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The economy of 2011 will go down as
somewhat lackluster, but don’t blame
manufacturing exports from district
states, which increased more than 10
percent last year, reaching a record
$43.7 billion. That’s lower than the 17
percent bump in 2010, but the second-
best performance since the recession.
Manufactured exports increased in all
states, with the strongest growth in
North Dakota and South Dakota; each
increased about 19 percent in 2011.

The global economy continued to
expand during 2011, which supported
demand for district products. The
strongest growth was reported in China,
India and other developing nations.
Developed countries contributed less to
overall global output, as Japan’s econo-
my was weakened by the tsunami and
Europe struggled with government
debt levels. 

Overall, the value of the U.S. dollar
relative to foreign currencies remained
relatively stable. According to a weight-
ed average of a broad array of foreign
currencies, the U.S. dollar increased
slightly in value, which generally
made U.S. exports abroad a bit more
expensive.

However, there was diversity among
particular currencies. The U.S. dollar
increased in value modestly relative to
the euro and Canadian dollar, but more
than 10 percent relative to the Mexican
peso (see Chart 1). This likely con-
tributed to the relatively soft gain in dis-
trict manufactured exports to Mexico.

Meanwhile, the U.S. dollar decreased
in value relative to the Japanese yen and
Chinese yuan. Despite the fall in value
of the U.S. dollar, district manufactured
exports to Japan dropped 1.3 percent in
2011, as the country struggled with the
impact of the tsunami. The district’s
largest manufactured export industry to
Japan, computer and electronic prod-
ucts, decreased by 9 percent, but gains
were recorded in machinery and food
and kindred products. 

Since China allowed the value of the
yuan to fluctuate relative to the dollar in
July 2005, the U.S. dollar has decreased
in value by 24 percent relative to the

yuan. U.S. and district manufactured
exports to China made strong gains
during this time, but are still dwarfed by
the value of imports from China, as evi-
denced by the large U.S.-China trade
deficit. Nevertheless, the value of
imports relative to exports decreased
nationally to a ratio of 4-to-1 in 2011
from 6-to-1 in 2005.

Most of the district’s larger export
industries posted gains in 2011.
Machinery, the district’s largest export
industry, increased 21 percent, while
food and kindred products, the third-
largest export industry, increased 14
percent. Meanwhile, computer and
electronic products and transportation
equipment posted small decreases.
Exports of petroleum and coal products
posted strong gains in Montana and
North Dakota, but still represent a rela-
tively small share of total district manu-
factured exports.

Exports support
manufacturing
employment
As district manufactured exports
expanded in 2011, manufacturing
employment grew at the fastest rate
since the mid 1990s (see Chart 2). The
gain follows a steep decline during the
recession, when manufacturing employ-
ment dropped almost 11 percent in
2009. Strength in exports has helped
boost the manufacturing sector, as man-
ufactured exports represent a sizable
share of manufacturing GDP in district
states, from 28 percent in South Dakota
to 54 percent in North Dakota.
However, previous periods of strong
growth in manufactured exports were
not associated with strong gains in
employment. For example, manufactured
exports posted double-digit annual
gains from 2004 to 2007, yet manufactur-
ing employment increased only slightly. 

U.S. manufacturing employment
peaked in 1979 and is now only about
60 percent of that level. Since the late
1970s, large manufacturing operations
that tended to rely on unskilled labor
have often closed and moved overseas
to China and other nations where
unskilled labor is less expensive (see the
September 2011 issue of The Region).
Today’s manufacturing sector has fewer
large operations and tends to rely on
more skilled and productive labor. As
evidence, wages in the U.S. manufactur-
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Minnesota 
Five largest manufactured export destinations

Annual
Total Exports Percent

2011 Change
(millions of dollars) 2010-2011

Canada 5,001.0 8.2
Europe 4,107.0 -0.2
Asian NIEs* 2,044.9 6.1
China 1,738.2 20.3
Southeast Asia 1,475.3 3.0

Total Manufactured Exports 18,373.4 7.1

Five largest manufactured export industries
Annual

Total Exports Percent
2011 Change

(millions of dollars) 2010-2011

Computer and Electronic Products 3,868.6 -3.4
Machinery, Except Electrical 3,438.7 14.4
Transportation Equipment 2,226.5 6.3
Food and Kindred Products 1,572.9 18.2
Misc. Manufactured Commodities 1,535.5 -8.2

Total Manufactured Exports 18,373.4 7.1

Montana
Five largest manufactured export destinations

Annual
Total Exports Percent

2011 Change
(millions of dollars) 2010-2011

Canada 500.4 18.1
Europe 186.8 14.5
Asian NIEs* 185.7 -14.8
China 110.7 16.5
Japan 62.0 -43.5

Total Manufactured Exports 1,162.9 4.2

Five largest manufactured export industries
Annual

Total Exports Percent
2011 Change

(millions of dollars) 2010-2011

Chemicals 349.6 -5.3
Machinery, Except Electrical 205.0 -7.1
Petroleum and Coal Products 160.2 194.5
Transportation Equipment 149.5 8.4
Primary Metal Manufacturing 64.2 -48.2

Total Manufactured Exports 1,162.9 4.2

North Dakota
Five largest manufactured export destinations

Annual
Total Exports Percent

2011 Change
(millions of dollars) 2010-2011

Canada 1,228.9 10.8
Europe 284.2 52.8
South America 95.6 38.4
Mexico 95.3 -9.5
Pacific Islands 85.5 17.2

Total Manufactured Exports 2,022.7 19.3

*Asian NIEs (newly industrialized economies) include Hong Kong,
Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan.
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ing sector increased almost 20 percent
from 1997 to 2010, adjusted for infla-
tion, while wages across all sectors
increased only 16 percent.

The recent jump in manufacturing
employment is likely an adjustment to
the large drop in employment during the
recession, but also may provide a signal
that the sector is no longer losing jobs
overseas at the pace it has in the past.

District ranks
relatively low in
exports per capita
Even though Minnesota, North Dakota
and Montana border Canada, these
states have relatively modest state
rankings in manufactured exports per
capita. However, these district states
don’t represent the strongest trade
flows to Canada. Washington and

Vermont, which also border Canada,
rank third and fourth, respectively,
among all states in manufactured
exports per capita. Texas, which borders
Mexico, and Louisiana, which has a large
port, rank first and second in the coun-
try. Among district states, Wisconsin has
the highest state ranking at 20th, while
Montana has the lowest at 48th. f
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North Dakota (continued)
Five largest manufactured export industries

Annual
Total Exports Percent

2011 Change
(millions of dollars) 2010-2011

Machinery, Except Electrical 1,030.2 24.5
Food and Kindred Products 236.6 -33.9
Transportation Equipment 201.9 26.2
Chemicals 189.1 83.9
Beverages and Tobacco Products 70.9 40.4

Total Manufactured Exports 2,022.7 19.3

South Dakota
Five largest manufactured export destinations

Annual
Total Exports Percent

2011 Change
(millions of dollars) 2010-2011

Canada 483.9 28.2
Mexico 389.1 16.9
Europe 158.2 2.5
China 61.7 75.5
Asian NIEs* 50.6 26.2

Total Manufactured Exports 1,372.2 18.5

Five largest manufactured export industries
Annual

Total Exports Percent
2011 Change

(millions of dollars) 2010-2011

Food and Kindred Products 504.8 18.8
Machinery, Except Electrical 264.1 30.3
Beverages and Tobacco Products 172.3 67.5
Transportation Equipment 116.3 -2.9
Computer and Electronic Products 111.9 26.5

Total Manufactured Exports 1,372.2 18.5

Wisconsin
Five largest manufactured export destinations

Annual
Total Exports Percent

2011 Change
(millions of dollars) 2010-2011

Canada 6,742.1 17.7
Europe 3,895.1 7.2
Mexico 1,820.6 -2.7
South America 1,730.1 19.6
China 1,213.4 1.7

Total Manufactured Exports 20,728.3 12.5

Five largest manufactured export industries
Annual

Total Exports Percent
2011 Change

(millions of dollars) 2010-2011

Machinery, Except Electrical 6,698.6 24.9
Computer and Electronic Products 3,173.1 -6.4
Food and Kindred Products 1,573.7 21.0
Transportation Equipment 1,543.0 -13.5
Chemicals 1,531.3 30.6

Total Manufactured Exports 20,728.3 12.5

*Asian NIEs (newly industrialized economies) include Hong Kong,
Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan.
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Exchange rates varied in 2011
Percent change from 2010 to 2011
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Manufacturing employment posts 
strong gain in 2011

Percent change from a year earlier
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