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The news on the economy in recent months has been uninspiring. The subprime lending mess threatens to accelerate the housing
slowdown. Gas is at its highest price in eight months. Gross domestic product growth this year is expected to be less than 3% for the
first time since 2003.

But one part of the country consistently manages to produce strong economic growth and still keep costs down. For the second
straight year, the Southeast placed five metros in the Top 10 of our Best Places for Business and Careers.

While most economies in the West have also outperformed their peers in the Northeast and Midwest over the past four years, living
costs in those regions have risen dramatically. Housing prices in Phoenix, spurred in part by easy lending, are up 57% in the past
two years, knocking it off our Top 10.

By The Numbers: Ten Best Places For Business And Careers
By The Numbers: Ten Best Smaller Metros For Business And Careers
By The Numbers: Hot Job Prospects in Top Metro Areas

There are a few bright spots out West that have managed to keep costs under control--namely Provo, Utah, and Boise, Idaho, which
came in second and third in our rankings. Business costs in Provo are 7% below the national average, while Boise's costs are 14%
lower--music to the ears of local employers Hewlett-Packard and Micron Technology.

When it comes to the best place to do business or start a career, the clear winner this year is North Carolina. The Tar Heel state,
home fo banking giants Bank of America and Wachovia, placed five metros in the top 25.

Raleigh, N.C., grabbed the top spot after three years as runner-up in our rankings. Raleigh's economy has expanded 6% annually
over the past three years. Helping to fuel this growth are business costs that are 13% below the national average and a labor force
where 38% have a college degree--the 12th-highest percentage in the country. Other North Carolina metros that scored well include
Durham (ranked seventh), Charlotte (21st), Asheville (23rd) and Winston-Salem (24th).

A new entry on our list of the 200 largest metros is Olympia, Wash. Washington's capital had been relegated to our ranking of the
best small metro areas in years past, but thanks to a 2% annual growth in population (twice the national average), the Olympia metro
and its 233,000 people graduated to the big metro list this year. Olympia soared to a ranking of 10th overall thanks to strong job and
income growth over the past five years.

For this year's ranking we relied on West Chester, Pa.-based economic research firm Economy.com, owned by Moody's. Its
business cost index factors in labor, tax, energy and office space costs. For living costs, Economy.com weighs housing,
transportation, food and other household expenditures. It also supplied five-year historical figures on job and income growth, as well
as migration trends.

Other data used in the rankings came courtesy of Portland, Ore., researcher Berirand Sperling. He looked at the education of each
metro's work force as well as the presence of four-year colleges in each area. Sperling also examined such quality-of-life issues as
crime rates and cultural and recreational opportunities.

By The Numbers: Ten Best Places For Business And Careers
By The Numbers: Ten Best Smaller Metros For Business And Careers

By The Numbers: Hot Job Prospects In Top Metro Areas
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State is | IL
RANK METRO AREA COST OF DOING BUSINESS!  JOB GROWTHZ  EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT®  POPULATION (THOU)
52 Lake County IL 149 83 19 877
115 Peoria IL 53 135 ‘ 147 370
125 ChicagoiL 162 170 43 7,933
191 Rockford IL 89 179 163 342

1Index based on cost of labor, energy, taxes and office space.
25-year annualized figures.

3ghare of Population over age 25 with a bachelor's degree or higher.
Sources: Economy.com; Speriing's BestPlaces.

FULL COVERAGE >
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RANK METRO AREA COST OF DOING BUSINESS!T JOB GROWTH? EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT®  POPULATION (THOU)

73 Madison WI 128 57 11 542
152 Green Bay Wi 84 89 155 299
165 Milwaukee WI 154 178 68 1,516

Yindex based on cost of labor, energy, taxes and office space.
25.year annualized figures.

3ghare of Population over age 26 with a bachelor’s degree or higher.
Sources: Economy.com; Sperling's BestPlaces.

FULL COVERAGE
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