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The region’s economy continues growing steadily. 
Employment and unemployment data, which give 
the most up-to-date picture of economic conditions, 
remain “on trend” from past years. Job growth 
from January–October was 2.7 percent, compared 
with 2.6 percent from January–October of 2018. 
Unemployment remains very low in historic terms 
but has climbed a tad over last year, still low and not 
automatically a bad sign when employers are feeling 
the pinch for qualified workers. 

The region’s unemployment rate has averaged below 
four percent since early 2016. This implies a strong 
demand for labor which has gently pulled a few more 
people into the job market. Preliminary data for 2019 
suggest Little Rock regional labor force participation 
reached 50.6 percent of the total population, its 
highest level since 2012. Females have been rejoining 
the labor force at a higher rate than males. 

Other indicators give mixed readings. Things have 
recently ramped up in the construction sector. 
During 2018, inflation-adjusted construction value in 
the region reached its highest level since 2007, while 
commercial construction in 2018 achieved its highest 
value ever (see pp. 10–13).

METROTRENDS

The Little Rock Regional Economy in 2019
Emp2013-2019Monthly.xlsx

Index (Year 2010)

Date US AR LR-NLR-Con US AR LR-NLR-Con US
Jan 2013 Jan 2013 135,283,000 1,179,892 344,134 136,373,667 1,177,653 344,603 Jan 2013 0.992002
Feb 2013 Feb 2013 135,562,000 1,181,261 345,855 Feb 2013 0.994048
Mar 2013 Mar 2013 135,698,000 1,179,715 345,880 Mar 2013 0.995045
Apr 2013 Apr 2013 135,890,000 1,177,037 345,292 Apr 2013 0.996453
May 2013 May 2013 136,114,000 1,176,217 344,720 May 2013 0.998096
Jun 2013 Jun 2013 136,295,000 1,173,253 343,655 Jun 2013 0.999423
Jul 2013 Jul 2013 136,400,000 1,178,604 344,579 Jul 2013 1.000193
Aug 2013 Aug 2013 136,642,000 1,177,306 344,931 Aug 2013 1.001968
Sep 2013 Sep 2013 136,831,000 1,177,668 344,742 Sep 2013 1.003354
Oct 2013 Oct 2013 137,056,000 1,178,360 344,277 Oct 2013 1.005003
Nov 2013 Nov 2013 137,323,000 1,178,698 344,354 Nov 2013 1.006961
Dec 2013 Dec 2013 137,390,000 1,173,820 342,816 Dec 2013 1.007453
Jan 2014 Jan 2014 137,567,000 1,182,635 343,629 Jan 2014 1.00875
Feb 2014 Feb 2014 137,735,000 1,183,683 346,057 Feb 2014 1.009982
Mar 2014 Mar 2014 137,985,000 1,184,425 345,780 Mar 2014 1.011816
Apr 2014 Apr 2014 138,312,000 1,184,599 345,192 Apr 2014 1.014213
May 2014 May 2014 138,533,000 1,187,915 345,517 May 2014 1.015834
Jun 2014 Jun 2014 138,857,000 1,186,614 344,452 Jun 2014 1.01821
Jul 2014 Jul 2014 139,084,000 1,190,266 344,579 Jul 2014 1.019874
Aug 2014 Aug 2014 139,272,000 1,192,107 346,038 Aug 2014 1.021253
Sep 2014 Sep 2014 139,583,000 1,194,086 346,241 Sep 2014 1.023533
Oct 2014 Oct 2014 139,841,000 1,194,947 346,365 Oct 2014 1.025425
Nov 2014 Nov 2014 140,127,000 1,197,224 347,128 Nov 2014 1.027522
Dec 2014 Dec 2014 140,396,000 1,200,867 347,268 Dec 2014 1.029495
Jan 2015 Jan 2015 140,609,000 1,205,588 347,165 Jan 2015 1.031057
Feb 2015 Feb 2015 140,857,000 1,207,498 348,782 Feb 2015 1.032875
Mar 2015 Mar 2015 140,934,000 1,200,558 346,883 Mar 2015 1.03344
Apr 2015 Apr 2015 141,234,000 1,203,604 348,784 Apr 2015 1.03564
May 2015 May 2015 141,553,000 1,208,535 349,696 May 2015 1.037979
Jun 2015 Jun 2015 141,723,000 1,208,649 348,739 Jun 2015 1.039226
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Employment Change January 2013–August 2019
(Monthly, Seasonally Adjusted)

LF_Part_2012-2019.xlsx

Labor Force Population LF Shr
2005 334,350        622,067        53.7%
2006 337,350        631,945        53.4%
2007 340,575        641,824        53.1%
2008 344,175        651,702        52.8%
2009 341,525        661,581        51.6%
2010 347,829        671,459        51.8%
2011 350,305        677,781        51.7%
2012 348,517        684,103        50.9%
2013 346,243        693,237        49.9%
2014 343,374        699,800        49.1%
2015 347,259        704,573        49.3%
2016 350,349        707,332        49.5%
2017 353,975        710,091        49.8%
2018 354,823        712,850        49.8%
2019 362,315        715,609        50.6%

Sources: 1. Labor force data from U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Compiled by
2. Census population figures for 2010. Metroplan
3. Revised Metroplan population estimates for all other years. 9/3/2019
4. Metroplan extrapolation for labor force 2019.
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population estimates for all other years. Metroplan extrapolation for labor force 2019.
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In the fall of 2019, DXC Technology in Conway announced it would be adding 1,200 
new jobs to the 450 already present . The company cited recent improvements in local 
high-tech and cyber-security education as contributing factors.

During 2018, inflation-adjusted 
construction value in the 
region reached its highest level 
since 2007, while commercial 
construction in 2018 achieved its 
highest value ever.
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The State of the Region

US AR LR MSA CPI Adj Ftr
2010 26,059        20,725        24,602        218.0762 1.151452
2018 33,831        26,626        30,768        251.1042 1

Source: American Community Survey one-year data 2010 and 2018.
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US

LR MSA

Per Capita Income Growth 2010-2018Per Capita Income Growth 2010–2018

Source: American Community Survey one-year data 2010 and 2018.	
	

On the other hand, regional income growth has 
continued running below U.S. averages. The latest 
2018 American Community Survey (ACS) figures 
show that while U.S. per capita income has gained by 
over 12 percent since 2010, local per capita income has 
gained less than 9 percent.

Most local industries have shown job growth over the 
past two years but, as the chart shows the Little Rock 
area lost jobs in professional and business services 
despite U.S. growth in this sector. The local economy 
has continued losing information-sector jobs at a 
higher rate than the U.S. average. 

The local region has kept up slow job growth in 
manufacturing at virtually the same pace as the U.S. 
average. Looking forward, however, this sector appears 
vulnerable in light of trade tensions and general 
economic conditions. 

Wholesale trade has seen faster growth than the 
U.S. average, a major turnaround from years of local 
weakness in this sector. However, the region still has 
fewer jobs in wholesale trade than it had in 2010.

The region’s financial sector grew jobs at nearly twice 
the U.S. average from 2017 to 2019. Closer analysis of 
other statistics confirms the strength of local banking 
and finance. This edition of the Metrotrends Economic 
Review and Outlook will take a deeper look at the local 
finance sector.

US-LRMSA_EmpComp_2015-2019.xlsx

US-LR MSA Employment Comparison 
(Figures for Month of May)

2019 2017

US LRMSA US LRMSA
Total Nonfarm 151,629 367.0 146,941 359.6
Mining logging and constr. 8,290 17.6 7,669 17.6
Manufacturing 12,821 21.0 12,387 20.3
Trade transport and util. 27,686 71.6 27,267 69.7
Wholesale trade 5,938 16.2 5,811 15.3
Retail trade 15,694 39.4 15,760 38.9
Transport warehouse util. 6,054 16.0 5,696 15.5
Information 2,782 4.3 2,799 4.7
Financial activities 8,632 21.5 8,418 20.6
Professional and business service 21,422 48.6 20,467 49.3
Education and health services 24,234 58.1 23,196 56.6
Leisure and hospitality 16,969 36.8 16,285 34.9
Other services 5,955 16.0 5,788 15.4
Government 22,838 71.5 22,665 70.5
Federal government 2,812 9.7 2,806 9.5
State government 5,175 35.4 5,183 34.8
Local government 14,851 26.4 14,676 26.2
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The Miller Creative Quad on the campus of Hendrix College will combine 
creative arts with student housing.
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Financial Futures
Despite relatively slow economic growth in recent 
years, the Central Arkansas region has been excelling 
in the finance sector. This can be seen in the chart (at 
bottom), which depicts job trends for the U.S. and 
Little Rock regions since the year 2014.1 By 2019, the 
region had 4,071 jobs in this sector with a Location 
Quotient of 1.31, or a ratio of jobs nearly one-third 
higher than the national average. The same tendency 
can be seen in GDP terms. As the chart at right 
shows, the region’s finance sector weathered the Great 
Recession 2008–2009 with net growth and, despite a 
dip in the 2011–2013 window, has outperformed the 
U.S. average through 2016.2 

Bank deposits are an imperfect measure of the 
banking business, because banks make money 
via lending, whereas deposits can be a constraint. 
Nonetheless, deposits give a partial measure of 
scale and, on this basis, the Little Rock region has 
outperformed every comparable nearby metro area. 
With net deposit growth of 144 percent 2005–2019, 
the Little Rock region exceeded Oklahoma City, 
Nashville, Baton Rouge, and even the super-fast-
growing Northwest Arkansas urban region. 

1 Chart represents NAICS 5221 = Depository credit intermediation, which includes commercial banking.
2 2016 is the latest year for which the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis has provided data for the Little Rock MSA.

Metro_Deposits_Comparison_2005-2019.xlsx

Year Baton Rouge Jackson Little Rock Memphis Nashville NW AR Okla City Tulsa
2005 9,332          7,790          9,799          26,982        29,268        6,365          15,734        13,276         
2019 20,634        13,876        23,906        31,871        64,106        11,066        33,906        26,636         

G.R. 05-19 121.1% 78.1% 144.0% 18.1% 119.0% 73.8% 115.5% 100.6%

Source: FDIC. Compiled by
Metroplan

10/24/2019
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NAICS_5221_Trend_2014-2019.xlsx

Jobs - Depository Credit Intermediation

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
US 1,708.2 1,697.0 1,675.6 1,711.0 1,714.2 1,712.9
LR 3,802        3,689        3,687        3,804        3,868        4,071        

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
US 100.0 99.3 98.1 100.2 100.4 100.3
LR 100.0 97.0 97.0 100.1 101.7 107.1

Sources:
1. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.
2. Arkansas Department of Workforce Services.

Compiled by
Metroplan

11/13/2019
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GDP_FinSector_US-v-LR_2001-2017.xlsx

US - Metro LR MSA

Finance: ins, RE, Finance and Real estate, Finance: ins, RE, Finance and Real estate,
Year Total rental, leasing Insurance rental + leasing Total rental, leasing Insurance rental + leasing
2001 11,500,668 2,344,658 824,146 1,512,130 26,552 4,332 1,504 2,825
2002 11,702,968 2,371,628 825,103 1,539,102 26,578 (D) 1,479 (D)
2003 12,005,055 2,403,028 831,205 1,564,867 27,639 (D) 1,590 (D)
2004 12,438,461 2,441,739 829,234 1,607,374 28,503 4,343 1,547 2,789
2005 12,857,086 2,607,038 904,850 1,694,139 29,574 4,445 1,591 2,845
2006 13,213,174 2,680,850 946,259 1,724,335 30,927 4,715 1,656 3,053
2007 13,422,591 2,730,619 920,362 1,804,941 33,327 5,484 1,846 3,640
2008 13,330,779 2,625,532 795,893 1,834,399 33,116 5,735 1,947 3,789
2009 12,959,750 2,730,257 922,918 1,807,339 33,219 6,044 2,078 3,965
2010 13,224,417 2,774,991 922,262 1,853,076 33,331 (D) 2,152 (D)
2011 13,403,495 2,826,009 932,271 1,894,454 33,342 (D) 2,154 (D)
2012 13,692,212 2,909,704 983,199 1,925,549 33,733 (D) 1,990 (D)
2013 13,891,109 2,891,618 938,650 1,955,831 32,795 (D) 1,926 (D)
2014 14,219,922 2,982,618 986,270 1,997,020 33,193 (D) 2,114 (D)
2015 14,671,751 3,071,588 1,024,454 2,046,497 33,820 (D) 2,225 (D)
2016 14,907,918 3,098,028 1,003,832 2,098,863 33,914 (D) 2,253 (D)
2017 15,224,212 3,144,509 1,015,027 2,134,960 34,241 (D) (D) 3,970

Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis. Compiled by
Figures in millions of chained 2009 dollars. Metroplan
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis.  
Figures in millions of chained 2009 dollars.

Finance Sector GDP 2001–2017

GDP_FinSector_US-v-LR_2001-2017.xlsx

US - Metro LR MSA

Finance: ins, RE, Finance and Real estate, Finance: ins, RE, Finance and Real estate,
Year Total rental, leasing Insurance rental + leasing Total rental, leasing Insurance rental + leasing
2001 11,500,668 2,344,658 824,146 1,512,130 26,552 4,332 1,504 2,825
2002 11,702,968 2,371,628 825,103 1,539,102 26,578 (D) 1,479 (D)
2003 12,005,055 2,403,028 831,205 1,564,867 27,639 (D) 1,590 (D)
2004 12,438,461 2,441,739 829,234 1,607,374 28,503 4,343 1,547 2,789
2005 12,857,086 2,607,038 904,850 1,694,139 29,574 4,445 1,591 2,845
2006 13,213,174 2,680,850 946,259 1,724,335 30,927 4,715 1,656 3,053
2007 13,422,591 2,730,619 920,362 1,804,941 33,327 5,484 1,846 3,640
2008 13,330,779 2,625,532 795,893 1,834,399 33,116 5,735 1,947 3,789
2009 12,959,750 2,730,257 922,918 1,807,339 33,219 6,044 2,078 3,965
2010 13,224,417 2,774,991 922,262 1,853,076 33,331 (D) 2,152 (D)
2011 13,403,495 2,826,009 932,271 1,894,454 33,342 (D) 2,154 (D)
2012 13,692,212 2,909,704 983,199 1,925,549 33,733 (D) 1,990 (D)
2013 13,891,109 2,891,618 938,650 1,955,831 32,795 (D) 1,926 (D)
2014 14,219,922 2,982,618 986,270 1,997,020 33,193 (D) 2,114 (D)
2015 14,671,751 3,071,588 1,024,454 2,046,497 33,820 (D) 2,225 (D)
2016 14,907,918 3,098,028 1,003,832 2,098,863 33,914 (D) 2,253 (D)
2017 15,224,212 3,144,509 1,015,027 2,134,960 34,241 (D) (D) 3,970

Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis. Compiled by
Figures in millions of chained 2009 dollars. Metroplan

7/31/2019

90

100

110

120

130

140

150

160

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

In
de

x:
 2

00
1 

= 
10

0
Finance Sector GDP 2001-2017

US

LR

Page 1 of 2

Little Rock lost banking jobs to a wave of mergers 
during the 1990s and early 2000s, but is regaining 
its role as a city of finance.
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A Tech and Finance Partnership

The Little Rock Tech Park plans to soon add a new structure, including lab space, in the 
gap at left in this image. The Tech park is watching trends in ride-sharing and automated 
vehicles before it invests in possible future parking structures.

The idea of a dedicated technology hub had been 
circulating for years when Little Rock voters passed 
a sales tax in 2011, which included funding for a 
technology park. With this funding and a partnership 
between local business and university leaders, the 
Little Rock Technology Park formally opened in March 
2017. Today it houses 52 tenants, mostly start-up small 
businesses. The facility’s high-quality urban location 
attracts and keeps tech workers, who benefit from 
proximity to one another in an innovative, tech-friendly 

setting. The Venture Center, which is one of the Tech 
Park’s tenants, plays a critical role in incubating and 
nurturing new firms, many of which are housed at the 
Tech Park.

Little Rock has developed a process which marries 
the incubation of technology firms with finance. Most 
of the firms founded so far are small in terms of jobs, 
but rich with promise. Several firms have outgrown 
the Tech Park and moved to new locations, but they 
usually remain in close association. In critical fields like 

Artificial Intelligence (AI), cyber-security, 
and financial technology (fintech) the 
Central Arkansas region is establishing a 
national presence. In 2019 the Little Rock 
Technology Park announced a second 
phase, with plans to add a five-story, 
85,000 square-foot building adjacent to 
its present facility, on parking lot land it 
already owns. 

Artist’s rendering of the Tech Park’s Phase Two addition (middle left).

In critical fields like AI, cyber-security, 
and fintech the Central Arkansas region 
is establishing a national presence.
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In the late 1960s banks conducted transactions and 
record-keeping mainly with paper but were moving to 
computers. A few entrepreneurial-minded individuals in 
Little Rock realized that banks would need software to 
make the computers really work. Banking CEOs showed 
little interest, but investors at the Stephens Corporation 
saw potential. In its early days the budding Systematics 
Company struggled with small annual revenues, but its 
investors took the long view and held firm.

Several staffers with the emerging company had worked 
for IBM previously, and took to heart its emphasis on 
training and education. As Systematics developed, it 
learned to connect its sales and technical branches 
closely to prevent a disconnect between customer needs 
and technology. The working environment became 
innovative yet disciplined. The emphasis was less on 
quick sales than on staying with customers and training 
their staffs to work with the new software. By nurturing  
a loyal customer base, the company sustained its  
revenue stream.

Systematics never seriously considered leaving its Little 
Rock base, even though the local cadre of trained data 
processors was not large. In the early 1980s the company 
went public, a step that helped not only with building 
investment capital but also with its public image. 

Several precepts of the company’s business success 
remain relevant today:1 

•	 Success depends on a small core of dedicated and 
highly effective workers. Careful vetting, testing and 
training help but there’s an element of chance with 
personnel selection.

•	 Keep a long-term perspective. Unless you 
consciously prevent it, the short term will always 
take precedence over the long term.

•	 Build systems that relate closely with customers’ 
needs. 

The Systematics Story

•	 Quality of communication is critical, usually 
expressed in three forms: speaking, writing, and 
graphic illustration.

•	 Honest, straightforward dealing is key to long-term 
business success. At Systematics this amounted to 
“always do what you say you will do.”

As a publicly-held company, Systematics got bought 
out by Alltel, becoming Alltel Information Services in 
the middle 1990s, as banking moved onto the Internet. 
Later, Fidelity National Financial purchased AIS. After 
some corporate name changes and reorganizations, the 
former Systematics became the local presence of Fidelity 
Information Services (FIS), a global corporate system. Yet 
the enduring ideas, talents and innovation capability of 
the old Systematics remain alive today in Little Rock and 
across the globe. 

1 For further background, see Collins Andrews’ Interview with former Systematics CEO Walter Smiley, sponsored by the Arkansas Academy of Computing 
History, available on YouTube. One hour, highly recommended:  https://arkansasacademyofcomputing.wildapricot.org/Walter-Smiley-bio-interview

The local FIS presence still carries a legacy inherited from Systematics.

The working environment became 
innovative yet disciplined. 
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The Venture Center runs an exciting program that stimulates 
entrepreneurship of all kinds, usually with a “tech” focus.1  
In association with FIS, it has run four business accelerator 
programs since 2016. Every year, hundreds of early-stage 
fintech companies apply to The Venture Center’s highly 
competitive program, which selects ten finalists. It runs 
the winners through a twelve-week boot camp providing 
mentorship, partnerships, and seed investment to make them 
market-ready. Several local companies have spun off from The 
Venture Center’s accelerator, including Gas-Pos (featured in 
last year’s edition of this newsletter), and Bond.AI (opposite 
page). This success has spurred another financial client, the 
Independent Community Bankers of America (ICBA) to 
join The Venture Center’s roster. The ICBA ThinkTECH 
Accelerator 2.0 will launch in January 2020, helping advance 
initiatives from the nation’s nearly 5,000 community banks. 

The Venture Center and the Fintech Connection

1 For background information on The Venture Center and its origins, see the 2016 edition of the Metrotrends Economic Review and Outlook pp. 6-7, at metroplan.org.

The Venture Center is one of several business accelerators 
located around the U.S., most of which are also housed in 
downtown live/work environments. It has been notably 
successful in tech businesses with a financial orientation. 
Little Rock has a presence in core bank processing systems 
and the skills behind them. This began with Systematics in 
the late 1960s, which became Alltel Information Services 
and later the local footprint of FIS, a global company with 
$11 billion in annual revenue, and over 50,000 employees 
worldwide.  Similar local firms like Arkansas Systems (later 
Arksys, now owned by Euronet) and ABC Financial have 
added to local area fintech expertise. You probably didn’t 
know it, but Little Rock is recognized globally for its role in 
electronic banking. 

The Venture Center fosters the culture of idea-sharing and informal 
communication at its offices in the Tech Park.

In The Venture Center’s relaxed and urbane atmosphere, 
entrepreneurs make lasting friendships.

Every year, hundreds of early-stage fintech companies 
apply to The Venture Center’s highly competitive 
program, which selects ten finalists.

Mentorship is a key part of The Venture Center’s method of 
supporting entrepreneurs.

Collaboration in the works.
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Bond.AI
Empathy Banking

Uday Akkaraju (at right) has a team at the Tech Park, with other small staffs in New York City and 
India. From left: Maahesh Balshetwar, Madhavi Kulkarni, Jared Landrum, Uday Akkaraju.

Your financial habits are probably less 
than optimal. 81 percent of Americans 
are stressed financially, and 43 percent are 
“effectively poor,” struggling to meet day-
to-day costs, wasting resources on petty 
expenses and credit-card interest, unable to 
muster small sums of cash for routine financial emergencies. It 
fits with the short attention spans and stress levels of modern 
life and how they impact personal money habits. 

Uday Akkaraju has an answer. It’s an app for your mobile 
device that helps you manage your financial wellness. It tracks 
your earnings and expenditures in context with your needs 
and can talk with you—via voice interface—about how to 
enhance your financial status. It also gives advice aimed at 
gently helping you change your financial habits, so that you 
spend on the right things, and save and earn more. Called 
“Bond,” the app will come from your bank, which will keep 
your financial information private and secure. Bond can talk 
with you via voice communication and is powered by the 
Empathy Engine™. It is in production with two banks and 
will be going mainstream with five more next quarter. It has 
already been tested and proven to give results.   

Uday likes Little Rock. He enjoys living and 
working in the attractive pedestrian-friendly 
environment of River Market and Main 
Street Little Rock. He plans to buy a house 
soon, in a close-in suburb. He has been 
part of the tech scene on both coasts, most 

recently New York. Bond.AI keeps an office in New York which 
Uday visits regularly, but he prefers his Little Rock location at 
the Tech Park. 

Uday was lured to Little Rock via The Venture Center program, 
considered one of the world’s leading fintech accelerator 
programs. The Venture Center has a track record for helping 
aspiring entrepreneurs scale up their businesses and pairing 
them with tech-savvy mentors and investors. The sophistication 
of the downtown Little Rock-North Little Rock urban environ-
ment, the proximity of trails and ample countryside nearby, and 
low housing costs make the city attractive for techies. Arkansas 
is a “two phone call state”—critical executives, legislators 
and even the governor are accessible. Uday says “there’s just 
one degree of separation between you and capital, talent, 
and legislators. It helps you fly, not just run.” He has worked 
successfully with paid interns from UALR and graduates from 

UALR’s Donaghey College of Engineering and 
Information Technology (EIT). Local graduates 
are competitive even in the advanced field of 
Artificial Intelligence. 

Some challenges remain. There are too few 
direct flights. Local tech graduates get lured 
away by bright lights on the coasts. But  
Bond.AI has developed a new technology  
with world-changing potential. The Little Rock 
region offers boutique urban sophistication 
at a bargain price and provides budding 
entrepreneurs a home that offers personal 
connections in a close community. 

“In Arkansas you can grow superfast, 
there’s just one degree of separation 
between you and legislators, capital 
and talent.”           —Uday Akkaraju
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Opportunity Zones are small urban and suburban areas 
where investors can qualify for important U.S. tax credits. 
The idea is to open disadvantaged areas up to redevelopment. 
Local Opportunity Zones (OZs) are found in Faulkner and 
Pulaski Counties. In Faulkner County, the OZs are defined by 
three census tracts in eastern Conway, on either side of I-40. 
In Pulaski County, OZs can be found in and near downtown 
Little Rock, North Little Rock, and southeastern portions of 
Jacksonville. The table at right compares overall statistics for 
racial breakdown, poverty, unemployment and median family 
income between the overall cities and the Opportunity Zones 
in them, based on 2017 five-year ACS data.

The program has several features which could encourage the 
kind of lasting investments needed to turn troubled areas 
around. If an investor holds onto an OZ investment for ten 
years or more, he/she pays no capital gains tax on the initial 
investment’s growth. The Economic Innovation Group has 
estimated that the tax breaks could add up to 3 percent to 
investors’ annual rates of return.1

The map on page 9 shows the OZs in Central Arkansas. 
They are defined by census tracts (tract numbers are shown 
in white). Development trends are already favoring a larger 
share of projects in older built-up areas. The new tax breaks 
just made several good opportunities better. 

1 Lisa Ferrell, “Opportunity Zones have transformative potential” (commentary), Arkansas Business, Sept. 17, 2018.

Opportunity Knocks

Percent 
Nonwhite

Percent 
Unemployed

Percent in 
Poverty 

Median Family 
Income ($)

All Conway 24.5 4.5 17.8  64,664 

Conway OZ 32.6 8.0 31.0  35,296 

All Jacksonville 45.3 7.2 16.9  54,364 

Jacksonville OZ 54.2 12.5 39.5  29,570 

All Little Rock 49.2 5.0 17.8  66,790 

Little Rock OZ 73.3 11.1 24.4  45,455 

All N Little Rock 50.5 9.2 25.3  50,891 

N Little Rock OZ 73.8 17.1 46.5  22,533 

Source: American Community Survey 2013-2017.		

LR-NLR-Conway Opportunity Zones 2013–2017

Safe Foods is a promising home-grown enterprise which recently expanded 
in a North Little Rock Opportunity Zone.

This neighborhood in Baring Cross, just north of Rockwater Village, 
may provide fertile ground for Opportunity Zone reinvestment.

Little Rock Mayor Frank Scott and U.S. Representative French Hill announce 
members of Little Rock’s Opportunity Zone Task Force at the Dunbar 
Community Center, following a daylong roundtable discussion with 
members of the White House Domestic Policy Council and other key senior 
Administration personnel. Photo credit: City of Little Rock.



92019 ECONOMIC REVIEW & OUTLOOK  | METROTRENDS

Some Background on Opportunity Zones

In late 2017, coupled with a massive U.S. tax cut, Congress signed into law a program of targeted tax cuts to create 
Opportunity Zones (OZs) in disadvantaged areas.1 In the state of Arkansas, a total of 337 census tracts qualified based 
on income. In April of 2018, Governor Asa Hutchinson nominated 85 official Opportunity Zone areas in the state. The 
national policy has been questioned, on the basis that wealthy investors may gain more than residents in impoverished 
areas. On the other hand, the OZ program favors long-term investment, which could bolster the kind of investor 
commitment and place-making that tend to boost local success. As one writer put it, “the inequality of our era means 
there are trillions of dollars in idle capital sitting on the sidelines over here, and communities suffering from decades of 
disinvestment over there.”2 Time will tell, but in the meantime OZs are an important factor in redevelopment prospects 
in Central Arkansas.

1 “Boondocks and boondoggles: bringing investment to poor places,” Economist, November 17, 2018.
2 Jared Bernstein, “Opportunity Zones: can a tax break for rich people really help poor people?” Washington Post, January 14, 2019. 

Central Arkansas Opportunity Zones
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Housing Construction 2019
During the first half of 2019 housing construction moved up 
a bit: steady overall in single-family, while ticking up in multi-
family. Conway saw a big jump in new single-family homes, 
with 158 new units from January–June 2019, compared with 
71 in the 2018 January–June interval. Jacksonville also saw a 
small move upward, while other cities saw fewer new permits. 
A downward move was visible in Benton and Bryant, with 
barely half as many new starts in the first half of 2019 as 
compared with the same interval the previous year.

Multi-family ticked up in the first half of 2019, with 658 total 
units started compared with 277 in the first half of 2018. 
Little Rock granted permits for a complex of 176 units on east 
Second Street in Little Rock’s East Village area, and 180 new 
units at 3321 South Bowman Road. Conway saw construction 
of a new 160-unit complex south of Dave Ward Drive, just 
west of Harkrider. Finally, Jacksonville added 66 units at 3301 
South First Street. 

Federal Funds Rate January 2005–November 2019

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

LR-NLR-Conway Housing Unit Permits 
First Six Months of Each Year 2012–2019

Half Year (January–June) Housing Unit Permits  
2016–2019

2016 2017 2018 2019

Benton 92 80 92 51

Bryant 81 63 90 57

Cabot 49 54 67 47

Conway 111 72 71 158

Hot Sprgs Vill 20 18 36 30

Jacksonville 25 23 19 29

Little Rock 160 166 173 205

Maumelle 24 36 44 28

N Little Rock 52 41 57 55

Sherwood 108 129 123 98

2016 2017 2018 2019
Benton 0 52 0 0

Bryant 12 0 0 0

Cabot 0 76 0 6

Conway 44 86 95 176

Hot Sprgs Vill 0 0 0 0

Jacksonville 2 2 0 66

Little Rock 6 761 134 410

Maumelle 0 0 0 0

N Little Rock 82 15 48 0

Sherwood 0 8 0 0

2016 2017 2018 2019
Total SF  702  664  736  728 

Total MF  146  1,000  277  658 

Grand Total  848  1,664  1,013  1,386 

Single-Family

Multi-Family

Regional Totals

Upscale home under construction in southeastern Bryant.

PermHfYr12-19.xlsx

Single-Family

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
Benton 129 78 101 117 96 101 92 80 92 51
Bryant 109 73 69 64 32 32 81 63 90 57
Cabot 45 45 48 65 28 45 49 54 67 47
Conway 137 82 86 76 62 83 111 72 71 158
Hot Sprgs Vill 40 26 28 25 22 37 18 36
Jacksonville 33 16 15 15 20 18 25 23 19 29
Little Rock 183 180 168 188 186 193 160 166 173 205
Maumelle 50 34 41 41 31 12 24 36 44 28
N Little Rock 74 80 87 55 31 46 52 41 57 55
Sherwood 61 54 69 73 70 74 108 129 123 98

Multi-Family

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
Benton 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 52 0 0
Bryant 450 22 26 0 0 0 12 0 0 0
Cabot 36 0 0 0 0 19 0 76 0 6
Conway 318 0 40 94 61 6 44 86 95 176
Hot Sprgs Vill 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Jacksonville 6 0 6 0 12 0 2 2 0 66
Little Rock 126 514 207 259 469 370 6 761 134 410
Maumelle 0 0 0 0 0 108 0 0 0 0
N Little Rock 98 312 0 96 2 0 82 15 48 0
Sherwood 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 8 0 0
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Sherwood 61 54 69 73 70 74 108 129 123 98

Multi-Family

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
Benton 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 52 0 0
Bryant 450 22 26 0 0 0 12 0 0 0
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After pushing interest rates up during 2018, the Federal Reserve pulled rates 
downward during the latter half of 2019. This may give housing construction 
a small boost.

DATE FEDFUNDS
1/1/2005 2.28
2/1/2005 2.5
3/1/2005 2.63
4/1/2005 2.79
5/1/2005 3
6/1/2005 3.04
7/1/2005 3.26
8/1/2005 3.5
9/1/2005 3.62

10/1/2005 3.78
11/1/2005 4
12/1/2005 4.16

1/1/2006 4.29
2/1/2006 4.49
3/1/2006 4.59
4/1/2006 4.79
5/1/2006 4.94
6/1/2006 4.99
7/1/2006 5.24
8/1/2006 5.25
9/1/2006 5.25

10/1/2006 5.25
11/1/2006 5.25
12/1/2006 5.24

1/1/2007 5.25
2/1/2007 5.26
3/1/2007 5.26
4/1/2007 5.25
5/1/2007 5.25
6/1/2007 5.25
7/1/2007 5.26
8/1/2007 5.02
9/1/2007 4.94

10/1/2007 4.76
11/1/2007 4.49
12/1/2007 4.24

1/1/2008 3.94
2/1/2008 2.98
3/1/2008 2.61
4/1/2008 2.28
5/1/2008 1.98
6/1/2008 2
7/1/2008 2.01
8/1/2008 2
9/1/2008 1.81

10/1/2008 0.97
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Construction Value Trends
$ Value

Cabot 97,367          
Jacksonville 147,000        
Bryant 157,954        
Sherwood 166,070        
N Little Roc 182,485        
Benton 187,499        
Conway 200,000        
Little Rock 283,000        
Maumelle 309,900        
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Quarterly Single-Family Construction Trend 
2015–2019 Q3 (p)

Total construction value in the four-county region reached 
$1.26 billion in 2018, based on city building permit records. 
With inflation adjustment, this ranks as the best year since 
2007. It also marks two consecutive years of rising value, and 
the fifth highest yet recorded in the region. 

Residential Construction Value

Residential building amounted to $395 million in 2018. 
Little Rock led the pack with $154 million in residential 
construction, followed by Conway at $79 million, Sherwood 
with $34 million and Maumelle at $32 million. Major 
multi-family investments occurred in Little Rock, Conway, 
Maumelle and North Little Rock; single-family homes 
accounted for most of the rest. New single-family homes 
hit their highest median value yet recorded at $196,666. 
Maumelle saw its single-family median value surpass $300,000 
for the first time ever. 

photo?

Maumelle is the region’s ninth-largest city by population size, but its high-
end housing construction ranked fourth in total value in 2018.

Construction Value
LR-NLR-Con MSA 1990–2018 (2018 Dollars) 

The median new home value in Maumelle crossed $300,000 in 2018, 
with more construction in the pipeline.
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LR MSA Median New Home Value 2004–2018

Record Year in Commercial Construction

The real story for 2018, however, is that nonresidential con-
struction in the region surpassed all previous records, includ-
ing the 2004–2007 boom period, even after inflation adjust-
ment. Slightly more than half of the new construction was in 
Little Rock (52 percent), followed by North Little Rock (17 
percent), Bryant (13 percent), and Conway (7 percent).

The table on page 13 shows the ten largest of these projects. 
Bank OZK led the list, with its new $98.8 million headquarters 
on west Cantrell Road. There were two large school 
construction programs, by Bryant Public Schools and the Lisa 
Academy in North Little Rock. Hendrix College started work 
on an innovative new student-living facility that merges art, 
education and housing.

The new headquarters for Bank OZK. Now the region’s largest bank, it also 
has a major presence in commercial construction investments in New York 
and California.

The $13.7 million Aloft Hotel (above) and a 300-unit apartment complex  
(below) mark a continuing trend of investment near the Promenade at Chenal.

NR Adj
1993 245.9
1994 393.2
1995 335.0
1996 501.4
1997 410.0
1998 543.3
1999 431.6
2000 613.5
2001 361.2
2002 487.9
2003 369.6
2004 471.3
2005 575.7
2006 618.1
2007 625.3
2008 551.0
2009 550.2
2010 530.5
2011 427.4
2012 575.7
2013 514.2
2014 733.2
2015 597.6
2016 523.0
2017 591.7
2018 790.7

$790.7
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($ Millions, Inflation-Adjusted)

Median Value
2004 150,979
2005 160,592
2006 160,207
2007 155,818
2008 155,064
2009 146,064
2010 158,761
2011 144,910
2012 154,473
2013 181,148
2014 170,912
2015 175,999
2016 190,099
2017 184,734
2018 196,874
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Project Name Value ($ million) City

Bank OZK 98.8 Little Rock

Bryant Junior High School 47.6 Bryant

CARTI 23.7 North Little Rock

Safe Foods* 17.0 North Little Rock

Hendrix Miller Creative Quad 16.0 Conway

First Orion+Argenta Plaza* 15.7 North Little Rock

Ridgemere Assisted Living Center 14.6 Conway

ALOFT Hotel 13.7 Little Rock

Lisa Academy Expansion 10.9 North Little Rock

Little Rock Region Largest Commercial Projects 2018

Source: city building permit reports.

* Entry includes two or more separate permit records.

City Construction Value 
($ millions)

Little Rock 411.1

N Little Rock 135.8

Bryant 104.7

Conway 56.4

Others 82.7

MSA Total 790.7

LR MSA Commercial Construction $ Value 2018

The investments by Safe Foods and First Orion in North 
Little Rock benefited from Opportunity Zone locations. Both 
represent infusions in promising job-generating technology 
industries. Several smaller industrial investments weren’t large 
enough to make the list but offer promise, including a new 
USALCO chloride chemical plant in southwestern Little Rock.

A new CARTI facility in North Little Rock demonstrates 
strength in the local health sector, as well as the emergence of 
a major medical hub around the Baptist Hospital facility near 
East McCain Boulevard in North Little Rock.

The list doesn’t only depict a lot of construction going on 
in 2018. It also points to a lot of businesses and institutions 
investing in jobs and economic growth potential for the 
Central Arkansas region.   

The new First Orion office building continues a trend of place-making 
investments in North LIttle Rocks’ Argenta district.

The new CARTI office in North Little Rock continues medical-sector 
investments near the Baptist Hospital in North Little Rock.
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Economic Outlook 2019

During the year 2018, the City of Vilonia began assisting 
Metroplan with building permit data. The data we receive 
from our member cities helps with estimating housing, 
population and economic trends across the region. Over time, 
Metroplan will blend Vilonia data into its overall statistics. 
The table at left gives an idea of housing construction in a city 
that’s been growing rapidly over the past three decades, with 
more coming. City of Vilonia Population 1940–2019

Source: decennial census with Metroplan estimate for 2019.	

City of Vilonia Building Permits 2018–2019

Vilonia’s open rural vistas are gradually filling up as housing construction 
continues.

New Vilonia Data

Single-Family Multi-Family

2018_Q4 9 2

2019_Q1 3 0

2019_Q2 9 8

2019_Q3 5 0

Population
1940 259           
1950 215           
1960 234           
1970 423           
1980 736           
1990 1,133        
2000 2,106        
2010 3,815        
2019 4,583        259 215 234 423 
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The best summary of 
the region’s economy 
today is “slow and 
stable” once again. 
Unemployment 
remains low, hovering 
around 3.3 percent. 
Regional income has 
grown more slowly 
than the U.S. average, 

but data from the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) 
show it ticked up in the 2017–2018 interval after a slower 
performance 2016–2017. Regional retail sales began picking 
up in late 2018 and were still climbing slightly faster than the 
inflation rate through August of 2019. This may suggest an 
additional up-tick in income growth not yet caught by BEA 
statistics. The highest-ever non-residential construction value 
for 2018, cited on page 12, suggests rising investment in the 
region’s economic future.

The local economy continues undergoing internal structural 
changes. The region’s once-mighty telecom sector is now 
smaller as a share of the local economy than the national 
average, to a mere 1,255 jobs in 2019, from over 5,000 in 2008. 

The local business and professional services sector, once an 
engine of growth, has also lost jobs. The region’s health and 
educational services sector remains its primary job-producer, 
with a net gain of over 10,000 jobs since 2009. The region’s 
fintech sector, described pp. 3–7, is already a major player and 
may become a regional game-changer over the longer term.

The new White Oak Crossing interchange near Maumelle, 
funded by voter-approved tax dollars, is now open and eases 
traffic flows in and out of Maumelle. Improved freeway access 
will yield a jump in land development, business activity and 
even population growth in eastern Maumelle and extreme 
western North Little Rock. Traffic will quickly rise to chase the 
gain in capacity, as with freeway improvements in the past.

Whether or not development in Opportunity Zone districts 
will alleviate poverty is an open question. Many of these 
zones are well-located along major transportation routes, so 
renewed development activity is a likely future prospect. The 
region’s economy may be picking up from a prolonged slow 
pattern, while the U.S. economy appears to be slowing after a 
phase of faster-than-average growth. If so, it would fit with the 
region’s past pattern of lagging U.S. economic trends by two to 
five years.   

White Oak Crossing interchange.
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In the fall of 2016, this newsletter pointed to the surprising 
finding that the Little Rock region had the highest share 
of cyber-security jobs (as defined by occupation) among 
metropolitan areas in the entire U.S.A. This conclusion 
was based on a data release from the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics (BLS) for employment by occupation in 2015. Since 
that time, the BLS has updated its data and occupational 
definitions. The tables below give new data from the latest 
2018 release.

The BLS conducts regular modifications to the occupation 
categories, which helps explain why the newer 2018 figures 
differ.  In the job category “Information Security Analysts,” 
the state of Arkansas ranks well above average at 16th in the 
country by Location Quotient (LQ). The Little Rock region 
has 330 jobs in the field, and ranks 36th among metro areas 
—the top ten percent. The Northwest Arkansas urban region 
now shows a higher place in the cyber field, with 450 jobs and 
ranking 9th among 394 metropolitan areas.

Statistical Supplement: An Update on Cyber-Security and Other Tech Occupations

The next table gives a closer look at leading computer-
related occupations in the Little Rock region, ones with an 
LQ above 1.25. The table ranks occupations by LQ and gives 
BLS projections for the years 2018–2028. As you can see, the 
region ranks high in computer programmers, 22nd among U.S. 
metropolitan areas. Programming is, however, a declining 
occupation, with jobs migrating to lower-cost countries. U.S. 
programming jobs are projected to drop 7.2 percent over the 
coming decade. 

The Little Rock region ranked high in several related fields, 
including statisticians (LQ 1.61, rank 30th), computer/
information managers (LQ 1.36, rank 27th) and two computer 
network occupations (rank 50th and 43rd), and cyber 
security (rank 36th). For two of these sectors, statisticians 
and information security analysts, jobs are forecast to grow 
over 30 percent in the next ten years. Overall, the Central 
Arkansas region has a concentration of jobs in sectors related 
to statistical analysis, cyber-security, and computer networks. 
The region does less well in software, web development and 
database occupations. 

The high rankings for the Northwest and Central Arkansas 
regions in cyber-security correlate with major corporate 
headquarters in both (but especially Northwest Arkansas), 
and sizeable utilities and fintech activity (mainly Central 
Arkansas). The two largest urban regions in Arkansas 
differ economically, but both share an outsized presence in 
cyber-security jobs. These promising jobs could become an 
important factor in state growth prospects, since together the 
two regions account for nearly half the state’s jobs and GDP.

Place Jobs LQ Rank

State of Arkansas 890 0.98 16 (of 52)*

Fayetteville-Springdale-

Rogers MSA

450 2.39 9 (of 394)

Little Rock-NLR-Conway MSA 330 1.24 36 (of 394)

Jobs and Rankings for Information Security Analysts 
(Occupation Code 15-1122)

* 50 states plus Puerto Rico and the District of Columbia.
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018.	

Occupation 
Code

Title Local 
Jobs

Location 
Quotient (LQ)

Rank by 
LQ**

Projected % Job 
Change 2018-2028

15-1131 Computer Programmers  1,180 2.14 22 -7.2

15-2041 Statisticians  150 1.61 30 30.7

15-1152 Computer Network Support Specialists  600 1.37 50 6.4

11-3021 Computer and Information Systems Mgrs  1,280 1.36 27 11.3

15-1122 Information Security Analysts  330 1.29 36 31.6

15-1143 Computer Network Architects  460 1.27 43 5.3

Computer / Math Occupations—LR Occupations With LQ Over 1.25

** Rank among 394 metro areas in the U.S. and Puerto Rico.	
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018.	
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