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About Metroplan

Metroplan is a voluntary association of local governments that
has operated by interlocal agreement since 1955. Originally
formed as the Metropolitan Area Planning Commission of
Pulaski County, Metroplan now has members in five counties
of the six-county metro area (see below). Metroplan is the
designated metropolitan planning organization (MPO) under
Title 23 of the United States Code.

Metroplan serves as the regional voice on issues affecting
Central Arkansas, develops transportation plans required

by federal law, convenes stakeholders to deal with common
environmental issues, and provides information and staff
resources to our member local governments, the business
community and the public. As part of that mission, Metroplan
publishes Metrotrends twice yearly. The spring/summer
edition is normally the Demographic Review and Outlook and

the fall/winter edition is the Economic Review and Outlook.

About CARTS

The Central Arkansas Regional Transportation Study,

or CARTS, is the cooperative effort by the participating
communities, transportation providers, and many other
interested parties to develop a long-range transportation plan

for the metropolitan area.
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Demographics in a New Decade

Today, approaching the middle of 2023,
Metroplan has received most of the critical
data we will get from Census 2020. The recent
census now provides detailed population
counts, broken down by sex and age group. It
marks an opportunity to take a deeper look
at recent demographic trends and figure out
how the demographic structure in Central

Arkansas is changing.

The chart below shows regional annualized population growth
in five-year increments from 1970 to 2020. In the second

half of the 1990s, and again from 2005 to 2010, the region

was growing by nearly 1.6 percent annually. By the second
half of the 2010-2020 decade, growth had slowed to about

0.5 percent annually. Preliminary estimates suggest this trend
might have picked up—just a little—since 2020. Economic
growth in sectors like finance and logistics may account for

a slight increase in the regional population trend. The local

Little Rock Region Annualized Population Growth
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Central Arkansas Net Migration 1990-2020
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interim years and Arkansas Department of Health vital statistics. Arkansas Department of
Health. Provisional data for years 2017-2022.

area’s remarkable housing affordability may
also be making Central Arkansas attractive to

outsiders.

Nonetheless, the region is growing more
slowly than in decades as far back as the 1990s.
Much of this owes to slower in-migration. As
the chart below left shows, regional migration
slowed pretty sharply after 2010, particularly
in the years 2015-2020. Economic factors played a big role.
The phase-out of the Alltel corporation correlated with a
major slowdown in economic and population growth.

Since migration is becoming a lesser factor in population
growth, the regional trend depends more on so-called “natural
increase”—the excess of births over deaths. So long as there
are more births than deaths, natural increase will remain in
positive territory. Yet the surplus of births over deaths has

narrowed since 1990.

As you can see below, in 1990 there were nearly 9,000 births,
versus about 4,600 deaths—almost two for one. By 2014 the
ratio was down to about three births for every two deaths.

When covid-19 hit, mortality jumped while births continued

Little Rock MSA Births and Deaths 1990-2022
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slowly declining, although there were still slightly more births
than deaths.

Past in-migration to Central Arkansas has been driven in part
by general U.S. (and even global) population growth. The most
likely forecast shows global population reaching approximate
stability by 2050, and it could even begin declining after about
2100. U.S. population growth is running slower than the
global average. With such “background” population growth

Global Population 1950-2020
With UN Forecasts to 2100 (in billions)
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slowing, the pool of people likely to migrate into Central
Arkansas will diminish. Economic factors like job growth,
cost of living, and quality of life have a major influence on
in-migration. On balance, a strong regional economy with low
costs will attract more growth. But with slowing fertility and

a smaller pool of population available for in-migration, the
most likely future scenario for the Little Rock metro and other
southern metro areas will be continuing but slow population
growth. M

U.S. Population 1990-2022
With Forecasts to 2060
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An Unexpected Drop in College Enroliment

The correlation between educational attainment and
economic prosperity is a strong one. People know this, which
explains why educational attainment has been climbing
throughout modern history. In 1960, about 6.2 percent of
population over the age of 25 in Central Arkansas had a
college degree. By 2010, that level had risen to about 26.2
percent—quadrupling in about fifty years.

For that reason, the newest statistic is surprising. The chart
below shows how far the share of persons ages 18 through 24

enrolled in college has dropped for the U.S., Arkansas, and

the Little Rock MSA in the years 2010-2021. These figures

are from the ACS and are subject to some margin of error,
especially with smaller sample sizes. Overall educational
attainment has nonetheless risen, and by 2021 33.3 percent of
Central Arkansas residents had a college degree or more. If
the share of college-age young adults actually attending college
continues dropping though, educational attainment could
flatten or decline, posing a risk to future prosperity.

Percent of Population Aged 18 to 24 Enrolled in

College or Graduate School
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More students need to attend college to
sustain regional educational levels.
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There is no single explanation for
personal decisions on when, or whether,
to have children. We talked with a few
people to get beyond the data and look
at the personal side of critical family
decisions. The lead article points to
declining fertility in the U.S. as well as
Central Arkansas.
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“The year | turned 30 was the year |
realized that having faith in God, meant
to also have faith in his timing. While
still figuring out motherhood, raising
my son, | was called to foster (and later
adopt) a little angel.”

—Alexandria
\_ J

“Deciding if and when to have children
is one of the most personal decisions
a family makes and our thinking has
evolved over time. We have never felt
that we were‘delaying’having children.
Rather, we have had the privilege of
deciding if and when to add a child to
our family. We are looking forward to
welcoming a baby girl this summer!”

—John and Ashley Matejka

- /

Family Snapshots

-

“My husband and | worked to create
our family over many years. After
a year of training with DHS, our
home opened for foster children in
January 2020. Over two years later
in May of 2022, we learned about
two brothers who needed a forever
family. Kameron, age 9, and Keyveon,
age 6, were adopted in November of
2022 with Judge Ladd of Fort Smith
presiding. That afternoon, Kameron

m

said, 'l feel free!
—Marie Lindquist and David Webb

\_

“June and Virginia hold immense
importance in our lives. Being
present for their formative years is
atrue blessing. As parents, we bear
the responsibility of nurturing their
curiosity, fostering critical thinking,
and molding them into strong
young women. By doing so, we
shape their future and contribute
to our state, creating future leaders
and empowering individuals who
are driven to make a lasting impact
on their communities.”

—Abbey and Lee Atwill

“My partner and | decided early on
in our relationship we did not want
to raise kids of our own, but as a
teacher and artist, I'm privileged to
frequently work with and mentor
young people. We value being part
of our community, and we enjoy
activities with friends, creating art,
and spending time outside.”
—Jenna Jones
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Population Estimates 2023

Metroplan’s population estimates for 2023 suggest a small
uptick in regional population growth. If current trends
continue, the region may be growing a bit faster in the 2020
decade than it did in the 2010s. The biggest evidence of
change is Faulkner County, which appears to be growing by
over 2 percent annually, compared with less than one percent
annually in the previous decade.

The tables below compare the top 15 cities in Central
Arkansas in 1990 and 2023, ranked by population size. There
have been some changes. Little Rock is still the largest, but
its proportional dominance is less. Conway passed North
Little Rock shortly after the 2020 census and is now the
region’s second largest city. Benton climbed to fourth place,
followed by Sherwood at fifth. Cabot has more than tripled

in population size, now the region’s seventh-largest city. Yet

Cabot is growing more slowly than it did during past decades,

while nearby Ward is now the region’s fastest-growing city
and also its tenth largest. Nearby Austin was the region’s
fastest-growing city in the 2010-2020 interval, but housing
construction has slowed markedly. There is little land for
new subdivisions within the city, which is hemmed-in by

boundaries from nearby Ward and Cabot.

The charts below compare county population shares in 1990
and 2023. While Pulaski County remains larger than the three
outlying counties combined, its share of the total has dimin-
ished. The outlying counties accounted for about 32 percent of
regional population in 1990, and 45 percent by 2023.

County Share of Regional Population 1990 and 2023

1990 2023
12% (12% . 17% 18%
8%
10%
. 68% - 55%
Faulkner Lonoke Pulaski Saline

Top Fifteen Central Arkansas Cities 1990 and 2023

Rank City 1990 Rank City 2023
Population Population
1 Little Rock 175,795 1 Little Rock 206,777
2 N. Little Rock 61,741 2 Conway 67,509
3 Jacksonville 29,101 3 N. Little Rock 65,840
4 Conway 26,481 4 Benton 36,738
5 Sherwood 18,893 5 Sherwood 33,441
6 Benton 18,177 6 Jacksonville 29,759
7 Cabot 8,319 7 Cabot 27,146
8 Maumelle 6,714 8 Bryant 21,025
9 Bryant 5,269 9 Maumelle 19,559
10 Lonoke 4,022 10 Ward 6,815
11 England 3,351 11 Sheridan 6,201
12 Sheridan 3,098 12 Greenbrier 5,993
13 Carlisle 2,253 13 Shannon Hills 4,698
14 Greenbrier 2,130 14 Vilonia 4,544
15 Shannon Hills 1,755 15 Lonoke 4,300

Sources: Census 1990 and Metroplan 2023 estimates.
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Population Change

Little Rock-North Little Rock-Conway MSA Population Change 2020-2023

Faulkner County Census 2020 | Estimate Change from Saline County Census 2020 | Estimate Change from
2023 2020-2023 2023 2020-2023
Conway 64,134 67,509 5.3% Benton 35,014 36,738 4.9%
Greenbrier 5,707 5,993 5.0% Bryant 20,663 21,025 1.8%
Mayflower 1,984 2,072 4.4% Shannon Hills 4,490 4,698 4.6%
Vilonia 4,288 4,544 6.0% Haskell 3,956 3,946 -0.3%
Wooster 1,042 1,050 0.8% Alexander* 3,165 3,540 11.8%
Small comm 2,288 2,294 0.3% Traskwood 495 487 1.6%
i 0
Unincorp 44,055 45,037 2.2% Bauxite 629 672 6.8%
Total 123,498 128,499 4.0% i 55,004 56,241 2.2%
Grant County Census 2020 | Estimate Change from Total 123,416 127,347 3.2%
2023 2020-2022
Sheridan 4,920 6,201 26.0% Hot Spr|f|gs Village Census 2020 | Estimate Change from
CDP (Unincorporated 2023 2020-2023
Total 17,958 18,258 1.7% area):
A In Saline C t 6,712 7,293 8.7%
Lonoke County Census 2020 | Estimate Change from N >afine -ounty 2
2023 2020-2023 In Garland County 9,149 9,051 -1.1%
Cabot 26,569 27,146 2.2% Total 15,861 16,344 3.0%
Austin 3,460 3,582 3.5%
o City of Alexander Census 2020 | Estimate Change from
Ward 6,052 6,815 12.6% (county splits shown 2023 2020-2023
Lonoke 4,276 4,300 0.6% above)
England 2,477 2,397 -3.2% Alexander 3,385 3,765 11.2%
Carlisle 2,033 1,997 -1.8%
4-County MSA 720,054 732,848 1.8%
Small comm 599 584 -2.5%
6-County MSA** 748,031 760,933 1.7%
Unincorp 28,549 28,582 0.1% -
*Represents portion of Alexander by county
Total 74,015 75,403 1.9% **Official MSA since May 2003
Perry County Census 2020 Estimate Change from
e U County Annualized Growth Rates 2010-2020
Perryville 1,373 1,464 6.6% and 2020-2023 Compared
Total 10,019 10,024 0.0%
Pulaski County Census 2020 | Estimate Change from W2010-2020
2023 2020-2023 Faulkner
- W2020-2023
North Little Rock 64,591 65,840 1.9%
Jacksonville 29,477 29,759 1.0%
Sherwood 32,731 33,441 2.2%
Maumelle 19,251 19,559 1.6%
Unincorp (N) 24,699 24,349 -1.4%
Tot N of River 170,749 172,948 1.3%
Little Rock 202,591 206,777 2.1%
Cammack Vill 778 769 -1.2% Pulaski '
Alexander* 220 225 2.3%
Wrightsville 1,542 1,530 -0.8% 0.8%1.1%
unincorp (S) 23,245 23,197 -0.2% Lonoke
Tot S of River 228,376 232,498 1.8%
Tot Unincorp 47,944 47,546 -0.8%
Total 399,125 405,446 1.6%
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Regional Demographics: A Closer Look

Three factors drive population change: births, deaths, and age. The chart below shows how this figure has declined in
migration. The “components of change” table below gives the ~ Central Arkansas from about 67.7 in 1990 to 58.5 in 2020.

fi b ty.! Death btracted from births to deri
grifes Dy connty.” eaths afe subtacted Trom HIFAS 10 CEHVE ™ Not only is fertility declining, but the large Millennial

natural increase. Deaths were greater than births in three
8 generation will soon pass beyond the most fertile childbearing

ties (Grant, Perry, and Sali ieldi ti tural
counties (Grant, Perry, and Saline) yielding negative natura ages (typically 20 to 29). The chart at right tracks the region’s

increase. Covid-19 deaths accounted for a share of the deaths, ; )
population of young women in these age groups. Females
20 to 29 rose by about 16 percent from 2000 to 2010, and

grew again slightly to 2019. Underlying demographic

but other factors have been affecting mortality too. Higher
death rates are caused by aging of the population but there has

Iso b ising toll from “deaths of despair” dbyd
A0 been a risihg ToT fom ee? . > 0T espall CauseddY e foctors suggest, however, that the population of females in
and alcohol abuse, and even suicides. ] ) o ) ]
childbearing ages will likely decline over the next thirty-odd
Historically, widespread vaccinations have been a critical years. M

factor in making mortality rates decline, including

Central Arkansas General Fertility Rate 1990-2020

vaccination against a host of diseases that plagued
the population long before Covid-19 existed. Popular
receptivity to vaccination is in question today, and this

could affect future death rates.

In the end it takes births to maintain a population. The

critical factor is the General Fertility Rate, defined as
the number of births per 1,000 women of childbearing

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

Source: Decennial Census, Census estimates, Arkansas Department of Health.
Statistics 2017 onward are provisional.

Little Rock MSA Components of Population Change 2020-2023

Population = Population Change Births Deaths Natural Migration
1/1/2023 4/1/2020 Increase
Faulkner 128,499 123,498 5,001 4,054 3,282 772 4,229
Grant 18,205 17,958 247 531 741 -210 457
Lonoke 75,403 74,015 1,388 2,357 2,305 52 1,336
Perry 10,073 10,019 54 260 411 -151 205
Pulaski 405,446 399,125 6,321 13,642 12,462 1,180 5,141
Saline 127,347 123,416 3,931 3,782 4,024 -242 4,173
MSA 764,973 748,031 16,942 24,626 23,225 1,401 15,541

Sources: Census 2020. Metroplan estimates for 2023. Arkansas Department of Health for births and deaths. Figures are provisional.

1 Birth and death data from Arkansas Department of Health. All recent figures are provisional and will be
subject to minor changes before the numbers are finalized. Migration is a byproduct derived from Metroplan
population estimates after accounting for births and deaths.

-
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Central Arkansas Female Population Ages 20 to 29
1990 to 2019 Forecast to 2049
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Sources: Decennial census 1990, 2000 and 2010. ACS 2021 five-year. Metroplan forecasts for 2020, 2039 and 2049.
Photo: iStockphoto.com

The Mortality Challenge

The chart at right shows that the state of Arkansas

. . : Arkansas Births and Deaths 2010-2020
has now experienced negative natural population

45,000
change for three consecutive years—2020, 2021 40,000
and 2022. Total deaths were higher than total 35,000
. . . 30,000
births. Although births have been trending 25 100
down for several years, and deaths were already 20,000
trending up due to aging of the population, the 45,000
dden spik d by Covid-19. Th et
sudden spike was caused by Covid-19. The next 5,000
chart gives a trendline analysis, demonstrating 0
that deaths in 2021 exceeded the normal trend 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022
by 6100. In the year 2021, the figure for Covid-19 =o=Births =e=Deaths
mortality in Arkansas was 4.740. Deaths remained Sources: U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Arkansas Department of Health.

. . Figures 2012 and 2017-2022 are provisional.
above the trend in 2022 but were coming down.

In 2021, Covid-19 was the third leading cause of
death in the state, after heart disease and cancer.

The disease’s long-term impacts on mortality

remain uncertain. M Arkansas Total Deaths and Trend 2010-2022
45,000

40,000 /_\
Arkansas Mortality by Cause 2021 =3400 —————-

30,000
25,000
20,000
15,000

Cancer 10,000
m Covid 19 5,000

Other a

W Heart disease

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

== Tptal deaths == = <Trend

Sources: U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Arkansas Department of Health.

o Figures 2012 and 2017-2022 are provisional.
Source: Arkansas Department of Health. 2021 statistics are provisional.

1“The Pandemic’s True Death Toll,” Economist Oct. 24, 2022.
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Housing Construction Impacted by Interest Rates

The new Oakland Grove subdivision in Ward, currently the region’s fastest
growing city.

Housing construction veered downward during 2022. Local
single-family housing starts began tapering by late spring
2022, in line with national trends. In early 2023 U.S. and local
construction veered back upward a bit, but the pace remains
below the pandemic-related surge of 2020 and 2021.

During 2022 the region saw 1,527 new single-family homes
permitted, down about 20 percent from 1,904 in 2021. Among
the cities in the survey, Jacksonville saw a big bump upward
thanks in part to 31 new homes at The Meadows in June.
North Little Rock also increased its permits by about four
percent, and Hot Springs Village saw a two percent increase.
All other cities saw fewer new homes than the preceding year.
Little Rock saw the greatest decrease, down 30 percent from
517 homes in 2021 to 361 during 2022.

Multi-family permits were down also, dropping 24 percent
from nearly 1,500 units in 2021 to about 1,100 in 2022. As
usual the bulk of multi-family new construction activity

was in the largest cities: Little Rock, North Little Rock, and
Conway. The region is also seeing a minor increase in “missing
middle” housing units like duplexes, triplexes and four-plexes.
In summary, multi-family accounted for 43 percent of new

units being built in the region during 2022. M
4,000

3,000
2,000
1,000

0

Housing Unit Permits 2019-2022

Single-Family

2019 2020 2021 2022
Benton 118 224 322 301
Bryant 137 121 118 88
Cabot 105 96 97 80
Conway 268 341 393 249
Hot Springs Vill. 60 90 129 132
Jacksonville 60 50 39 66
Little Rock 393 347 517 361
Maumelle 67 81 100 88
N. Little Rock 111 87 180 187
Sherwood 199 244 138 107

Multi-Family

2019 2020 2021 2022
Benton 2 0 0 0
Bryant 0 0 20 4
Cabot 15 0 60 0
Conway 226 460 226 171
Hot Springs Vill. 0 0 0 0
Jacksonville 70 0 3 10
Little Rock 897 532 783 665
Maumelle 0 0 0 0
N. Little Rock 422 19 402 283
Sherwood 0 0 0 0
Total SF 1,458 1,591 1,904 1,527
Total MF 1,632 1,011 1,494 1,133
Grand Total 3,090 2,602 3,398 2,660

Note: regional totals shown above exclude Hot Springs Village, part of which extends
into Garland County beyond Metroplan’s area.

Little Rock MSA New Housing Construction 2012-2022

mImnny

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Total Units  m Single-Family  m Multi-Family
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U.S. and Central Arkansas Monthly Housing Start Trends 2018-2023
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Hit by a Tornado

Central Arkansas residents remember some bad tornadoes
in 1999, 2011, and 2014. It happened again on March 31,
2023. This one affected even more people, ravaging heavily
populated areas in Little Rock, North Little Rock, Sherwood
and Jacksonville. Fatalities were few, but damage was
widespread and numerous homes were destroyed. Replacing
lost homes will boost local housing construction, and will
reduce some of the dampening effect higher interest rates
would otherwise have on local housing statistics.

Damage to condominiums in Little Rock’s Foxcroft
neighborhood.

Major home repairs in Little Rock’s Kingwood
neighborhood.

This drone image captures some of the tornado’s worst damage in Llttle Rock’s Walnut Valley area along

Shackleford Road. Photo credit: David Lewis
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Demographic and Housing Characteristics

On May 25, 2023 the U.S. Bureau of the Census released its
2020 Demographic and Housing Characteristics (DHC) data,
including detail on population by age. The share of younger
people is smaller due to lower birth rates, and U.S. median age
is now 38.8. Population is also aging in the Little Rock MSA,
where median age reached 37.9.

The new census data also provides background on housing
characteristics, including the owner/renter balance. The share
of renters is rising nationally as well as locally, now accounting
for 37.8 percent of all housing units in Central Arkansas.
Tighter lending markets since the Great Recession and rising

economic inequality are probably contributing factors.

Declining average household size may also account for the

rise in renting. Not only are households growing smaller, the
number of people living alone has risen. In 2020 nearly one-
third of local households consisted of persons living alone in

Central Arkansas, slightly higher than the national average.

Median Age of Population 1990-2020

40

. 38.8
37.2 37.9

36 35.3/ /
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In 2020 nearly 1/3 of Central Arkansans lived alone.

40
35
30
25
20
15
10

w

35
30
25
20
15
10

Single-Person Households as Share of

Total Households 2010-2020
339 369 35.5

Little Rock MSA

m 2010 =2020

Renter-Occupied Housing as Share of

Total Households 2010-2020

27.6

27.7

30.5

Little Rock MSA
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Demographic Outlook 2023

U.S. population growth is slowing, and recent Census 2020
population-by-age statistics show the population is also
growing older. Seen in this light, the slowdown in local
population growth is part of a larger trend. The chart below
compares growth rates for the Little Rock MSA (in red)
against rates for selected South Central U.S. metro areas.
Aside from the Northwest Arkansas region, none of them

has grown more than 2 percent, while two metro areas—
Jackson, Mississippi and Memphis, Tennessee—have shown
net population decline. Government and business planning
strategies need to adapt to the new demographic reality. Seen
in perspective, slower growth reduces the pressure for rapid
infrastructure development and allows a little more time for
thoughtful planning.
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Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Census 2020 and 2022 population estimates.

Statistical Supplement

The chart below compares life expectancy trends since 1990,
for the U.S.A. and the four-county Central Arkansas region.
Historically life expectancy has tended to slowly rise, but

since 2010 both U.S. and local life expectancies have declined.

Covid-19 is at least part of the explanation, although a rise in
so-called “deaths of despair” from drug and alcohol abuse is
probably also a factor.

Life Expectancy Trend Comparison
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The final chart compares male and female life expectancy

in Central Arkansas in 1990 and 2020. While male life
expectancy remains lower, it has risen by more over the thirty-
year timeline. The local life expectancy figures were derived
by Metroplan from mortality data provided by the Arkansas
Department of Health. Mortality figures for years since 2017
remain provisional and are subject to continuing minor
revisions.

Central Arkansas Life Expectancy Trend
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Source: Metroplan analysis based on Decennial Census with mortality data
from Arkansas Department of Health. Statistics for 2020 are provisional.
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Metroplan’s Demographic Review and Outlook is an annual chronicle providing demographic and housing data and
insight for the Little Rock-North Little Rock-Conway MSA.

Prepared by: Jonathan Lupton, research, writing and editing
Lynn Bell, graphics, layout, and illustrations
Photographs by Lynn Bell and Jonathan Lupton except where noted

This report was funded in part through grant(s) from the Federal Highway Administration and Federal Transit Administration, U.S. Department
of Transportation. The views and opinions of the authors expressed herein do not necessarily state or reflect those of the U.S. Department of
Transportation.

Notice of Nondiscrimination

Metroplan complies with all civil rights provisions of federal statutes and related authorities that prohibit discrimination in programs and
activities receiving federal financial assistance. Therefore, Metroplan does not discriminate on the basis of race, sex, color, age, national origin,
religion, disability, or income status, in admission or access to and treatment in Metroplans programs and activities, as well as Metroplan’s hiring
or employment practices. Complaints of alleged discrimination and inquiries regarding Metroplan’s nondiscrimination policies may be directed
to Sydney Dozier, Title VI/ADA/504 Coordinator, 501 West Markham Street, Suite B, Little Rock, AR 72201, (501) 372-3300, or the following
e-mail address: sdozier@metroplan.org. (Hearing and speech impaired may dial 711.)

This notice is available upon request from the Title VI/ADA/504 Coordinator in large print, audiotape or braille.
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