
The Lawton-area economy showed further signs of improvement in 2015 despite strong 

headwinds from Federal-related job cuts and the statewide oil bust. Our outlook calls for 

another year of moderate growth in 2016 as Lawton outpaces the state. 
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CURRENT CONDITIONS AND ECONOMIC HEADWINDS.

The Lawton area economy continues to add civilian wage and 
salary jobs at a steady but moderate pace (see Figure 1). The 
pace of job gains remains below historical norms but is 
remarkable given the spillover effects from ongoing Federal 
civilian and military personnel cuts. 
Along with steady job growth, several additional signs of 
economic recovery surfaced in 2015. These signs include 
accelerated wage growth, a decline in the jobless rate, growth 
in business establishments, increased labor force participation, 
and a rebound in local home prices. 

Despite clear overall improvement in 2015, any further 
acceleration in local economic growth will remain constrained 
by further downsizing of Department of Defense (DoD) 
activities at Ft. Sill. Approximately 3,100 military personnel (23% 
of total military jobs) and 1,200 Federal civilian jobs (23% of total 
Federal civilian jobs) have been cut steadily since the recent 
peak in personnel in 2010. While the pace of cuts eased in 2015 
to an estimated 350 military jobs and 100 Federal civilian 

positions, a clear bottom in local Defense-related hiring has not 
yet been reached.

Along with Defense-related downsizing, our 2016 outlook is 
influenced by a second headwind in the form of slowing 
economic conditions at the state level.
Much of the state has been mired in an oil and gas-driven 
recession since early 2015. Many areas of the state where 
drilling activity was pared back sharply are now facing severe 
localized economic distress. 
The state lost approximately 13,000 jobs overall in 2015 and 
continues to shed jobs through the first quarter of 2016. Our 
base case outlook for the state calls for job losses to continue 
into the third quarter of 2016. This weakness could be extended 
into 2017 if oil prices retreat once again. 

Given this backdrop, our overall 2016 outlook for Lawton 
suggests a fourth consecutive year of steady but uneven 
growth as the Lawton region works to offset economic 
weakness at the state level and transition toward a larger role 
for the private sector.

(see Figure 2). This is an acceleration above the 0.6% gain in 
2014 and marks the third consecutive year of non-military job 
growth.  The area economy has now added a total of 1,200 
non-military wage and salary jobs the past four years in its 
ongoing transition to a smaller military presence.

STEADY PRIVATE SECTOR JOB GAINS CONTINUE TO 
OFFSET FEDERAL LOSSES.

The private sector added the bulk of the new civilian wage and 
salary jobs reported in the Lawton metro area in 2015. The 
private sector added approximately 650 new jobs, with most of 
the new jobs in the professional and business services, retail 
and wholesale trade, and transportation sectors. Private sector 
hiring was weakest in health services and financial services. 
The gains in private sector hiring were offset in part by the loss 
of 250 government sector wage and salary jobs in 2015. All 



three government sectors – Federal, state, and local – lost jobs 
in the period.

LAWTON OUTPERFORMED THE STATE ECONOMY IN 2015 
AND SHOULD DO SO AGAIN IN 2016. 

Our outlook calls for continued civilian job growth at a more 
moderate pace of 0.5% (240 new jobs) on a year-over-year basis 
in 2016 (see Figure 2). This roughly matches the growth rate 
seen in both 2013 and 2014. 
The Lawton job outlook also contrasts sharply with our forecast 
for a -0.7% civilian job loss at the state level in 2016 as low crude 
oil and natural gas prices continue to weigh on the energy 
sector. The Lawton region has often moved on a unique 
economic cycle relative to the state as Federal employment 
shifts have taken place in the past. This is true of the region’s 
economic cycle since Federal job gains helped offset the effects 
of the recent national recession in 2008 and 2009, as well as 
following Federal job cuts beginning in 2010. 

THE LAWTON REGION’S JOBLESS RATE NOW MATCHES 
THE STATE AND WILL LIKELY FALL SLIGHTLY BELOW THE 
STATE AVERAGE IN 2016. 

The steep decline in the Lawton jobless rate since late 2013 has 
pushed it down to nearly 4% in early 2016 (see Figure 3). More 
importantly, the improvement was not due to a shrinking labor 
force. Instead, the improvement was accompanied by both a 
slight rise in the size of the labor force and the first reported 
rebound in the labor force participation rate since 2010. The 
local labor force participation rate increased from 39.3% in 2014 
to 39.6% in 2015 in the latest data. Our outlook suggests that 
the local jobless rate will face difficulty moving lower going 
forward and is projected to average 4.3% in 2016. As is the case 
with many regions of the state, any further lowering of the 
jobless rate will come only slowly given that the rate for the 
region is approaching its historical floor.



WAGE GROWTH ACCELERATED ALONG WITH 
EMPLOYMENT IN 2015.

 Growth in total wages earned in the non-military sectors of the 
economy increased 3.6% in 2015 versus 2.4% in 2014 (see 
Figure 4). This is only slightly below the 3.7% average annual 
increase in total wages in the decade between 2005 and 2014. 
The 3.6% gain is also well above the 1.3% gain posted at the 
state level. Lawton wage growth is forecasted to ease along 
with employment growth to a more moderate 2.8% gain in 2016.
Wage growth accelerated along with employment in 2015. 
Growth in total wages earned in the non-military sectors of the 
economy increased 3.6% in 2015 versus 2.4% in 2014 (see 
Figure 4). This is only slightly below the 3.7% average annual 
increase in total wages in the decade between 2005 and 2014. 
The 3.6% gain is also well above the 1.3% gain posted at the 
state level. Lawton wage growth is forecasted to ease along 
with employment growth to a more moderate 2.8% gain in 2016.
Local wage growth is also finally putting some upward pressure 
on local personal income (see Figure 5). Personal income 
growth accelerated for the third consecutive year in 2015 to a 
2.3% gain. This matched personal income growth at the state 
level but remains well below historical growth rates for the 
region.
Relative to the state and nation, the Lawton region lost 
significant ground in per capita income between 2010 and 2013 
as the heaviest Federal personnel cuts occurred (see Figure 6). 
Lawton lost the most ground to the state, falling rapidly from a 
peak of 104% of state per capita income to a low of 87%. The 
sharp drop was due to both weakness in local income growth 
and strength in oil and gas-driven income growth at the state 
level.
Relative to the nation, per capita personal income in Lawton 
peaked at 91% of the national average in 2010 before pulling 
back to a low of 82% in 2013 following Federal job cuts. 
Nonetheless, this remains well above the 73% share relative to 
the nation from as recently as 2000.
Lawton per capita personal income has stabilized and made 

some progress since 2013 (see Figure 6). Current per capita 
income in the Lawton area has rebounded to 93% of the state 
level and 84% of the national level. Our outlook is for the region 



to make additional progress in 2016, with the largest gains 
coming relative to the state.

RETAIL ACTIVITY IN 2015 SLOWED FROM THE STRONG 
GROWTH POSTED IN 2014.

Lawton taxable retail sales increased only 0.1% in 2015 (see 
Figure 7), while Comanche County retail sales declined -0.1%. 
While disappointing relative to 2014 and well below our forecast 
of 3.1% for the year, the retail performance in Lawton was 
symptomatic of disappointing retail conditions across much of 
the state. Statewide sales declined -3.1% in 2015, with Tulsa 
posting only a 1.5% gain and Oklahoma City reporting a -0.4% 
loss. Lawton’s 2015 retail gain ranks 18th among the 30 largest 
city retail markets in Oklahoma (see Figure 8). Only 4 of the 30 
largest markets managed to post a gain above 5% while 13 
markets posted losses. The nearby retail hubs of Altus (-0.6%), 
Chickasha (-4.5%) and Duncan (-5.7%) all posted declines for the 
year.

Our outlook for local taxable retail sales in 2016 is heavily 
influenced by both the sharp pullback in retail activity at the 
state level in 2015 and the continued economic weakness 
expected statewide in 2016. Out outlook suggests a slight 
decline of -0.2% in retail sales at the city level next year, and a 



slightly larger decline of -0.7% at the county level. 
Lawton has long served as the retail hub of Comanche County 
and continues to dominate retail sales in the region. The city’s 
share of county sales has fallen only slightly the past decade 
from 96% to about 94.5% (see Figure 9).

The slight decline in Lawton’s share of county retail sales the 
past decade is traced to strong growth in retail activity in two 
cities - Elgin to the northeast and to a lesser degree Medicine 
Park to the northwest (see Figure 10). The remaining cities in the 
county that levy a sales tax have maintained very steady shares 
of total county retail sales the past decade. 
Lawton’s share has rebounded slightly since bottoming in 2014, 
primarily due to its strong outperformance relative to other cities 
in the county. In 2015, Medicine Park’s retail sales fell by -4.6% 
while Elgin’s declined -5.9%

FEDERAL HIRING REMAINS AN ECONOMIC DRAG ON THE 
REGION BUT IS STABILIZING.

The ongoing cutbacks at Ft. Sill, along with the prospects for 
future cuts, underlie much of the volatility in the Lawton 
economy since 2010. The loss of 450 Federal civilian and 

military jobs in 2015 marked the fifth consecutive year of 
personnel cuts in the region (see Figure 11). More than 4,300 
DoD-related jobs (23% of the total) have been cut since the peak 
in 2010. 
Total Federal civilian jobs have declined to an estimated 4,070 
in 2015, with military employment falling to an estimated 11,100 
personnel (see Figure 11). This leaves Lawton area Federal-
related employment at 60% of the 1985 peak and 50% of the 
Vietnam-era buildup.
Our outlook is for a modest number of new military personnel in 
2016, but a further drop in Federal civilian employment. This 
should provide a slight gain in DoD-related employment in the 
region in 2016, the first increase since 2010 (see Figure 11). While 
this outlook reflects recent reports of possible additional military 
relocations to Ft. Sill in 2016 and beyond, the uncertainty 
surrounding future personnel levels remains quite high.

THE NON-FEDERAL SHARE OF LAWTON’S EMPLOYMENT 
BASE CONTINUES TO RISE.

Lawton continues to move steadily along a path toward less 
dependence upon military and Federal civilian employment. In 



our 2016 outlook, the Lawton area is projected to reach 70,007 
total jobs, with Federal-related jobs comprising only 21.8% of the 
total. This estimate of total jobs is the broadest measure 
available and is based on the Bureau of Economic Analysis 

(BEA) definition of ‘total’ jobs which includes wage and salary 
workers and proprietors as well as civilian and military 
employees.

A breakdown of total jobs in Lawton by major category from 
1970 to 2016 is detailed in Figures 12 and 13. The projected job 
base in 2016 will include 43,652 private sector jobs (62.4%), 
11,054 state and local government workers (15.8%), 4,023 
Federal civilian workers (5.7%), and 11,279 military personnel 
(15.8%).

 We expect the trend toward a greater share of non-Federal 
employment in Lawton to continue in the near term. The non-
Federal share should top the 80% mark in the next few years, 
reaching the highest share in the modern economic era of the 
city.

POPULATION ESTIMATES REFLECT LOCAL ECONOMIC 
VOLATILITY.

Lawton population estimates reflect the large loss of Federal-
related jobs since 2010 (see Figure 14). Recent Census estimates 
suggest that population in the Lawton metro area (both 
Comanche and Cotton counties) decreased by 577 residents in 
2015. This follows a slight increase of 125 residents in 2014 and 
a relatively large decline of 1,509 residents in 2013. Total Lawton 
metro area population is now reported as 130,644 for 2015. This 
is about 2,100 residents below the peak population level 
reported in 2012, but the loss is only roughly half the 4,300 
Federal-related jobs lost in the period.
Comanche County reportedly lost 423 residents in 2015 and 
about 1,950 since 2012. Our model-based estimates suggest a 
slight loss of about 50 residents in the city of Lawton in 2015 
and a loss of 1,400 residents since 2012. (City level population 
estimates for 2015 have not yet been released by Census.)
Our revised outlook is for local population to remain relatively 
flat in 2016, at the metro, county, and city levels (see Figure 14).



THE LAWTON HOUSING MARKET SHOWED CLEAR INITIAL 
SIGNS OF RECOVERY IN 2015. 

The recent Federal job cuts and resulting population declines 
put tremendous pressure on housing prices in the Lawton area 
(see Figure 15). Single-family home prices declined for four 
consecutive years between 2011 and 2014, falling cumulatively 
by more than 4%. Lawton also trailed well behind the state in 
this period as oil and gas activity was driving home prices higher 
in many areas of the state. 
Lawton home prices finally rebounded in 2015 to a 1.2% gain, 
the strongest annual rise in area home prices since 2008. This 
rebound is consistent with improvement in other areas of the 
local economy. 
Our outlook is for another moderate but slightly higher 1.5% gain 
in 2016 as the region extends the recovery another year. Lawton 
home prices will nonetheless trail behind the 3.9% gain 
projected at the state level.
Single-family building permits showed a similar pattern of 
decline following Federal-related job cuts beginning in 2010, 
falling from 222 permits in 2009 to only 46 in 2014 (see Figure 

16). Permits finally rebounded in 2015 to their first gain since 
2009, roughly doubling to 91. Nevertheless, the 2015 level 
remains slightly below historical averages for the region and 
well below the recent peak activity levels above 200 permits 
annually.
Our outlook is for a slight increase in single-family building 
permits to 103 in 2016 as another year of job and wage growth 
work to stabilize the local housing market. The rise in home 
prices in 2015 and the forecasted price gain for 2016 should 
provide additional footing to local housing construction efforts.

LOCAL BANK DEPOSITS CONTINUE TO GROW STEADILY 
ALONG WITH HIRING AND INCOME. 

Further signs of the stabilization underway in the Lawton region 
is a third consecutive year of growth in deposits at local banking 
institutions in 2015. Deposit growth accelerated to a 4.4% gain in 
2015, slightly above our forecast and well above the 1.9% 
increase from 2014 (see Figure 17).
We expect local bank deposit growth to slow slightly along with 
hiring and wages to a 2.9% gain in 2016, reaching an all-time 
high of $1.46 billion in deposits held locally.
Recent data releases also suggest that the number of business 



establishments in the Lawton area is finally showing signs of 
rebounding. After declining in both 2013 and 2014, the number 
of business establishments - the number of physical business 
locations operated - in Lawton rebounded by a modest 0.1% in 
2015 (see Figure 18). Establishment growth in Lawton has been 
highly sensitive to past Federal hiring cycles.
Our forecast calls for the modest uptrend in the number of 
establishments to accelerate into 2016 as the region posts a 1.1% 
gain. This would return the region closer to its historical growth 

rate and match the state pace for the first time since 2012.

THE OIL AND GAS SLOWDOWN IN OKLAHOMA COULD 
HAVE A LARGER THAN EXPECTED EFFECT ON LAWTON’S 
2016 OUTLOOK.

There is tremendous uncertainty surrounding the degree to 
which the ongoing slowdown in the oil and gas sector will affect 
the state economy in 2016 and into 2017. While we noted in last 
year’s outlook that Lawton has often ignored the state economic 
cycle, we don’t believe that Lawton is likely to escape unscathed 
if the current oil and gas slowdown extends into 2017. 
The depth and length of the downturn will be determined largely 

by the path of crude oil prices going forward. Figure 19 details 
four oil price scenarios through 2017 that are evaluated in our 
current state outlook, while Figure 20 describes the expected 
path of state wage and salary employment under each scenario.

In our Base Case employment forecast for 2016, total state 
wage and salary employment in 2016 falls by -0.7% (loss of 
12,200 jobs) on a year-over-year basis (see Figure 20). The state 
is expected to lose jobs in the first three quarters of 2016, then 
gradually rebound through 2017. Job growth for 2017 is 
expected to reach only 0.3%, or 5,300 new jobs.
Under both the Flat Price and Low Price scenarios for crude oil, 
the job loss deepens and the recovery is extended further into 
the future (see Figure 20). We expect Lawton’s recovery to 
continue in 2016 but will begin to scale back the outlook if oil 
prices follow either the Flat Price or Low Price scenarios through 
2016 and into 2017. We currently assign a 50% probability to the 
combination of these two price scenarios.







OUTLOOK SUMMARY.
  
Overall, our 2016 Lawton area outlook calls for a fourth consecutive year of moderate but uneven growth as the region 
stabilizes further and moves toward its new long-run growth trend. We anticipate that the local Federal-related job 
base will finally stabilize in 2016 as private sector job gains continue to supplant prior Federal-related job losses. The 
Lawton region will soon pass the 80% mark for non-Federal related employment. Both job and wage growth in the 
non-military sector of the economy are expected to moderate in 2016 relative to 2015 as the state slowdown acts as a 
continued headwind for the region. Our 2016 forecast also calls for modest improvement in housing prices and 
building activity next year as population stabilizes in the region. The outlook for Lawton in 2016 will remain somewhat 
dependent upon the ultimate path of oil prices and the overall state economy. The region should nonetheless outpace 
the state on most economic measures.

The Lawton Fort Sill Economic Development Corporation (LED) is proud to 
announce Lawton has been named a “Great American Defense Community” 
by the Association of Defense Communities. Lawton competed with a 
multitude of military communities for this national acknowledgement. 

“Lawton has a long history of its premiere dedications to the missions of Fort 
Sill and its military personnel,” said Mayor Fred Fitch. “The community should 
be very proud of this national award.”

“LED has seen an increase of interest from relocating industries looking at 
major military communities,” said Chairman of the Lawton Fort Sill Economic 
Development Corporation Phil Kennedy. “This national acknowledgement will 
raise awareness to those new industries.”

“Lawton’s recognition and selection as a “Great American Defense 
Community” comes as no surprise to Oklahomans and our military who have 
been fortunate to call Lawton home,” said U.S. Sen. Jim Inhofe (R-Okla.) “The 
people of Lawton exemplify all that is good about Oklahoma and our nation. 
Their patriotism and pride in supporting and caring for our service members 
and their families stationed at Fort Sill is unmatched.  I am proud of all you 
have done and continue to do to support our troops and for your love for the 
sound of freedom.  Congratulations Lawton – well deserved!”

Released April 15, 2016



Lawton-Fort Sill EDC is a 501 (c) (6) not-for-profit 
corporation supported and led by local business 
and community leaders, city government, and top 
academic institutions. The Lawton-Fort Sill EDC 
collaborates closely with other entities throughout 
the Southwest Oklahoma/Lawton region and the 
state to ensure a globally competitive, sustainable 
regional economy through quality job creation. 
The Lawton-Fort Sill EDC consistently partners with 
the Oklahoma Department of Commerce in pursuit 
of job development.

Lawton Economic Development Corporation

302 W. Gore Blvd.

Lawton, Oklahoma 73501

(580) 354-0025 

(800) 872-4540

www.Lawtonedc.com

Like us on Facebook and

Find us on Twitter @LawtonEDC

PRESIDENT AND CEO
Barry Albrecht

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

INVESTMENT PARTNERS

Mr. Philip D. Kennedy 
Mr. Ron Nance 

Mr. Paul Ellwanger 
Mr. Arthur Patrick 
Mayor Fred Fitch  
Mr. Jacob Brox

Dr. John McArthur 
Dr. Tom Thomas   

Mr. Joe Gallagher 
Mrs. Debra Welch

Mr. Mark Brace
Mr. Jerry Ihler

PLATINUM PARTNERS
American Electric Power/Public Service Oklahoma 

GOLD PARTNERS
AT&T

Cameron University Foundation

Great Plains Technology Center

Comanche Memorial Hospital

BancFirst

Brad Burgess

Arvest Bank

SILVER PARTNERS
City National Bank

Southwestern Medical Center

The Oaks Development

Comanche Home Center

Mayor Fred Fitch

EZ Go Stores- Johnson Oil Company Inc

Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company

BRONZE PARTNERS
Home Builders Association of Southwest Oklahoma

Billingsley Ford

Liberty National Bank

Northrop Grumman

Dr. John McArthur 

Hatch, Croke & Associates

CDBL, Inc.

Brent Copeland




