
f rom foreign investment. 

The Southeast 
in Recovery 

After suffering the pains of a 
recession that continued through 
most of 1982, parts of the south-
eastern economy began to ex-
perience a strong upturn during 
the first half of 1983 wi th a re-
awakening of consumer spend-
ing. Increasingly optimistic con-
sumers began to buy cars, clothes 
and houses as interest rates fell. 

A revival in resident ial con-
struction, first noted as 1982 drew 
to a close, stimulated construction-
related industries across the nation. 
Predictably, the region's sub-
stantial furniture and carpet manu-
facturing industries soon began 
to expand output rapidly to meet 
the renewed demand. 

The recovery spread quickly, 
injecting new life into the South-
east's concent ra t ions of auto-
mobi le parts and apparel manu-
facturing plants. Closed factories 
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began to reopen and idled em-
ployees were summoned back 
to wo rk . To ta l e m p l o y m e n t , 
which had languished through 
1982, began to grow again during 
the late spring, pump ing more 
money into the economy. 

As 1983 ended, both e m p l o y 
ment and joblessness reflected 
the recovery's burgeoning strength. 
Employment was showing strong 
growth, wh i le the unemp loy -
ment rate continued to drop. Ala-
bama, Louisiana, Mississippi and 
Tennessee c o n t i n u e d to ex-
perience jobless rates around 11 -
12 percent late in the year, but 
the region's average rate had 
fallen f rom nearly 11 percent at 
the beginning of the year to about 
9 percent by the fourth quarter. 

In Florida, Georgia and North 
Carolina, where economic activity 
w e a t h e r e d the recession rela-
tively well, unemp loyment had 
fallen to 7.8, 7.1 and 8.2 percent, 
respectively, in November. Those 
states' mix of service-related in-
dustries had provided some in-
sulation from the unemployment 
problems that plagued the manu-
facturing-dominated economies 
of neighboring states. 

A second consecut ive year of 
economic expansion promises a 
cont inuing reduct ion in unem-
ployment throughout the South-
east and in the nation, where the 
rate seems likely to decl ine to 8 
percent or even lower by yearend. 

Unanswered Questions 

But trouble spots that could 
generate problems in the months 
ahead also remain in the regional 
economy . The in te rna t iona l 
trade and energy areas, which 
declined so dramatically during 
the recession, cont inue to lag 
other sectors of economic ac-
tivity in recovery. A strong U.S. 
do l la r r e d u c e d t r a d e f lows 
through most of 1983, including 

the f l o w of agr icu l tura l and 
energy products at major ports 
in the region. The speed of 
economic recovery wor ldw ide 
should help shape the vigor of 
recovery in important coal, phos-
phate, chemical, and pulp and 
paper exports as well as imports 
of oil and machinery into the 
Uni ted States. 

If the dollar's foreign exchange 
value declines this year partly 
in response to a widening Amer-
ican merchandise trade deficit, 
the nation's manufactured ex-
ports should grow steadily later 
in the year despite cont inued 
stagnation in the Latin American 
market. Such a rebound w o u l d 
add to the increased trade sti-
mulated by reviving global eco-
nomic growth. 

Another prob lem sector, par-
ticularly for the Southeast, is 
agriculture. Drought across most 
of the region last year left farmers 
hard-pressed to repay the debts 
they had accumulated dur ing 
several years of adversity. A 
severe freeze in Florida near 
yearend damaged crops and 
augured poorly for the new year. 

For survivors, though, con-
dit ions look brighter in 1984. 
Cont inued economic recovery 

and favorable trade develop-
ments shou ld increase agri-
cultural exports and generate 
demand for farm products. Far-
mers are likely to resume full-
scale p lan t ing , w h i c h w o u l d 

trigger a resurgence in demand 
for seed, ferti l izer and equip-
m e n t — g o o d news for merchants 
w h o suffered dur ing last year's 
acreage reductions. 

Summary 

As the economic good news 
continues to roll in, construction, 
services and manu fac tu r ing 
firms are gearing up for what 
they expect to be a second 
consecu t i ve year of regional 
growth. Plants should continue 
reopening and the j o b p ic tu re 
should improve, assuming that 
consumer and business spend-
ing continues to fuel the national 
recovery. 

As we have emphasized in 
past out look issues, the South-
east, so of ten characterized as 
a monol i th ic fast-growing unit, 
actual ly contains states w i th 
widely di f fer ing economic pro-
files. This region of over 40 
mil l ion people, representing al-
most 18 percent of the nation's 
population,is a fascinating mix 
of rural and urban, agricultural 
and manu fac tu r i ng , and tra-
ditional and high-tech industries. 

Add ing to the mix, the South-
east in recent years has become 
a hotbed of entrepeneurship, 
aided by a tradit ional commit -
ment to free enterprise and a 
history of good management-
labor relations. Those qualities, 
together wi th a rich diversity of 
environmental factors, give each 
state in the region a quite distinct 
economy. The detai led state-
by-state analyses in this issue 
explore those dist inctions and 
what they hold in store for south-
eastern states in the year ahead. 
The issue was produced by our 
regional research team, headed 
by Gene D. Sullivan. 

— Donald L. Koch 
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