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ECONOMY OF BISBEE 
(ZIP CODES 85603 AND 85620) 

 
Several industries contribute to the Bisbee economy, most notably those related to 

tourism. Government also helps drive the Bisbee economy, particularly related to the 
international border. Government provides the most employment of any sector in Bisbee. 
 Zip codes 85603 and 85620 are used as an approximation for Bisbee and include the 
Naco Census Designated Place. The zip code area is far more extensive and has a population 
greater than within the city of Bisbee and Naco. The 271-square-mile land area of the two zip 
codes is much greater than the combined 8.2 square miles within the city of Bisbee (4.8 square 
miles) and Naco. The 2000 decennial census count of 8,583 residents in these zip codes was 24 
percent greater than the 6,923 combined population of the city of Bisbee (6,090 residents) and 
Naco. The 2004 population of Bisbee, as defined by these zip codes, is estimated at 9,231. 
 

THE ECONOMY IN 2004 
 

Total Employment 
Total employment in Bisbee is estimated to have been approximately 3,025 in 2004. 

Total employment was 327 per 1,000 residents — 24 to 32 percent less than the national and 
state averages, but higher than the median value of 83 Arizona cities and towns. This below-
average per capita figure is associated with a somewhat lower-than-average share of Bisbee 
residents of working age (because of a high proportion of senior citizens) and a lower-than-
average proportion of the working-age population participating in the labor force, according to 
the 2000 census. 
 

Agriculture and Government 
 Agriculture largely is a basic activity that includes agricultural support activities as well 
as farming and ranching. No agriculture employment is estimated to have been in the Bisbee zip 
codes in 2004. 
 The government sector represents a mix of basic and nonbasic activities. Most federal 
government employment (both civilian and military) is basic to both the community and the 
state. State government employment may be basic to the community, but is it not basic to the 
state. Similarly, county government and community college employment may be basic to the 
community (for example, a portion of the employment at the county seat is basic in that some 
workers serve other communities in the county), but not to the county or the state. Other local 
government — municipal, tribal, school district and special district — only rarely is basic to a 
community. 

Approximately 1,200 government employees were located in Bisbee in 2004, by far the 
most employment of the 20 sectors. Government employment per 1,000 residents was a high 130 
in Bisbee — 61 to 79 percent more than the state and national averages, and among the 20 
highest figures in the state. Excess employment was around 450 relative to the national average 
and 525 calculated against the Arizona average. 

County government was the major employer in Bisbee, with approximately 700 working 
at the Cochise County seat. Two school districts operating in Bisbee — Bisbee Unified and Naco 
Elementary — employed a total of nearly 225; the Bisbee district was one of the larger 
employers in the community. Federal government employment was around 125, with most 



  
 

working for the U.S. Border Patrol or the Port of Naco — the international port of entry. The city 
of Bisbee employed a little more than 100.  
 

Nonagriculture Private-Sector Economy 
 Nonagriculture private-sector employment in Bisbee was nearly 1,825 in 2004. 
Employment was a low 197 per 1,000 residents — 44 to 50 percent less than the national and 
state averages, but not much below the median value of Arizona cities and towns. 
 Employment estimates for 2004 for the broad sectors of the Bisbee economy are shown 
in Table 1. Other than government, health care and social assistance provided the most 
employment, followed by the retail trade and accommodation and food services sectors. Per 
capita employment was above the national average in five sectors — mining, government, health 
care and social assistance, accommodation and food services, and retail trade — though the last 
three of these had figures only slightly above the national average (see the “location quotient 
relative to nation” column of the table). Other than government, none of the sectors employed 
many more than if the sector’s per capita employment had been equal to the national per capita 
average (see the “excess employment relative to nation” column of the table). 

Bisbee had some excess employment in largely basic sectors, with mining and tourism 
having a presence in Bisbee. Some of the government excess also was basic. However, 
employment in agriculture, manufacturing, wholesale trade, and transportation and warehousing 
was minimal. More generally, the location quotient was less than 0.5 in 14 of the 20 sectors. 
 More sectorally detailed data show that 14 industries provided excess employment of at 
least 20 in Bisbee, seven of which have a basic component (see Table 2). Tourism is represented 
in Table 2 in several industries, including hotels and motels. Since some of the sales at gasoline 
stations, restaurants, golf courses and other sites are made to tourists or others traveling through 
the community, these industries are partially basic. The location quotient was greater than 1 in 
one of the gasoline stations industries, in two food service industries, and in the golf courses and 
country clubs industry. The Census Bureau reported that a hotel was among Bisbee’s largest 
private-sector employers, with a workforce of between 50 and 99 in 2004. Local sources indicate 
this is the Copper Queen Hotel. 

Despite the closing of the copper mine years ago, Phelps Dodge still has some 
employment in Bisbee at its Copper Queen operation, appearing in Table 2. One wholesale trade 
industry (consisting of just one establishment) also contributed excess basic employment. 

The other industries listed in Table 2 largely serve the local population, including the four 
with the most excess employment. Five are in the health care and social assistance sector and 
include three of the community’s larger employers: a hospital (the Copper Queen Community 
Hospital) and an establishment providing services to individuals and families, each with 
employment between 100 and 249, and an establishment of between 50 and 99 workers in the 
services for elderly and disabled industry. 

Two of the listed industries are in the retail trade sector: the new car dealers industry 
consisted of one establishment with between 100 and 249 employees, but this apparently is a 
geographic misallocation by the Census Bureau: the Lawley Automotive Group is in Sierra 
Vista, not Bisbee. A grocery store in Bisbee (Safeway) employed between 50 and 99 in 2004. 

Thus, several industries contributed excess basic employment, most notably those related 
to tourism. Government also helps drive the Bisbee economy, particularly related to the 
international border. 

 



  
 

TABLE 1 
WAGE AND SALARY EMPLOYMENT BY SECTOR 

Bisbee (Zip Codes 85603 and 85620), 2004 
 

   Relative to Nation Relative to Arizona

Sector 
Number of 

Establishments Employment
Location 
Quotient

Excess 
Employment

Location 
Quotient

Excess 
Employment

TOTAL 195 3,016 0.68 0 0.76 0 
AGRICULTURE 0 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 
GOVERNMENT 8 1,195 1.61 451 1.79 528 
TOTAL, NONAGRICULTURE PRIVATE SECTOR 187 1,821 0.50 0 0.56 0 
Mining 2 28 1.86 13 2.17 15 
Utilities 2 9 0.43 0 0.51 0 
Construction 15 79 0.38 0 0.27 0 
Manufacturing 1 2 0.00 0 0.01 0 
Wholesale Trade 4 46 0.25 0 0.32 0 
Retail Trade 35 489 1.01 7 1.05 22 
Transportation and Warehousing 5 8 0.06 0 0.07 0 
Information 3 15 0.14 0 0.19 0 
Finance and Insurance 4 23 0.11 0 0.12 0 
Real Estate and Rental and Leasing 7 15 0.22 0 0.21 0 
Professional, Scientific and Technical Services 19 71 0.30 0 0.39 0 
Management of Companies and Enterprises 1 2 0.02 0 0.02 0 
Administrative, Support, Waste Management, Remediation Services 6 36 0.13 0 0.12 0 
Educational Services 1 1 0.02 0 0.02 0 
Health Care and Social Assistance 20 533 1.07 36 1.39 150 
Arts, Entertainment and Recreation 3 39 0.66 0 0.58 0 
Accommodation and Food Services 38 350 1.04 12 0.99 0 
Other Services (except public administration) 20 75 0.44 0 0.59 0 
Unclassified Establishments 1 1 0.41 0 0.66 0 
 
Source: Nonagriculture private sector estimated from U.S. Department of Commerce, Census Bureau, Zip Business Patterns 2004. Agricultural production 
employees, most government employees, railroad employees, self-employed individuals and employees of private households are not included in this data 
source. The agriculture and government sectors are estimated — see Chapter I for details. The concept of establishment for agriculture and government differs 
from that used for the nonagriculture private sector. 



  
 

TABLE 2 
NONAGRICULTURE PRIVATE-SECTOR INDUSTRIES WITH EXCESS WAGE AND SALARY EMPLOYMENT OF AT LEAST 20* 

Bisbee (Zip Codes 85603 and 85620), 2004 
 

   Relative to Nation Relative to Arizona

Industry 
Number of 

Establishments Employment
Location 
Quotient

Excess 
Employment

Location 
Quotient

Excess 
Employment

Other individual & family services 1 149 12.17 137 19.53 141 
New car dealers 1 173 4.67 136 4.09 131 
Services for the elderly & persons with disabilities 1 67 4.89 53 4.69 53 
Other building material dealers 3 61 4.79 48 6.95 52 
Gasoline stations with convenience stores 5 63 2.71 39 2.72 40 
Hotels (except casino hotels) & motels 4 76 1.72 32 1.15 10 
Residential mental retardation facilities 5 43 3.46 31 3.90 32 
Snack & nonalcoholic beverage bars 3 42 3.48 30 4.20 32 
Golf courses & country clubs 1 37 3.83 27 2.14 19 
Beer & ale merchant wholesalers 1 29 8.97 26 8.42 26 
Copper ore and nickel ore mining 1 26 118.49 26 3.39 18 
Outpatient mental health & substance abuse centers 1 29 5.33 24 4.84 23 
Full-service restaurants 19 156 1.16 22 1.14 19 
General medical & surgical hospitals 1 149 0.97 0 1.33 37 
 
* Relative to either the national or Arizona average 
 
Note: Those entries in bold with a gray background have a high proportion of sales to customers outside the region and are considered basic 
(export) economic activities. Those not in bold with a gray background have a moderate proportion of sales to non-residents. Other industries 
largely serve local residents. 
 
Source: Estimated from U.S. Department of Commerce, Census Bureau, Zip Business Patterns 2004. Agricultural production employees, 
most government employees, railroad employees, self-employed individuals and employees of private households are not included in this 
data source. 

 
 



  
 

Bisbee v. Comparison Cities 
Employment per 1,000 residents in Bisbee in 2004 was 6 percent less than the regional 

average. Bisbee’s per capita employment was fourth highest of the nine incorporated cities in the 
Southeast region, behind Sierra Vista, Nogales, and Willcox, and higher than in each of the 
region’s three unincorporated areas. In the nonagriculture private sector, employment per 1,000 
residents in Bisbee in 2004 was 3 percent less than the regional average. Bisbee ranked sixth, but 
was barely behind three of the cities. 
 Average nonfarm private-sector payroll per employee in Bisbee in 2004 was only 
$20,200 — 44 percent less than the national average, 37 percent less than the Arizona average, 
and 12 percent less than the regional average. Bisbee’s figure ranked fourth among the region’s 
cities; one of the unincorporated areas also had a higher figure. 

In many of the sectors, location quotients in Bisbee were average or above average 
among the region’s twelve cities. Bisbee ranked first in mining and health care and social 
services. It ranked among the bottom three in construction; transportation and warehousing; and 
educational services. 

Five comparison areas were selected, independent of region. Cities and towns of similar 
size (between 50 percent and 150 percent of the 2004 estimated population of Bisbee) located 
nearby (within 50 miles) generally were selected. These comparison areas were supplemented as 
necessary with larger nearby cities and towns, smaller nearby cities and towns, and similarly 
sized cities and towns more than 50 miles away. The magnitude of the difference in city size, 
distance, and industrial mix also was considered. 

Per capita employment in Bisbee was the third highest of the six cities in this comparison 
group, behind Sierra Vista and Holbrook. Per capita nonagriculture private-sector employment 
was fourth. Payroll per employee in Bisbee also ranked fourth. 

Some of the export sectors are shown in Chart 1. Bisbee’s location quotient was the 
highest of the comparison group in mining and second highest in arts, entertainment and 
recreation, but was the lowest in manufacturing. 
 

CHANGES IN THE ECONOMY BETWEEN 2001 AND 2004 
 Between 2001 and 2004, Bisbee’s employment fell about 225 (7 percent). Employment 
per 1,000 residents dropped considerably, as did the location quotients relative to the national 
and state averages. 
 Bisbee experienced a decrease of 2 percent in nonfarm private-sector employment 
between 2001 and 2004, inferior to the regional gain of 9 percent, the Arizona increase of 5 
percent, and the barely positive national change. The location quotient relative to the U.S. 
average fell 0.03 between 2001 and 2004 in Bisbee, compared to a small rise in the regional 
average and a smaller decrease in the state’s location quotient. 

The town’s employment growth was accompanied by a small decrease in inflation-
adjusted payroll per employee. The 2 percent drop was similar to the decreases in the state and 
national figures, but less than the regional gain of 1 percent 

Three sectors suffered a decrease in location quotient and excess employment between 
2001 and 2004: mining, health care and social assistance, and accommodation and food services 
(see Table 3). The mining decrease was in the copper industry; health care and social assistance 
had a mix of industries with gains and losses; and the loss in accommodation and food services 
was in two lodging industries: bed and breakfast inns, and hotels and motels. 
 



  
 

CHART 1 
LOCATION QUOTIENTS IN 2004 

Selected Sectors in Bisbee and Comparison Cities 
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Source: Estimated from U.S. Department of Commerce, Census Bureau, Zip Business Patterns 
2004. The agriculture sector was separately estimated — see Chapter I for details. 
 



  
 

TABLE 3 
2001-TO-2004 CHANGE IN WAGE AND SALARY EMPLOYMENT BY SECTOR 

Bisbee (Zip Codes 85603 and 85620) 
 

   Relative to Nation Relative to Arizona

Sector 
Number of 

Establishments Employment
Location 
Quotient

Excess 
Employment

Location 
Quotient

Excess 
Employment

TOTAL, NONFARM PRIVATE SECTOR -2 -46 -0.03 0 -0.02 0 
Forestry, Fishing and Hunting, and Agricultural Support Services 0 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 
Mining 1 -23 -1.52 -22 -0.89 -19 
Utilities 1 2 0.10 0 0.11 0 
Construction -4 -3 -0.04 0 -0.03 0 
Manufacturing -1 -36 -0.07 0 -0.11 0 
Wholesale Trade -2 -21 -0.11 0 -0.15 0 
Retail Trade 5 48 0.04 7 0.03 15 
Transportation and Warehousing 2 5 0.03 0 0.04 0 
Information 0 5 0.05 0 0.08 0 
Finance and Insurance -1 -12 -0.07 0 -0.07 0 
Real Estate and Rental and Leasing -1 3 0.03 0 0.03 0 
Professional, Scientific and Technical Services 5 32 0.12 0 0.18 0 
Management of Companies and Enterprises 1 2 0.02 0 0.02 0 
Administrative, Support, Waste Management, Remediation Services -2 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 
Educational Services -1 -7 -0.09 0 -0.16 0 
Health Care and Social Assistance -1 -41 -0.22 -95 -0.36 -96 
Arts, Entertainment and Recreation -1 -7 -0.18 0 -0.22 0 
Accommodation and Food Services 0 -8 -0.14 -42 -0.07 -22 
Other Services (except public administration) 1 18 0.09 0 0.15 0 
Unclassified Establishments -3 -2 -0.47 0 -0.39 0 
 
Source: Nonagriculture private sector estimated from U.S. Department of Commerce, Census Bureau, Zip Business Patterns 2004 and 2001. Agricultural 
production employees, most government employees, railroad employees, self-employed individuals and employees of private households are not included in 
this data source. The agriculture and government sectors are estimated — see Chapter I for details. The concept of establishment for agriculture and 
government differs from that used for the nonagriculture private sector. 

 




