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economy held relatively steady during this period while the formal
economy continued in serious decline. The 2005 data, not included in
the Economic Roundtable study, indicates a continuation of the same
trend. The conclusion of the Economic Roundtable researchers, that
the economic stagnation of southern California that was triggered by
the recession of 2001 would have been worse without the ameliorating
effects of the informal economy, appears to be fully warranted. 

Chart 1: Los Angeles County Employment, 1983–2004 
(in thousands of jobs)

In addition to documenting the general trends of informal econom-
ic activity, the Economic Roundtable study also offers credible esti-
mates of the actual size of the informal economy in Los Angeles
County. These researchers calculated low-range, mid-range, and high-
range estimates for the number of county workers in the informal labor
force and, after careful consideration, settled on the mid-range esti-
mate of 679,000 workers in 2004. This number represented a substan-
tial 15 percent of Los Angeles County’s labor force in that same year.

The Economic Roundtable researchers used this number to deter-
mine the cost of informal employment to the public social safety net in


