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Problem of Industrial Labor Supply

W i t h  continued expansion of industrial activity, the 
problem of labor supply is becoming increasingly 

critical in the Twelfth Federal Reserve District. Heavier 
enlistments in the armed services and the operation of the 
Selective Service Act are making themselves felt, while 
further additions to the total labor force to meet the in
satiable demands of war industries are becoming more 
difficult. In-migration, which has supplied a large pro
portion of the Pacific Coast’s demand for workers in the 
past, is slowing down as the areas from which these 
workers have been drawn are now themselves experi
encing labor shortages. Furthermore, such local sources 
of labor as older men and men unemployed as a result of 
contraction in civilian manufacturing and service activi
ties are approaching exhaustion.

Employment of Women

Employment of women now offers the greatest possi
bility of further additions to the labor force, and con
siderable progress is being made in this direction. Data 
prepared by the California State Department of Indus
trial Relations indicate that the number of women em
ployed as factory wage earners in California manufac
turing industries during July totaled 101,- 
800, an increase of 25,300 over June and 
32,800 above April of this year. Women em
ployees represented 15.3 percent of all fac
tory wage earners in July as against 12.6 
percent in June. Much of the increase dur
ing the last month is attributable to a sea
sonal rise in the canning industry, although 
significant increases have also occurred in 
war industries, particularly in establish
ments producing aircraft, electrical machin
ery and equipment, and rubber goods. The 
aircraft industry employed 23,600 women 
factory workers in July, compared with
18,000 in June, 12,000 in May, and less than 
500 in February 1941. Employment of 
women in private shipyards was still of 
negligible proportions during July, but one 
Government yard employed over 2,000.
Women engaged in executive, technical, 
clerical, sales, or professional activities are 
excluded from these figures.

Labor Shortages in Mining and Lumbering

In general, the most serious shortages of labor in the 
district at the present time are reported in the mining and 
lumbering industries, which have lost workers not only 
to the armed services but also to higher paying war in
dustries.

For the country as a whole, copper production is re
ported by the National War Labor Board to have dropped 
5 percent during July, largely because of labor short
ages. About 6,700 additional workers will be needed in 
copper mining before the end of the year, but during the 
late summer the number of separations in many mines 
was greater than the number of hires. Operations of other 
nonferrous mines and of milling, smelting, and refining 
operations have been threatened by manpower shortages. 
In Idaho and Utah, it is estimated by the War Labor 
Board that migration to higher paid jobs, which has been 
going on since early this year, has already drained away 
from these operations nearly 20 percent of the available 
working force.

A  serious situation also exists in the country’s lumber 
industry. Despite the pressing demand, production in

1942 is estimated between 5 and 7 billion 
board feet below the 1941 output of ap
proximately 36 billion board feet. Short
ages of spruce, noble fir, Douglas fir, hem
lock, and Idaho white pine lumber are par
ticularly severe, and log inventories, usu
ally at their seasonal peak in September, 
are at the lowest level in five years. Loss of 
workers to shipyards and other war pro
duction industries has been particularly 
high in Washington and Oregon, with labor 
turnover in these states reported to have 
reached a level of over 10 percent a month.

Job Freezing Order

Several Government agencies have taken 
steps to alleviate the shortage of manpower 
in extractive industries, the most drastic of 
which has been the September 7 order of 
the War Manpower Commission ordering 
all production and maintenance workmen 
in nonferrous metal mining, milling, smelt-
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ing, and refining activities and in the logging and lum
bering industry within the 12 western states to remain 
on their jobs. Except under certain specified conditions, 
workers may not switch to other jobs, nor may employers 
in nonferrous metal and lumber industries release work
ers for other jobs, without first obtaining a certificate of 
separation from the United States Employment Service. 
According to the directive, the following circumstances 
are illustrative of what may be considered good grounds 
for separation :

( 1 ) When the worker is competent to perform higher 
skilled work than his current employer is able or willing 
to provide.

(2) When the worker is employed for a substantial 
period at less than full time.

(3) When the distance between the worker’s resi
dence and the place of employment is unreasonably great, 
considering restrictions on the use of gasoline and tires 
and the load on transportation facilities.

(4) When the worker has compelling personal rea
sons for wishing to change.

(5) When the worker is employed at wages or under 
working conditions substantially less favorable than those 
prevailing in the community for the kind of work on 
which he is employed.

On the other hand, no employer in the 12 western 
states, whether engaged in essential or non-essential pro
duction, may hire any worker engaged in a critical min
ing or lumbering operation on or after September 7 un
less the worker presents a certificate of separation. This 
plan is based upon the anti-pirating policy developed last 
July by the National Management-Labor Policy Com
mittee of the War Manpower Commission.

Both employee and employer will have the right to ap
peal any incident to local committees and finally to the 
War Manpower Commission in Washington. Success of 
the program will depend upon the cooperation of all con
cerned.

Other Corrective Measures

In a further attempt to meet the labor shortage prob
lem, the chairman of the War Production Board has re
quested the immediate institution of a 48 hour week in 
all logging camps and, where logs are available, in all 
mills. For all work over 40 hours per week, employees 
will be paid time and one half. To offset higher costs re
sulting from overtime operations, a recent Office of Price 
Administration regulation permits graduated increases 
in the maximum prices received by individual companies 
for logs, depending on overtime operations.

In order to eliminate some of the factors that have led 
workers to leave their jobs, actions are being planned to 
improve housing and working conditions and to provide 
workers with tires when necessary. Moreover, the Selec
tive Service System has informed its local draft boards 
that serious consideration should be given to the defer
ment of men engaged in essential mining and lumbering 
operations.

Wage Differentials

The higher wages obtainable in shipyards, airplane 
plants, and other defense activities have been the main 
factor causing miners and loggers to leave their jobs. Ac
cording to the report of a War Labor Board mediation 
panel, hourly wage rates for common labor in the mines 
and smelters of the Pacific Coast and Rocky Mountain 
area range from 70 cents to 81 cents, compared with 
common labor rates in construction projects and defense 
industries ranging from 80 cents up to $1.10, with the 
greatest concentration of rates ranging from 88 cents to 
95 cents. Carpenters outside the mines earn anywhere 
from 38 to 55 cents an hour more than timbermen in the 
mines, while mechanics and machinists outside earn any
where from 20 to 30 cents an hour more than those in 
the mines. These rates do not take account of overtime 
earnings, which are considerably larger in defense activi
ties than in the mines. Data for California prepared by 
the California State Department of Industrial Relations 
indicate that average weekly earnings during August were 
$56.85 in shipyards, $44.89 in aircraft plants, $42.72 in 
mining, and $39.44 in lumbering.

Numerous wage adjustment proposals now before the 
War Labor Board may tend to reduce or eliminate exist
ing wage inequalities. The majority recommendation of 
one War Labor Board mediation panel, if followed by 
the National War Labor Board, would raise wages of
10,000 copper, lead, and zinc workers in Idaho and Utah 
by 1 2^  cents an hour. It was recognized by the panel 
that wage rates have already been increased by more than 
15 percent since January 1, 1941, the amount authorized 
by the War Labor Board in its “Little Steel” decision, 
but further increases were justified on the ground that 
the tide of migration out of the industry has, to use the 
panel’s own words, '‘already interfered with vital war 
production and created an emergency war problem of 
national significance.” The W LB has established a West 
Coast Lumber Commission with power to decide all labor 
disputes in the western lumber industry.

Distribution of the Labor Supply

Except for direct control over employment, higher 
wages are the most effective means that war plants have of 
attracting workers from other industries. The main dis
advantage of such a method is its non-discriminatory char
acter ; it attracts workers not only from contracting civil
ian activities but also from other war industries and even 
from other plants in the same industry.

While movement of workers into war industries is both 
desirable and necessary, total munitions production in 
many cases could be increased and the problem of labor 
turnover reduced if workers in essential activities re
mained on their present jobs. The directive of the War 
Manpower Commission ordering western loggers and 
miners to remain in their present positions is the first 
formal widespread attempt to bring about this result by 
Government decree. If successful, it is possible that this 
technique may be extended to other industries and com
munities where labor shortages now exist.
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