Local Employment Outlook
by Jim Lee

A
ABSTRACT:
This article presents the
short-term economic look
for Corpus Christi from
two vantage points: one
as the aftermath of the
recent plunge in oil prices, and another in light of
ongoing capital developments around the Port.
Those industrial construction projects would absorb much but not all of
the slack associated with
expected cutbacks in
shale oil production, and
so local employment
growth is expected to
slow down considerably
from the solid pace in
2014.

Notes: The author thanks
former City Mayor Joe
Adame for the idea of
this study.
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fter several years of solid economic
growth, Corpus Christi is at a crossroads once again. The recent
plunge in crude oil prices has amplified uncertainty regarding the economic outlook of
the South Texas region. Will the oil price
collapse inflict as much an economic pain to
the Corpus Christi economy as it did in the
mid-1980s? The last issue of Economic Pulse
addresses this question from the vantage
point of economic diversification.
The current issue presents a short-term
economic outlook from the vantage points
of two major developments in South Texas,
namely cutbacks in oil production in the Eagle Ford Shale and industrial construction
projects around Corpus Christi. The forecast
for overall employment in the
Corpus Christi
metro area
hinges on the
balance between the economic impacts
of these two
opposite factors.
Boom to Bust
Chat 1 shows
the estimated
impacts of the
two major developments in
Corpus Christi.
The numbers

Source: Author’s calculations.

are calculated from a model called IMPLAN,
a popular methodology for evaluating the
regional economic impact of a change in a
local industry. The first column of the chart
shows the estimates of jobs that would disappear in the Corpus Christi metro area under the scenario that oil prices will continue
to stay at the current levels below $50. Oil
prices at such depressed levels would make
the majority of existing oil and gas wells in
the Eagle Ford Shale play economically unviable to drill.
Layoffs by firms in oil and gas exploration,
extraction, and support activities, such as
equipment and transportation, have already
begun across the United States. The total
number of direct job losses in Corpus Christi

Table 1: Major Industrial Capital Projects
Project Developer
Expenditure ($mil)
Cheniere I
11,000
TPCO
1,300
Oxychem
1,300
M&G
1,100
Trafigura AG
800
vosetalpine
770
Celanese I
750
Valero
650
LyondellBasell
500
Cheniere II
500
Megellan Midstream
400
Castleton
400
Flint Hills
250
Plains Terminals
200
Celanese II
150
TexStar
100
Baker Hughes
22
Superior Weighting Products
18
TOTAL
20,210

Permanent Jobs
200
800
140
220
200
150
45

50
105
35

106
75
20
2,146

Sources: Corpus Christi Regional Economic Development Corp. and Port of Corpus Christi Authority.

draws on the estimated impact of the
booming Eagle Ford activity on local
employment between 2010 and 2013.
As reported in a previous Economic
Pulse article (2014, Issue 6), the shale
oil boom generated about 3,800 new
jobs in the area’s oil and gas industry
during that 4-year period, or an average of 946 jobs per year. As the oil
boom is about to end, that industry
could lose all those jobs once created.

spillover, or secondary, effects across
different industries. So, if shale oil
drilling in South Texas ceases, the
metro area could lose as many as
4,113 jobs.
Legacy of “Grow-zilla”
Until the turn of this year, most
concerns about the future course of
Corpus Christi have been about
“growing pains” due to a record number of industrial construction and expansion projects. The area is currently

Some oilfield jobs, such as those
involving oil extracChart 2: Major Industrial Projects
tion and drilling, are
high paying occupations with professional skills, while
other jobs, such as
those in support
activities, may require less training
and thus pay relatively less wages.
When the different
impacts of those
jobs are taken into
consideration, an
estimated total of
3,167 jobs in Corpus Christi could
disappear as the
Source: Port of Corpus Christi Authority.

swamped by more than 100 largescaled capital development projects.
Table 1 lists 18 of those industrial facilities that together promise to create more than 2,000 high-paying permanent jobs.
Chart 2 below is a map of the locations of development sites as reported by the Port of Corpus Christi Authority. Those projects’ capital expenditures total $32 billion. The majority of those industrial facilities under construction will benefit from the
abundant shale oil and natural gas
supplies in Texas. Many of these new
facilities either operate at the downstream of the oil and gas industry or
utilize petroleum or natural gas as a
feedstock, so current developments in
oil prices would probably not adversely affect their operations.
Completion of those capital projects will involve an estimated total of
10,000 construction jobs. However,
unlike those in other economic activities, demand for those jobs is temporary, and employment estimates are
more appropriately referred to as jobyears. Most of those industrial projects are slated to be completed before 2018, or within four years, so the
number of construction jobs they generate each year is estimated to be
2,500 (=10,000 ÷ 4 ).

Table 2: Corpus Christi Employment Growth in 2015
Growth Factor
Contribution to Job Growth
Cutback in Oil Production
-32.9%
Capital Developments
32.4%
Historical Trend
1.7%
Net Change
1.1%
Source: Author's calculations.

The right column of Chart 1 above
shows the regional employment impact of the industrial development
projects. In addition to those working
on site, those projects will generate
an estimated total of 1,547 full-timeequivalent jobs across different industries of the metro area. So the construction phase of those industrial
facilities will support an estimated
total of 4,047 jobs each year through
2018. Once completed, those facilities
together will be operated with more
than 2,000 employees.
“Win Some, Lose Some”
Our short-term economic outlook
for Corpus Christi hinges on the balance between ongoing developments
in the regional oil and gas industry
and the local industrial projects (see
Table 2). The mining and construction
industries belong to the same NACIS
supersector and their workforce is to
a large extent substitutable. These two opposite
economic forces together
result in a net loss of 65
jobs, or 0.6 percent of
the local workforce.
Without such factors, the
local economy will gravitate over time toward its
historical trend, which
represents “normal” economic conditions.
On average, local employment has increased
by 1.7 percent annually
since 1970. So, taking
into account the net employment impact of the
two major economic factors (i.e., -0.6 percent),
the forecast for local em-

ployment in 2015 would be a growth
rate of 1.1 percent.
Uncertain Outlook
Chart 3 shows Corpus Christi’s historical employment growth and the
forecast for 2015. The impact of the
shale oil boom beginning in 2010 is
evident among the strong monthly
employment growth rates in 2011
and 2012, followed by a slowdown in
2013.
Employment growth in Corpus
Christi picked up again in 2014 due in
part to a surge in construction employment. The capital projects underway will continue to elevate labor
demand in the construction sector. In
the currently tight labor market with
an overall unemployment rate below
5 percent, some of the openings may
not be filled immediately. In the absence of the foreseeable cutbacks in

oil production, local employment
growth would likely continue to accelerate, albeit at a declining rate over
time.
As shown in Chart 3, employment
growth under this optimistic scenario
will reach 3 percent by the end of
2015. This upswing in employment
growth is in line with the speculation
that oil prices will soon return to the
mid-2014 levels such that our estimate of job losses due to falling oil
production will not materialize.
However, as pointed out above,
the current oil market condition is
about to result in significant reductions in local employment as echoes
to the aftermath of the oil market
crash in the mid-1980s. Yet the current momentum in industrial developments around the Port of Corpus
Christi is expected to bring the local
economy to a soft-landing instead of
an otherwise full-blown collapse.
All told, our current outlook underscores the extent of uncertainty surrounding Corpus Christi today. The
local employment forecast for 2015
is within a wide range between 1.1
percent and 3 percent growth.
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