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Economic Update

The Texas Workforce Commission reports that the Houston-Sugarland-Baytown Metropolitan Statistical Area created 600 net new jobs in the month of June, marking the fifth consecutive month of job gains.  Though the net increase is small a look at the details suggests a somewhat different picture.  The private sector created 13,100 jobs in June with solid gains in several sectors – professional & business services; trade, transportation & utilities; manufacturing and oil & gas.  Employment in healthcare and social assistance continued to grow throughout the recession, thanks to Houston’s growing and aging population.  The energy sector has added 1,200 jobs over the past 12 months.  For the 12 months ending June 2010, the Houston region lost 17,400 jobs, or a loss of .7%.  As recently as December, the 12 month loss was 92,500 jobs, or 3.5%.  Private sector employment peaked at 2,268,500 jobs in August 2008 and trended downward for 17 months, bottoming out at 2,106,100 jobs in January 2010.  Since January, the private sector has regained 42,700 of the 162,000 private sector jobs lost in the recession or about 26% of the total.  The recovery, though slow, continues across the nation.  Eight of the nation’s largest metro areas now show over-the-year job growth.  Houston is among 13 large metros that have over-the-year losses of less than 1%.  Job losses for all large metros, those with 1.5 million or more in population, are now less than 3%.  The Houston region has been named the nation’s No. 1 job creator over the last five years in a recent ranking from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.  From June 2005 until June 2010, our region added 129,800 jobs.  Over this same period, 84 major markets sustained employment losses while Houston was one of only 16 major markets to boast a gain in employment.  Job prospects are looking just a little brighter.  The service sector, which makes up 80% of the economy, grew for the seventh month in a row.  

Texas is listed as one of the five states that added manufacturing jobs in each of the first six months of 2010.  Texas added 22,800 jobs in the January-to-June period, a 2.8% increase from the beginning of the year.  The increase, however, followed a 12.4% decline in Texas manufacturing jobs from June 2006 to December 2009.   Texas has the second-largest manufacturing workforce in the nation, after California.  The gains in U.S. manufacturing were largely driven by companies restoring depleted inventories.  Increased exports to growing foreign markets also were a factor and will be critical for future manufacturing hiring.  

Houston’s June unemployment rate stood at 8.8%.  The unemployment rate for Texas stood at 8.5% and for the US at 9.6%.  New jobless claims fell the week of July 19, 2010 for the third time in four weeks but remains elevated.  The decline is a sign the economy likely added jobs in July, although not enough to lower the unemployment rate.  First-time claims for unemployment insurance dropped by 11,000 to a seasonally adjusted 457,000 per the Labor Department.  
Entrepreneurs in Houston continue to bolster the city’s economy while businesses across the state are still outpacing other regions of the country.  Despite the June slowdown of the US recovery, the Texas economy saw its 11th-straight month of output expansion in manufacturing and its 14th-straight month of overall economic growth.  The government reported an economic growth rate of 2.4% in the second quarter.  The crucial driver of growth in the second quarter was business investment in such things as office buildings and equipment and software.  Houston has the highest level of entrepreneurial activity out of the 15th largest cities.  

Forbes notes Houston as one of the Best Cities for Jobs, calls Houston a “Model City” citing “opportunity” as the key, and names Houston as the Best City for Young Professionals.  According to BusinessWeek, Houston is the “Top City for New College Grads” because of good pay and plenty of jobs.  Texas took the No. 1 spot in a list of America’s Top States for Business, according to a study by CNBC.  Texas received the highest overall score in the study’s four-year history.  Texas ranked in the top 10 for economy, transportation and infrastructure, technology & innovation, access to capital and cost of living.  

Legal Update

DOL Interpretation Expands the Scope of “Parents” Eligible to Take FMLA Leave
On June 22, 2010, the U.S. Department of Labor significantly increased the number of employees who will be eligible to take Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) leave to care for a child, by broadening the definition of who constitutes a “son or daughter” under the Act.  As a result, domestic partners and other individuals who may not have previously been considered a qualifying parent of a child will now be deemed to meet this revised definition and be entitled to FMLA leave.  The latest interpretation broadens the meaning of “son or daughter” as it applies to an employee who stands in loco parentis to a child.  In loco parentis commonly refers to an individual who has assumed the position and the obligations of a parent without going through formal legal channels. Enacted in 1993, the FMLA provides eligible employees with up to 12 workweeks of unpaid leave “for the birth or placement of a son or daughter, to bond with a newborn or newly placed son or daughter or to care for a son or daughter with a serious health condition.”  An individual standing in loco parentis can include a person without biological or legal relationship to the child.  The DOL’s interpretation was clearly designed to extend FMLA rights to families with same-sex partners to the extent that such families did not qualify in the past under the previous interpretation of in loco parentis.  The DOL’s action will have implications that reach beyond such families, and extend in loco parentis status and FMLA leave rights to other types of “nontraditional” arrangements including grandparents and unrelated adults such as parent’s opposite-sex boyfriend or girlfriend.  The DOL’s interpretation only requires the employee to provide a “simple statement” asserting the requisite family relationship. 

U.S. Supreme Court Ruling Provides Guidance on Monitoring Employee Texts & Emails

In its first foray into the potentially treacherous intersection of workplace monitoring of electronic communications and employee privacy expectations, the United States Supreme Court considered whether the City of Ontario Police Department violated the privacy rights of Sergeant Jeff Quon by reviewing sexually explicit text messages sent by Quon using a City-issued pager.  The Court declined to issue any broad pronouncements concerning the permissible scope of workplace monitoring.  The Court’s decision, nonetheless, provides useful guidance for employers – whether governmental or private – on steps they can take to reduce their exposure to privacy-based claims arising from their review of employee’s text messages, e-mail, and other electronic communications.  The Supreme Court’s reluctance to enunciate broad principles in its ruling highlights the need for employers to continue to exercise caution when conducting searches of employee communications.  As employees increasingly rely upon personal e-mail accounts and smart phones to conduct company business, the issues confronted by employers and the courts will become even more complex, particularly given the Court’s recognition that employees have a greater privacy interest in such communications.

Hiring Source is a placement firm that specializes in the following disciplines:  Administrative, Accounting, Legal, Human Resources, and Sales/Marketing.  The firm offers temporary, temp-to-hire, and direct hire placement throughout the Greater Houston area.  The President, Jennifer Lacy Briscoe, has extensive experience in the industry and has been recognized as a Top Producer by Texas Association of Personnel Consultants.  Hiring Source is a local firm that takes pride in providing personalized service to each and every one of their candidates and client companies.  
Sources:  Greater Houston Partnership; Houston Chronicle; Houston Business Journal; HR Houston; and Kerry Notestine, Shareholder at Littler Mendelson
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