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Introduction 

Harsh realities of COVID-19 and our Vision 
for recovery & resilience 
As the pandemic hit our nation, and our 
region, and before Congress allocated 
resources to assist in regional development 
across the country, we began our journey to 
anticipate how this experience could 
possibly be with us for a year or longer, and 
how this could impact the very 
underpinnings of our economy and society.  
We were not at all sure where this pandemic 
would lead.  But, this was not the first time 
the Arkansas Delta has experienced disaster.  
And we speculated that, as with previous 
shocks to the regional economy, moments 
like this create paradigms shifts, 
technological advances, and new ways of 
doing business.   

How will East Arkansas’ economy and 
society be different?  How will we ensure 
lasting, impactful change?  After two years 
of planning and data gathering, how will the 
results reflect what truly matters to our 
citizens?  These are the questions we have 
had to ask throughout the process – and will 
continue to address, as this experience isn’t 
just at one moment in time, but lives on. 

The purpose of this plan is to, alongside our 
CEDS, inform our recovery efforts to emerge 
stronger in a very quickly evolving workplace 
and business environment, mainly through 
data and analytics, and through the 
development or strengthening of our 
existing and new partnerships with ties that 
will propel our region into a brighter future. 

Change is inevitable.  It can happen to us, or 
it can happen with us.  Our goal is to create 

About East Arkansas Planning 
& Development District 

Under the provisions of the Economic 
Development Act (Public Law 89-136, 89th 
Congress, August 25, 1965), and the applicable 
laws of the State of Arkansas, Act 176 of 1963 
(Ark. Stat. 64-1901, 21), the local government 
units, hereinafter referred to as counties, as 
subsequently named, created East Arkansas 
Planning & Development District. 

East Arkansas Planning & Development District 
was created for the following purposes: 

→ To prepare and develop a district overall
economic development program for long-range
economic growth which includes adequate land
use and transportation planning and contains a
specific program for District cooperation, self-
help, and public investment.

→ To formulate, develop, and administer a
program for planning and development in order
to improve economic conditions in the District
in respect to unemployment,
underemployment, and distressed economic
conditions.

→ To coordinate the overall economic planning
and development in the District among the
member counties.

→ To carry out such research, planning, and
advisory functions as are necessary and helpful
to the foregoing.
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intentional change, encouraging new investments in today’s technology, and human and 
physical infrastructure that will have impacts in the areas identified as priorities. 

If not for the support of the Economic Development Administration and its supported Resiliency 
Coordinator position, we would not have had the capacity to pursue this endeavor with the 
success we have appreciated.  Additionally, our efforts in resiliency planning have been greatly 
amplified by the technical support of our university center partners: The Delta Center for 
Economic Development at Arkansas State University; and the Arkansas Economic Development 
Institute at the University of Arkansas at Little Rock. 

Only through teamwork, partnerships and an inclusive approach can we expect to thrive as a 
region.  EAPDD is deeply committed to our core values of quality, excellence, and customer 
service with integrity. Our ultimate goal is to have a positive impact on our communities, 
region, state, and nation. This requires our team to always be mindful of equity and inclusivity 
so to serve the broadest perspectives of our population. Through the use of data driven 
decision making, we focus on having the most inclusive understanding possible of issues and 
gaps we are trying to address. 

Creating Our Plan and this Report 
After two years, our resilience and recovery plan, and the research and analytics which have 
been developed as its backbone, has taken on new meaning.  Though this is not a 
Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS), we have approached this project as a 
critically substantive lead-in “living document” to our upcoming CEDS process.  Our 
implementation of this plan, and through the embrace of technology, will connect EAPDD and 
its partners in new, innovative ways to more efficiently understand issues and respond with 
greater success and connectivity to local, regional, state, and federal solutions. 

With a focus on resilience and recovery in a new economy, this Plan is organized into six priority 
areas: 

1. Enhancing Regional Governance & Planning
2. Workforce Development
3. Business Development
4. Health and Wellness
5. Broadband, Cyber Security, and Physical Infrastructure for Resilience
6. Affordable, Quality Housing

Priority areas have been designed to build upon one another to first establish a solid foundation 
of basic necessities before tackling more complex issues.  Tasks have been identified to address 
issues “as we can see now”, but also to identify new and evolving issues over time through the 
formation of work groups and task forces.  It is through these channels we will be able to keep 
this program “living” in a world where both conditions and needs are changing rapidly.  Case-in-
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point: resiliency and recovery methods have profoundly changed even since the onset of this 
project, as have economic realities.  Our goal is to be nimble in our response and programming. 
 
One final consideration was used in determining the relevance and appropriateness of 
recommended strategies and tasks:  does/could the recommendation fall under the purview of 
the District?  Plan implementation will be led by the District, while partnerships will play a 
critically important role.  The District must be the regional leader and consider its existing and 
potential resources that can be invested in carrying out the plan. 
  
Taskforce Acknowledgement 
The EAPDD Regional Taskforce provided guidance and assisted in refining the strategies and 
tasks/ initiatives identified in the Plan. The 23-member Taskforce is composed of a mix of public 
sector, private sector, and nonprofit individuals, all leaders throughout the region and in their 
specific community/county.  It is hoped that their involvement will continue, serving on the 
region’s CEDS advisory team, performing annual reviews of progress on the Resilience and 
Recovery Action Plan and participating in future committee efforts. 
 
Taskforce members: 
 

MEMBER ORGANIZATION 
Gene Bennett Arkansas Northeastern College 
Graycen Bigger Director, Northeast Arkansas Intermodal  
Dave Brady Arkansas Workforce 
Regina Burkett City of Jonesboro Economic Development 
Brock Cline Nabholz Construction 
John Edwards Helena / W. Helena Port Authority 
Gina Gomez El Centro Hispano of Northeast Arkansas 
Dr. Karen Graham Professor,  Arkansas State University 
Allison Hestand Paragould Regional Chamber of Commerce 
Mayor Jennifer Hobbs Mayor of Wynne 
Tamika Jenkins Mississippi County Economic Development 
Christie Jordan Food Bank of Northeast Arkansas 
Jerry Morgan Market President First National Bank 
Mayor James Sanders Mayor of Blytheville 
Cody Slater Wynne Economic Development Corporation 
Mayor Sherman Smith Mayor of Earle 
Mayor Charles Snapp Mayor of Walnut Ridge 
Ora Stevens Citizen - Retired 
Dr. Debra West  Arkansas State University Mid-South 
Drew Williams Baldwin & Shell Construction 
Mayor Jimmy Williams Mayor of Marianna 
Mayor Cedric Williams Mayor of Forrest City 
Mark Young Jonesboro Regional Chamber 
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Developing the EAPDD Resilience and Recovery Plan is the result of months of input through 
the many shifts we all have experienced during this pandemic, from multiple iterations of 
business closures and re-openings, to societal behavioral adjustments and accommodations, to 
the wide range of identified solutions based on the best information available, some of which 
have sustained, and some of which have been abandoned.  Unlike other economic disasters 
and disruptions, the waves of COVID have created realities which are very different today than 
when this project first began.  The sustained assessments which our University Center partners 
at ASU and UALR have championed have certainly been critical in helping us evaluate what is 
important here at this point. 
 
Outreach was primarily performed through one-on-one conversations with key local chambers 
of commerce, economic development professionals, elected officials, and representatives from 
public and private entities in key areas of interest (including housing, broadband, and 
workforce); additional input was gathered through multiple online surveys and virtual 
discussions conducted by our partners in the Delta Center for Economic Development at 
Arkansas State University and the Arkansas Economic Development Institute at UALR.  The 
input and insights gathered during this process guided the regional economic resilience and 
recovery strategies and tasks laid out in this plan, and are detailed below. 
 

Impact of our COVID Experience 
 
The impact of COVID has had, and continues to have an extraordinary impact on our society, 
from business development to education, and from regional household finances and health to 
global supply chain disruptions and inflation.  Presented in the following catalog of efforts, our 
partners and EAPDD staff have attempted to assess many aspects of COVID’s impact on our 
state and region.  And these efforts along with our many conversations with local leaders have 
informed our resilience and recovery planning priorities for 2022-2023 and beyond with our 
planned CEDS update in 2023. 
 
EAPDD Partner Programming Overview 
 
AEDI COVID-19 Dashboard (2020-2022) 
The Arkansas Economic Development Institute (AEDI) was awarded a U.S. Department of 
Commerce Economic Development Administration grant to provide historical documentation 
on the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic in partnership with the Delta Center for Economic Development 
and the eight Arkansas EDA Planning and Development Districts.  AEDI has several deliverable 
resources for information for the regional planning updates across the state.  
 
AEDI’s web dashboard:  www.covidrecovery.youraedi.com has become the repository for all 
projects or information they collected during the pandemic. Several statewide surveys were 
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conducted, including regional and statewide executive task force surveys that included 
representative members from local and state government, businesses, finance, healthcare, and 
K-12 and higher education.  
 
These surveys were used to develop snapshots of trending issues across the state that informed 
a list of policy recommendations that were provided to representatives of the Arkansas 
Legislature who participated on the AEDI committees. Further data collection was displayed on 
their COVID Recovery website in the form of dashboards and story maps that were updated 
throughout the pandemic. The website will act as a repository for all information gathered 
relating to COVID in archived form for reference in the future.   
 
AEDI Stakeholder Conversations (2020) 
https://covidrecovery.youraedi.com/wp-
content/uploads/2021/02/COVIDSurvey_NovemberReport.pdf 
As referenced above, during the summer of 2020 the AEDI conducted a series of stakeholder 
conversations, in partnership with each of the 8 planning and development districts in 
Arkansas.  From the series of conversations, the university center and the district identified key 
focal areas related to economic recovery and resilience:  

1. presence of effective broadband infrastructure,  
2. consistent and effective messaging surrounding COVID-19 guidance,  
3. social distancing,  
4. remote education,  
5. emergency management,  
6. local industries impacted by COVID, and  
7. financial assistance.  

 
Key findings were provided by Chambers of Commerce, when asked about immediate impacts 
of COVID on business.  According to survey results, small businesses experienced business 
closure at a much higher rate than larger business.  Fifty percent of businesses with 25 or fewer 
employees initially had to halt, stop, or slow production or services due to COVID-19, while the 
same was true with 19% of larger businesses (26+ employees).  Across East Arkansas, 12% of 
businesses that were currently closed at the time of the survey, anticipated that they would 
likely be closed permanently due to COVID. 
 
Within EAPDD, stakeholders shared that: 
 

1. Existing disaster preparation plans did not address pandemics 
2. Organizations modified schedules to keep doors open  
3. A strategic response to testing, prevention, sourcing of PPE would have helped the 

region deal more effectively with the pandemic, also testing and quick return of results 
will help isolate the positives.  

4. The most difficult aspect of coping with the pandemic is instilling a sense of urgency 
among employees to utilize masks and practice social distancing  
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5. Another challenge is to provide a reserve of PPE for community leaders and their 
employees  

6. It is challenging to keep essential services going while keeping everyone safe  
7. Due to business closures, there has been a negative impact on supply chains 

 
AEDI Top Ten Resilience and Recovery Issues (2020)  
https://covidrecovery.youraedi.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Top-Ten-Issues-202010.pdf 
Informed by their research, AEDI identified a top-ten list of issues impacting our resilience and 
recovery discussions and action plans.  The complete report is provided in the link above, 
however below are the top ten issues to address as identified early in the pandemic. 
 

1. Inconsistent guidance from government entities 
2. Broadband availability 
3. Restaurants 
4. Lodging and hospitality 
5. Healthcare 
6. Accessing federal funds 
7. PPE reserves 
8. Emergency plans 
9. Remote education 
10. Challenges in rural areas 

 
DCED Resilience and Recovery Webinar Series (2021) 
As a key element to the statewide resilience and recovery programming, the Delta Center for 
Economic Development designed workshops to introduce participants to new recovery and 
resiliency resources available and to provide practical training for local governments and 
businesses alike, such as how to write a business continuity plan or best communications 
practices in a crisis environment, among many other tools. 
  
Drawing on feedback from the Statewide Advisory Council, eight planning & development district 
advisory committees, assessments, and discussions with local leaders, an agenda for eight (8) 
day-long resource and training workshops was established, speakers were scheduled, and 
building locations were reserved. Because of the rise of COVID-19 Delta variant cases in the state 
and various difficulties concerning holding large in-person events safely, these training sessions 
were redesigned to be eight (8) themed webinars geared toward a statewide audience.  
  
Programs included, among many others, state and national leaders in this arena, such 
as Governor Asa Hutchison, EDA Regional Director Jorge Ayala, Arkansas Chief Economist and 
Economic Forecaster, and Dr. Michael Pakko, as well as Charles Marohn, CEO and Founder, 
Strong Towns, Tom Morris, Associate Director, Federal Office of Rural Health, Health Resources 
& Services Administration (HRSA), and Alan Morgan, CEO, National Rural Health Association 
(NRHA).   
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Webinar program themes included: 
  

1. Community Resilience 
2. Navigating State and Federal Recovery and Resiliency Resources for Communities 
3. Rural Healthcare – Challenges & Solutions 
4. Communications in a Crisis 
5. Tools for the Trade 
6. Building a Post-Pandemic Work Model 
7. Resources for Business 
8. The Future of Broadband in Arkansas 

  
All sessions were recorded and will remain online indefinitely as training resources. 
 
DCED Regional Resilience and Recovery Surveys (2021) 
In conjunction with resilience coordinators and executive directors with each of the 
development districts, the Delta Center for Economic Development designed updated 
organization and household surveys to be delivered and available online in each of the eight 
districts from September – December 2021.  The effort was designed to capture updated 
attitudinal responses to a constantly evolving pandemic experience.  Surveys addressed the 
following categories: 
 

• Employment status 
• Household finances and consumer debt 
• Impact of stimulus payments 
• Household mobility 
• Personal access to critical services 
• Personal health 
• Effects of COVID on organizations 
• Organization fiscal situation 
• Broadband coverage 
• Use of online tools for meetings 
• Emergency plans / Continuity of operations plans 
• Supply chain disruptions 

 
The following is a brief summary of key findings: 
 
Organization Survey 

• The pandemic negatively affected nearly 1/3 (29%) of regional organizations’ ability to 
deliver products and/or services.  

• A majority of regional organizations’ (40%) fiscal situations were not impacted by the 
pandemic, one way or another, while 32% lost revenue and 28% gained revenue 
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respectively.  For organizations with no emergency plan, 40% claim to have lost 
revenue, while only 20% claimed to have gained revenue. 

• In spite of the challenging times we have endured, 60% feel optimistic about their 
organization’s future, while only 14% are anxious. 

• Of organizations who responded, 90% suggest they have effective broadband internet. 
• In a post-pandemic environment, 50% of organizations expect to conduct meetings 25% 

or more online. 
• Twenty percent of organizations claim they do not have a continuity of operations plan 

or emergency plan. 
 
 
Household Survey 

• During the pandemic, including receiving stimulus payments, over ½ of households 
(52%) saw no change to their consumer debt level, while 30% witnessed an increase in 
consumer debt. 

• Households spent stimulus monies paying off debt, making critical household purchases, 
and purchases supporting quality of life (entertainment and related).  Conversely, they 
did not spend stimulus income pursuing education or contributing to their retirement. 

• Of all households dependent upon unemployment benefits, Medicare/Medicaid, Social 
Security, and/or food stamps, an overwhelming majority found accessing such services 
to be more difficult or unable to access. 

• Of all households responding, 52% could not “carry on” beyond 2 months without 
income or assistance. 

  
 
 
 
 
  



 12 

Impact Spotlight: Education and Student Assessment Scores during COVID-19 
 
Impacts of our COVID experience go well beyond employment and spending, with societal 
disruptions which will likely impact us for years.  Statewide, public school student aptitude 
assessments may be a reflection of learning and academic readiness, mental health, and 
potentially other factors of both students and teachers/administrators.  Both from the 
perspective of community development, and as a pipeline to tomorrow’s workforce, measuring 
the change in assessed readiness of our youth will help us demonstrate the impact of COVID 
(both the pandemic and responses to mitigate the pandemic effects) and inform future 
decision-making in the event of future similar disasters. 
 
The ACT Aspire test battery in Arkansas includes a set of achievement tests (in English, Reading, 
Math and Science) which are designed to measure student aptitude over time, for those in 
grades 3–10.  Our interest was to measure the change in students meeting or exceeding a 
benchmark rate from before the pandemic (average of scores from two years of assessment: 
2017-2018, and 2018-2019) to our current position (2020-2021 scores).  Figures 1-4 present 
findings for each of the 4 categories measured. 
 

Figure 1: 
ACT Aspire State Test Results 

Percent of Students, by grade, Meeting (or Exceeding)  
The State Readiness Benchmark for English 

     

Grade 

% of Students Met Readiness Benchmark 
ENGLISH 

A 
 
 
 
 

2017-2018 

B 
 
 
 
 

2018-2019 

C 
 
 

Average (2017-
2018,2018-

2019) 

D 
 
 
 
 

2020-2021 

E 
% Chg: Avg 

(2017-
2018,2018-

2019) to 
2021-2022 

3 73.5% 72.4% 72.9% 61.6% -15.5% 
4 70.7% 69.6% 70.1% 62.7% -10.6% 
5 72.9% 73.3% 73.1% 69.1% -5.4% 
6 73.1% 72.8% 73.0% 67.7% -7.2% 
7 78.7% 78.4% 78.5% 75.9% -3.3% 
8 74.9% 74.1% 74.5% 70.4% -5.5% 
9 58.3% 58.6% 58.4% 54.9% -6.0% 

10 59.8% 59.5% 59.7% 55.1% -7.7% 
Note:  To read the results in the table above, as well as in Figures 2-4, calculations are as follows: Column C values are an 
average of Column A and Column B values; and Column E values represent the percent change between Column C values and 
Column D values [Formula: ((DV-CV)/CV)]  
 



 13 

Impacts of COVID appear to be captured in student achievement test results.  From Figure 1 
above, there was a marked decline in test results from the period studied prior to the pandemic 
and the 2020-2021 academic year.  According to the data, English scores declined more in the 
early grades, though were still significant in 9th and 10th grade scores (-6% and -8% 
respectively). 
 

 Figure 2: 
ACT Aspire State Test Results 

Percent of Students, by grade, Meeting (or Exceeding)  
The State Readiness Benchmark for Math 

 

Grade 

% of Students Met Readiness Benchmark 
MATH 

2017-2018 2018-2019 

Average (2017-
2018,2018-

2019) 2020-2021 

% Chg: Avg 
(2017-

2018,2018-
2019) to 

2021-2022 
3 59.4% 62.1% 60.7% 48.7% -19.8% 
4 52.5% 53.8% 53.1% 43.1% -18.9% 
5 50.0% 49.2% 49.6% 34.6% -30.2% 
6 56.4% 53.7% 55.0% 41.7% -24.2% 
7 47.3% 47.7% 47.5% 37.5% -21.2% 
8 46.4% 47.7% 47.1% 36.2% -23.0% 
9 33.7% 35.8% 34.8% 26.8% -22.8% 

10 28.6% 29.2% 28.9% 21.6% -25.3% 
 
From Figure 2 above, there was a substantial decline in test results from the period studied 
prior to the pandemic and the 2020-2021 academic year.  According to the data, Math scores 
declined between 20 – 30%, depending on the grade studied.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 14 

Figure 3: 
ACT Aspire State Test Results 

Percent of Students, by grade, Meeting (or Exceeding)  
The State Readiness Benchmark for Science 

 

Grade 

% of Students Met Readiness Benchmark 
SCIENCE 

2017-2018 2018-2019 

Average (2017-
2018,2018-

2019) 2020-2021 

% Chg: Avg 
(2017-

2018,2018-
2019) to 

2021-2022 
3 38.6% 39.4% 39.0% 31.8% -18.5% 
4 42.2% 42.2% 42.2% 36.5% -13.4% 
5 40.8% 40.8% 40.8% 32.3% -20.8% 
6 45.9% 45.8% 45.9% 38.8% -15.4% 
7 42.9% 42.9% 42.9% 38.5% -10.4% 
8 42.2% 42.6% 42.4% 36.1% -15.0% 
9 32.8% 35.0% 33.9% 31.4% -7.4% 

10 32.6% 33.0% 32.8% 28.4% -13.3% 
 

As with English and Math, there was a marked decline in Science test results from the period 
studied prior to the pandemic and the 2020-2021 academic year.  According to the data, 
Science scores generally declined by 10 – 20%. 
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Figure 4: 
ACT Aspire State Test Results 

Percent of Students, by grade, Meeting (or Exceeding)  
The State Readiness Benchmark for Reading 

 

Grade 

% of Students Met Readiness Benchmark 
READING 

2017-2018 2018-2019 

Average (2017-
2018,2018-

2019) 2020-2021 

% Chg: Avg 
(2017-

2018,2018-
2019) to 

2021-2022 
3 37.8% 38.3% 38.0% 30.4% -20.1% 
4 44.1% 45.3% 44.7% 40.4% -9.7% 
5 38.1% 41.1% 39.6% 34.1% -13.8% 
6 45.1% 43.1% 44.1% 37.0% -16.1% 
7 39.8% 39.2% 39.5% 33.5% -15.2% 
8 51.1% 53.1% 52.1% 48.8% -6.3% 
9 38.1% 37.4% 37.7% 34.6% -8.2% 

10 33.9% 32.2% 33.1% 30.7% -7.2% 
 
From Figure 4 above, Reading scores saw a clear decline in test results in the earlier grades 
(example: -20% in 3rd grade).   Still, later in school (8th, 9th, and 10th grade), students witnessed a 
decline in scores by 5 – 10%. 
 
It is likely too soon to fully understand the impact of student learning disruptions, though 
continuing to monitor results moving ahead will aid in our greater understanding of direct and 
indirect impacts yet to be witnessed. 
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Regional Impact Data Overview: COVID Assessment 
  

Figure 5: 
COVID cases / deaths and vaccinations by County  

(as of March 2022) 
 

County Population Total 
Cases 

Total 
Deaths 

% Total 
Population 

Fully 
Vaccinated 

Estimated 
Total 

Population 
Fully 

Vaccinated 

Total 
Cases / 

000 

Total 
Deaths / 

000 

Total 
Population 

Fully 
Vaccinated / 

000 
Clay  14,552   4,103   93  45.7%  6,650   281.95   6.39   457  
Craighead  111,231  37,600   326  45.3%  50,388   338.04   2.93   453  
Crittenden  48,163  14,261   226  44.8%  21,577   296.10   4.69   448  
Cross  16,833   4,827   81  50.9%  8,568   286.76   4.81   509  
Greene  45,736  15,875   171  43.0%  19,666   347.10   3.74   430  
Lawrence  16,216   5,293   76  46.7%  7,573   326.41   4.69   467  
Lee  8,600   2,907   59  33.8%  2,907   338.02   6.86   338  
Mississippi  40,685  13,558   209  41.0%  16,681   333.24   5.14   410  
Phillips  16,568   4,804   98  49.8%  8,251   289.96   5.92   498  
Poinsett  22,965   8,017   126  44.7%  10,265   349.10   5.49   447  
Randolph  18,571   5,178   87  40.6%  7,540   278.82   4.68   406  
St. Francis  23,090   7,143   96  50.2%  11,591   309.35   4.16   502  
STATE OF 
ARKANSAS  3,011,524  

 
833,821  

 
11,316  54.1%  1,629,234   276.88   3.76   541  

 
Reviewing results from the Arkansas Department of Health, several observations present 
themselves, with two key findings below: 
 

ü Acceptance of vaccinations is lower across the region:  No county in the EAPDD footprint 
possesses a vaccination rate even as high as the Arkansas state average (54.1%).  Only 
Cross County (50.9%) and St. Francis County (50.2%) exceed 50% of their respective 
population vaccinated, with Lee County (33.8%) receiving the lowest rate of vaccination.   

ü Correlative results:  Vaccination rate trends, high to low, are inversely correlated to 
COVID case rate trends (see following page). 
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Figure 6: 

Regional COVID Cases / 000 vs. Fully Vaccinated Persons / 000 
 
 

 
 

Reading the results above, vaccination rate is ranked high to low from left to right, with the 
state of Arkansas possessing a greater vaccination rate (541/1,000 or 54.1%) than any county 
within the region.  This result correlates with the lowest COVID case rate of this grouping of 
277/1,000.  Cross County boasts the top vaccination rate (509/1,000) from throughout the 
District, while realizing a COVID case rate of 287/1,000, which is 3rd lowest among District 
counties.  Linear trend lines are added for each the vaccination rate and COVID case rate for 
this population.      
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Regional Impact Data Overview: Population Assessment 
 

Figure 7: 
Population Trends 

 

 2000 Population 2010 Population 2020 Population 
Arkansas  2,673,400   2,915,918  3,011,524 
Clay County  17,609   16,083  14,552 
Craighead County  82,148   96,443  111,231 
Crittenden County  50,866   50,902  48,163 
Cross County  19,526   17,870  16,833 
Greene County  37,331   42,090  45,736 
Lawrence County  17,774   17,415  16,216 
Lee County  12,580   10,424  8,600 
Mississippi County  51,979   46,480  40,685 
Phillips County  26,445   21,757  16,568 
Poinsett County  25,614   24,583  22,965 
Randolph County  18,195   17,969  18,571 
St. Francis County  29,329   28,258  23,090 
EAPDD 389,396 390,274 383,210 

 
With the release of the 2020 Census populations, EAPDD finds our population trend experience 
to be similar with so many rural regions.  Across EAPDD, with exceptions, rural counties 
continue to lose population, while Jonesboro (Craighead County) and Paragould (Greene 
County) grew substantially, buoying the greater regional economy.  Since 2000, the regional 
employment and commerce center of Craighead County has grown by over 35%.  The only 
other county to have gained population within EAPDD is (rural) Randolph County, which has 
realized major employment gains in poultry growing and processing in recent years.   
 
Other exceptional situations are being realized in the moderately populated counties of 
Crittenden (West Memphis and Marion) and Mississippi (Blytheville and Osceola), where job 
creation is not equating to population growth.   
 
Our more rural counties have lost substantial population.   
 

• Since 2000, Phillips County has lost 37% of its population, while Lee County has lost 
32%.   

• Though benefitting from locational advantages on Interstate I-40 and within a short 
drive from Memphis, St. Francis County has lost 21% of its population since 2000.   
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• Clay, Lawrence, and Poinsett Counties satellite around Jonesboro and Paragould, and 
though the employment center laborsheds extend easily into these counties, population 
since 2000 has declined by 17%, 9%, and 10% respectively.  

 
Long-term population declines suggest that economic disasters in rural America are a long time 
in the making and pre-date this pandemic.  The need for rural economic development support 
has been in place for a long time, while economic disruptions such as the 2007 recession or the 
2020 pandemic are events which exacerbate the situation and suggest that there is no greater 
time for rural economic development support than today. 
 
Regional Impact Data Overview: Retail Assessment 
 
Retail Trends 
The average individual spends a substantial portion of their money across a wide range of retail 
categories to meet their wants and needs. Because of this, retail sales analysis is a popular 
indicator of economic health across a region.  But, it can also present a misleading story in 
unique situations such as during a pandemic where consumer stimulus has been injected.  
 
When applied to retail sales figures, population capture analysis can be used as a more 
accurate measure of the “economic health” of a given area – i.e. how well the area is doing in 
terms of sales and how much is being lost to neighboring retailers in other communities. 
Population capture analysis weighs the actual population of a given area (county) against the 
amount of dollars being spent by that area’s residents. In the context of retail sales, population 
capture analysis establishes how many people it would take to account for the amount of 
dollars actually spent in a given area over a given time period. In other words, a retail sales 
figure is taken and then used as a basis to determine the anticipated population who are 
spending in that a particular county, in this case.  This kind of analysis calculates the number of 
people spending retail dollars based upon sales per person (“per capita” or “person-value” 
sales). The end result is a figure that should, if county populations are enjoying retail success, at 
least match the actual physical population of that county.  The formula for Population Capture 
(PC) reads as follows:   PC = County Retail Sales divided by State per capita Retail Sales 
 
Finally, pull factor analysis is presented as a ratio of the population captured divided by 
population of each county.  A pull factor of 1.0 indicates that a county is capturing its own 
population (equivalent), in terms of retail spending.  A pull factor greater than 1.0 indicates a 
capture of spending beyond that of the county’s population; while a pull factor less than 1.0 
indicates retail leakage. 
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Figure 8: 
EAPDD Region 

Nominal Monthly Retail Sales 
 

 
 
Simply viewing retail sales trends, the EAPDD region gained in sales by 12% between December 
2019 and December 2020, followed by an accelerated rate of increase (15%) between 
December 2020 and December 2021.  
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Figure 9: 
EAPDD Retail Sales Trend 

County Share 
 

 
 
The combined sales of Craighead County, Crittenden County, Mississippi County and Greene 
County constitute nearly ¾ of all regional sales each month.  Monitoring county sales as a 
percent of regional sales throughout the pandemic, subtle patterns emerge, and are presented 
below.  
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Figure 10: 
EAPDD Retail Sales Trend 

County Share 
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Figure 11: 
EAPDD Regional Retail Sales 

Craighead County Share 
 

 
 

 
 

Trending retail sales share by county, Craighead County share values appear to slightly decline 
over the course of the pandemic, with gains realized only more recently to record share values 
climbing during the fall of 2021.    
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Figure 12: 
EAPDD Regional Retail Sales 

Crittenden, Mississippi, and Greene County Share 
 

 
 

The counties with the next greatest share of regional sales include Crittenden, Mississippi, and 
Greene County, whose share (of the region) range from 10% to 13% respectively, month over 
month.  While Crittenden County has witnessed a general increase over time, Mississippi and 
Greene County have not. 
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Figure 13: 
EAPDD Regional Retail Sales 

St. Francis, Poinsett, and Cross County Share 
 

 
 

 
The 3rd tier of counties, in terms of the regional share of retail sales include St. Francis, Poinsett, 
and Cross County, whose share (of the region) range roughly from 4% to 5% respectively, 
month over month.  While Poinsett County has witnessed a general increase over time, St. 
Francis County is losing share, and Cross County sales share has been steady over this period. 
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The following figures (Figure 14 and Figure 15) present the share of regional retail sales realized 
in the counties with the least share respectively.  Figure 14 presents sales share trends for the 
southern counties of Phillips and Lee, while Figure 15 presents sales share trends for the 
northern counties of Randolph, Lawrence, and Clay.   
  

Figure 14: 
EAPDD Regional Retail Sales 

Phillips and Lee County Share 
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Figure 15: 
EAPDD Regional Retail Sales 

Randolph, Lawrence, and Clay County Share 
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Figure 16: 
EAPDD Region 

Population Capture Trend 
 

 
 
 
Per the 2020 Census, the EAPDD region possesses 383,000 people.  Due in great part to the 
retail gravity of the region’s largest counties, the population captured based upon retail sales 
increased through the 2019 year and into the beginnings of the pandemic, from 468,661 
(people) in January 2019 to a March 2020 capture value of 530,437.  From this point, 
Population Capture calculations appeared to be sensitive to changing consumer spending 
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realities impacted by COVID circumstances, either to lockdowns and business closures 
(prescribed or due to illness), or to stimulus programming and the injection of money into 
citizens’ pockets. 
 
Attempting to measure the lifecycle of our lived COVID experience, we see population capture 
values rise and fall dramatically from month to month.  Though in general, we witnessed an 
increase in Population Capture during 2020, with values declining in 2021.  If we are settling 
back to a post-pandemic “normal”, both regionally and by county, the question remains, “will 
our Population Capture settle back ahead or behind where our pre-pandemic capture values 
were?”  The plan of EAPDD is to continue monitoring Population Capture moving forward to 
better assess our “landing” in 2022, and yet also measure future economic threats such as 
supply chain issues and inflation. 
 
In traditional economic situations, one county’s increased Population Capture beyond its own 
population would be linked to relative leakage found in neighboring counties/regions and/or 
due to tourism spending or the like.  Uniquely during the pandemic and with what appears to 
be stimulus injections, most every location experienced a simultaneous spike and relative 
sustainment of Population Capture which suggests that the population uniformly was spending 
the extra income it received.  Below, Figure 17 presents in table form Population Capture by 
county, by month. 
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Figure 17: 
Population Capture Trend 

By County 
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Figure 18: 
Retail Pull Factor Trend 

By County 
 

 
 
To reiterate, retail Pull Factors are a ratio of Population Capture / population.  A Pull Factor of 
1.0 would indicate that a county is capturing exactly its own population’s spending.  A Pull 
Factor greater than 1.0 would indicate a relative capture beyond a county’s population.  Above, 
left to right, presents the retail Pull Factor for EAPDD and counties from the highest Pull Factor 
to the lowest Pull Factor in January 2019.  
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Regional Impact Data Overview: Employment Assessment 
 

Figure 19: 
Regional Employment Change, By Sector 

(2019 – 2021)  
 

NAICS  2019 
Jobs 

2020 
Jobs 

2021 
Jobs 

2019 - 
2020 % 

Chg 

2019-
2021 % 

Chg 

11 Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and 
Hunting 3,203 3,183 3,198 -0.6% -0.2% 

21 Mining, Quarrying, and Oil and Gas 
Extraction 109 91 84 -16.6% -22.3% 

22 Utilities 539 542 544 0.7% 0.9% 
23 Construction 4,498 4,524 4,577 0.6% 1.7% 
31 Manufacturing 25,156 24,054 24,680 -4.4% -1.9% 
42 Wholesale Trade 5,769 5,663 5,771 -1.8% 0.0% 
44 Retail Trade 16,564 16,155 16,034 -2.5% -3.2% 
48 Transportation and Warehousing 5,335 5,197 5,277 -2.6% -1.1% 
51 Information 867 746 736 -14.0% -15.2% 
52 Finance and Insurance 2,921 2,872 2,860 -1.7% -2.1% 
53 Real Estate and Rental and Leasing 1,617 1,558 1,578 -3.6% -2.4% 
54 Professional, Scientific, and Tech  2,137 2,174 2,231 1.7% 4.4% 
55 Management of Companies 778 726 723 -6.8% -7.2% 

56 
Administrative and Support and 
Waste Management and 
Remediation Svs 

6,255 5,748 5,916 -8.1% -5.4% 

61 Educational Services 978 973 1,018 -0.5% 4.1% 
62 Health Care and Social Assistance 23,017 21,708 22,091 -5.7% -4.0% 
71 Arts, Entertainment, and Rec 1,351 1,194 1,324 -11.7% -2.0% 
72 Accommodation and Food Services 12,459 11,195 11,648 -10.1% -6.5% 

81 Other Services (except Public 
Admin) 2,274 2,183 2,256 -4.0% -0.8% 

90 Government 23,411 22,832 22,677 -2.5% -3.1% 
  TOTAL 139,238 133,317 135,223 -4.3% -2.9% 

 
 
Reviewing the results from the employment table above, the largest employment declines 
(percentages) from 2019 to 2020 were realized in: Mining and oil extraction (17%, though with 
few employees); Information (14%); Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation (12%); and 
Accommodation and Food Services (10%). 
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Continued declines in employment between 2020 and 2021 were realized in: Mining and oil/gas 
extraction; Retail; Information; Finance and Insurance; Management of Companies; and 
Government.  Overall, the pandemic’s effects are still being realized across EAPDD.  We are 
encouraged that there has been a partial regional rebound in employment.   

 

Figure 20: 
Total Employment Change, 2019 - 2021 

(2019 Employment Values = 100) 
 

 
 
Viewing the figure above, Randolph County, alone, saw an increase in employment between 
2019 and 2021.  Other counties listed in green (as EAPDD in total) witnessed a partial rebound 
in employment between 2020 and 2021.  Counties listed in orange saw a leveling off between 
2020 and 2021 of their employment decline.  Counties listed in red witnessed a continued 
decline in employment between 2020 and 2021.  More detailed employment information is 
provided by county at our website: https://eapdd.com/. 

EAPDD
Clay

Craighead

Crittenden

Cross
Greene

Lawrence

Lee

Mississippi
Phillips

Poinsett

Randolph

St Francis

88

90

92

94

96

98

100

102

2019 Jobs 2020 Jobs 2021 Jobs

EAPDD Clay Craighead Crittenden Cross
Greene Lawrence Lee Mississippi Phillips
Poinsett Randolph St Francis



 34 

County Resilience and Recovery Snapshots 
 
The following snapshots provide key economic and demographic data for each county as it 
relates to community and business development, and the effects of the COVID experience.  Due 
to the ongoing effects and indirect impacts of the pandemic, the data illustrated in the 
following pages are fluid and will continually change; thus regular tracking and updating will be 
essential to properly measure recovery and identify areas of need.  More detailed county data 
profiles which were developed to inform the following snapshots are presented on our website:  
https://eapdd.com/ . 
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Resilience and Recovery Planning Effort 
 
EAPDD staff held discussions with leaders and stakeholders throughout the region, from 
elected leaders and chambers of commerce, to the resilience and recovery task force, 
collectively and individually throughout this process which began in earnest in fall and winter of 
2020 with the publication of initial pandemic research findings of the Arkansas Economic 
Development Institute.   
 
More detailed communications and refined issues identification proceeded with the completion 
of our follow up attitudinal surveys conducted in conjunction with the Delta Center for 
Economic Development during the fall of 2021, as well as the presentation of county and 
regional snapshots provided by the DCED and our District economic development analysis of 
employment and retail trends.  
 
The Action Items identified herein are intended to guide economic recovery and resilience 
efforts throughout Northeast Arkansas by building upon existing strengths and pursuing 
opportunities that will overcome weaknesses and reduce the impacts of threats to the region’s 
economy brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic. The following economic recovery and 
resilience-building Action Areas for the EAPDD Region were identified through discussions with 
key stakeholders (including economic development professionals and key industry 
representatives), guidance from the Resilience and Recovery Taskforce, and extensive data 
analysis by our partner university centers as well as our internal research efforts: 
 

ü Enhancing Regional Collaboration and Planning 
ü Workforce Development  
ü Business Development 
ü Health and Wellness 
ü Broadband, Cyber-Security and Physical Infrastructure for Resilience 
ü Increased Affordable, Quality Housing and Transportation 

 
 
This section presents the Action Plan and identifies strategies, tasks, and performance 
measures for each.  Key to this plan our steps in place to measure continued change and shifts 
in the lived-experience coming out of this pandemic, designing our programming to be a “living 
assessment” with the ability to report updated affects and act upon them in real time.  
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ACTION AREA 1:  Enhancing Regional Collaboration & Planning 
 
Issues: 
 

ü Inconsistent guidance from federal and state funding agencies1 
ü Lack of communication of role delineation between local, state and federal government 

during pandemic6 
ü 20% of organizations do not have an emergency plan / continuity of operation plan.  Of 

those who do, many plans did not adequately address pandemics and anticipated 
effects.1,3 

ü Supply chain issues are preventing organizations from returning to normal 2,3 
 
(1-AEDI 2020 Stakeholder Survey / Top 10 Issues report; 2-AEDI 2021 Stakeholder Survey; 3-DCED 2021 Organization & Resident 
Survey; 4-DCED County Indicators findings; 5-EAPDD EMSI Employment Change summary; 6-EAPDD Taskforce input; 7-Arkansas 
Department of Education ACT Aspire report) 
 
 
STRATEGY 1.1 - Grow Partnerships and Collaboration between and among Federal, State and 
local governments, business and industry, non-profit organizations, university partners and 
other stakeholders. 
 

TASK PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

1.1.1. Strengthen centralized, clear and 
consistent communication networks for 
communities and stakeholders when 
accessing government services. 

Develop a Regional Interoperable 
Communications Plan by June 2023 utilizing this 
template from the Department of Homeland 
Security’s Cybersecurity & Infrastructure Security 
Agency: 
https://www.cisa.gov/sites/default/files/publicati
ons/RICP_Template%20Final_0.pdf 
 
Establish jurisdictional roles and review said roles 
annually, or as new officials are on-boarded. 
 
Establish partnership agreements with relevant 
agencies.  Review and update these agreements 
each time the Comprehensive Economic 
Development Strategy (CEDS) is updated, or after 
an economic disruption. 
 
Conduct online customer service surveys with the 
general public annually and/or post-event. 

1.1.2.  Work with federal, state and 
local partners to align, and strengthen 

Integrate economic development plans into other 
local, regional, state, and federal planning 
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policies, procedures, and operations 
that advance economic development, 
specific to recovery and resiliency 
strategies.  Identify opportunities to 
improve efficiencies and training.  

activities (Examples: Land use, hazard mitigation, 
transportation, water resources plans) each time 
the EAPDD’s Comprehensive Economic 
Development Strategy (CEDS) is formally updated.   
 
Invite partners to present their plan updates and 
agency priorities at District meetings.    
 
Assess local non-profit’s capacity for disaster 
recovery programming and resiliency support on 
an annual basis. 
 
Produce a post-disaster recovery resource guide 
for area businesses, including best practices, 
contact information, and specific resources 
available.  
 
Develop and distribute an annual “EAPDD 
Regional Success Stories” publication that can be 
shared with state and federal elected officials and 
agency leads. 

1.1.3. Establish local / sub-regional 
stakeholder groups to identify and 
evaluate development priorities in the 
EAPDD region.  Leverage efforts when 
pursuing state and federal funds, as 
well as private investment.  

Conduct impact analyses to evaluate the return 
on investment for each project and share these 
with the public.  
 
Use impact analyses /public input to prioritize 
short- and long-term priorities. 

 
Share findings with state and federal agencies and 
private funding sources to gain buy-in and 
determine possible sources of funding.  

1.1.4. Formalize a Speakers’ Bureau to 
communicate EAPDD (and partner) 
programming throughout the region.  
Topics would range from economic to 
community in nature, all addressing 
national, regional, state, and local 
issues impacting the EAPDD region. 

Host monthly guest speaker events and rotate 
locations throughout the region.  
 
Record each event and make them available for 
viewing on social media platform(s).  
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STRATEGY 1.2 – Support Disaster Preparation and Relief Efforts 
 

TASK PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

1.2.1. Develop appropriate planning 
procedures to mitigate pandemics and 
natural disasters in the region and to 
inform and update county mitigation 
planning 

Inventory stockpiled Personal Protective 
Equipment (PPE) within the region. 
 
Stockpile cleaning supplies and testing supplies in 
every county. 
 
Hold two public meetings in every county and/or 
have a 30- day comment period to gather public 
feedback about community resources discovered 
and obstacles endured during the COVID-19 
pandemic and incorporate information in County 
hazard mitigation plans.  Repeat 3 months 
following any federally declared natural disaster 
in the region. 

1.2.2. Advocate for disaster relief 
resources and funding for areas 
affected by natural disasters. 

Collaborate with federal agencies (SBA, FEMA, 
HUD, etc) to compile resources for economic 
disaster and recovery for private and public sector 
services.  
 
Collaborate with local funding or grant-making 
organizations (Philanthropic organizations, local 
financial institutions, Community Development 
Financial Institutions) to compile post-disaster 
small business financing and financial program 
management resources.  
 
Hold an Insurance Workshop for local businesses 
and encourage them to maintain adequate 
insurance. 

1.2.3. Form a disaster relief task force 
of area OEM officers in the wake of 
events, to keep this topic in front within 
the region, to visit best practices across 
the U.S., and to address issues such as 
the supply of pandemic-specific 
products and equipment (PPE, cleaning 
supplies, testing supplies, and related 
regional stockpiles) and opportunities 
through purchasing coalitions.  
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STRATEGY 1.3 – Assist Organizations with the development of emergency plans in order to 
better withstand economic hardship. 
 

TASK PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

1.3.1. Communicate throughout the 
region the benefits of maintaining and 
implementing an updated plan in times 
of disaster.  

Deliver 1 formal outreach program in each county 
per year specific to this topic. 

1.3.2. Host emergency plan/business 
continuity workshops for communities 
and businesses 

Work with ADEM/FEMA Region VI to deliver a 
hazard mitigation planning course 1 X per year or 
on an as needed basis.  
 
Schedule the appropriate state representative to 
deliver Business Continuity Plan training 1 X per 
year or on an as needed basis.   
 
Schedule appropriate instructor to provide a 
Record Keeping workshop for area businesses and 
nonprofits 1 X per year or on an as needed basis.   

 
Action Area 1 Implementation Partners: 
 

ü Regional 2- and 4-Year Colleges and Universities 
ü Delta Center for Economic Development 
ü Municipal Leadership 
ü Local EDOs, Chambers of Commerce, and NPOs 
ü Arkansas Economic Development Commission 
ü Arkansas Department of Emergency Management 
ü NYIT 
ü EAPDD Staff 
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ACTION AREA 2:  Workforce Development 
 
Issues: 
 

ü Significant decline in student readiness as a result of the pandemic based upon ACT 
Aspire student scores7 

ü Broadband deficiencies led to remote learning challenges across the region and state 
1,2,3,4,6 

 
(1-AEDI 2020 Stakeholder Survey / Top 10 Issues report; 2-AEDI 2021 Stakeholder Survey; 3-DCED 2021 Organization & Resident 
Survey; 4-DCED County Indicators findings; 5-EAPDD EMSI Employment Change summary; 6-EAPDD Taskforce input; 7-Arkansas 
Department of Education ACT Aspire report) 
 
 
STRATEGY 2.1 – Advocate for the examination of K12 and non-traditional individuals as critical 
workforce pipelines and economic development recovery factors 
 

TASK PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

2.1.1. Form a task force of local workforce 
boards to advocate for this issue and 
pursue partners to identify case studies 
measuring: 1) socio-economics and high 
school performance, and its future impact 
on regional workforce; and 2) literacy and 
literacy loss as a result of the pandemic, 
and its future impact on regional 
workforce. 

Pre-disaster, this task force will focus regional 
efforts to: 

• Recognize the critical value of enhancing 
the K12 and non- traditional worker 
pipeline  

 
Post-disaster, this task force will focus regional 
efforts to: 

• Identify the degree of workforce 
displacement caused by the event. 

• Identify vulnerable populations and 
promote resources for recovery. 
 

2.1.2. Promote cross-sector partnerships 
of employers, training providers, 
community organizations, and other key 
stakeholders to develop people- and 
community-focused frameworks to 
support the education and training needs 
of the unemployed, underemployed, and 
others with barriers to employment. 

Convene with 2- and 4- year universities to 
identify/provide/communicate training 
opportunities and occupational counseling 
throughout the region on a quarterly basis.   
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STRATEGY 2.2 – Advocate for workforce development opportunities in a post-COVID economic 
development environment 
 

TASK PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

2.2.1. In partnership, assist in 
communicating clearer avenues for 
communities to tap into funding sources 
for workforce training 

Work with workforce development 
representatives to hold workshops and other 
pertinent training programs  

2.2.2. In partnership, promote the living 
wage conversation and other factors 
impacting employment, such as childcare, 
healthcare and others 

Work with local banks to hold personal financial 
literacy workshops and other training programs 
to promote savings. 
 
Through the EAPDD speaker series programming, 
draw attention to related barriers to 
employment and mitigation best practices 

 
 
Action Area 2 Implementation Partners: 
 

ü Regional 2- and 4-Year Colleges and Universities 
ü Arkansas Department of Workforce Services 
ü Regional WIBs 
ü K12 Education Institutions 
ü Municipal Leadership 
ü Local EDOs, Chambers of Commerce, and NPOs 
ü EAPDD Staff 
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ACTION AREA 3:  Business Development 
 
Issues: 
 

ü Across the region, nearly 6,000 (4%) jobs were lost during the first year of the pandemic, 
creating critical gaps in the hard-hit retail and service sectors 1,5 

ü Supply chain disruptions are challenging business competitiveness and efficiencies 2,3,5 
ü Reliance on internet and technology during the pandemic has led to changing business 

practices for entrepreneurs and larger businesses, alike 1,3   
 
(1-AEDI 2020 Stakeholder Survey / Top 10 Issues report; 2-AEDI 2021 Stakeholder Survey; 3-DCED 2021 Organization & Resident 
Survey; 4-DCED County Indicators findings; 5-EAPDD EMSI Employment Change summary; 6-EAPDD Taskforce input; 7-Arkansas 
Department of Education ACT Aspire report) 
 
 
STRATEGY 3.1 – Actively assist small business development to recover from and become more 
resilient to economic disasters.  
 

TASK PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

3.1.1. Advocate and assist in the facilitation 
of programming to enhance support 
networks and guidance opportunities to 
regional entrepreneurs 

In partnership, hold annual  
e-commerce workshop for area businesses. 
 
Partner with Arkansas PTAC to hold 
Government Procurement instructional 
classes in every county by December 2024. 
 
Hold workshop in 2023 connecting regional 
farmers and manufacturing companies, similar 
to the following: 
https://cias.wisc.edu/news/conference-
networking-across-the-supply-chain/ 
 
Facilitate Cybersecurity training and Supply 
Chain management software training, Supply 
chain continuity plan training, business plan 
continuity training 

3.1.2. Leverage our EDA Revolving Loan Fund 
and data/analytics to support targeted small 
business development filling critical retail 
and service gaps within our communities 
with a focus on regional business recovery 

Utilizing EAPDD economic data package 
findings, communicate the identification of 
small business sector employment gaps across 
the region.  
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3.1.3. Advocate for economic recovery and 
resiliency support services and tools for small 
businesses and entrepreneurs 

Develop a resource guide of regional 
procurement opportunities to be shared with 
response and recovery agencies by July 2023 
to allow government to procure directly from 
local businesses post-event and businesses 
will survive the economic disruption.  
 
Research and map key stakeholders, supply 
chain nodes, infrastructure systems for 
preparedness/logistics purposes by 2023.   
 
Assist in the development of between like 
businesses in neighboring / regional 
communities that could support businesses 
when supply chains are down.  
 
Identify publicly-owned spaces that can be 
repurposed for short-term commercial 
activities.   

3.1.4. Using data, publicly advocate and 
promote the region as a place where small 
businesses and entrepreneurs can start, build 
and grow 

Develop marketing plans to promote 
communities and businesses during recovery.  
Examples:  “Buy Local”  
“Open and Ready for Business”  
“Jonesboro Strong” 
 
Develop civic club and Chamber programs to 
communicate the entrepreneurship support 
message 

3.1.5. Partner in research and determine 
strategies that establish a more reliable and 
resilient supply chain supporting suppliers, 
manufacturers, distributors, and businesses 

Present sources of selected findings by 2023 
to area businesses and other stakeholders.  
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STRATEGY 3.2 – Engage In strategic regional economic development 
 

TASK PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

3.2.1. Promote and support local economic 
engines (sectors), such as agriculture and 
value-added food processing, advanced 
manufacturing, steel- and automotive-
specific manufacturing, higher education, 
health care, logistics, and other selected 
sectors, as critical, resilient, and sustainable 
economic drivers for the entire region.  

Utilizing EAPDD economic database packages, 
study and communicate the economic 
argument supporting said sectors in each 
county across the region through forums, civic 
talks, writings, and other means. 
 
Focus attention on employment, wages, 
sector growth, economic impact, and other 
means that articulate the greater value of our 
regional economic engines 

3.2.2 Work with communities and 
manufacturing to implement incentives to 
attract a “work here live here” environment.  
Promote the role and value of adequate 
affordable housing as a critical location factor 
for business development 

Communicate to local elected and business 
leadership to draw attention to the critical 
role affordable housing plays as a factor of 
business location. 
Articulate lost economic impact due to 
residential “leakage”. 

3.2.3. Promote and support economic activity 
and resiliency, aligning activities with the 
Arkansas Economic Development 
Commission and regional and local economic 
development organizations 

Routinely meet with AEDC officials to maintain 
synergies and relationships. 
 
Routinely meet with regional economic 
development and Chamber officials to 
maintain synergies and relationships. 

 
 
STRATEGY 3.3 – Expand urban services to rural area 
 

TASK PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

3.3.1. Engage partnerships within the existing 
small business support infrastructure to 
enhance regional programs specifically aimed 
at assisting small business owners in rural 
areas. 

Routinely reconcile with programming of 
regional and local partners, and communicate 
support at the community level. 

3.3.2. Promote a remote workforce by 
communicating value of developed 
programs, researching opportunities and 
fostering environments where remote 
workers will thrive. 

Communicate the economic value of a 
workforce that both lives here and works 
here, and lives here and works anywhere else.   
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Communicate the economic cost of a 
workforce that works here but lives outside 
the region. 

3.3.3. Demonstrate and promote regionalism 
with data and analytics 

Utilize EAPDD and partner research to 
continually communicate the economic 
arguments for a strong, supportive “regional 
community”. 

 
 
STRATEGY 3.4 – Focus on quality of life and community development as factors of business 
location 
 

TASK PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

3.4.1. Partner with Arkansas’s university 
centers to 1) gather research germane to 
quality of life as a business development 
strategy; and 2) convey opportunities for 
communities across the region  

Partner on the development of forums across 
the region to communicate this message by 
2023. 

3.4.2. Help support the development of 
recreational areas such as public parks with 
wifi access and development of walking 
trails. 

In particular, research and communicate the 
value (including health and economic value) at 
the community level of select quality of life 
programming such as public parks with wifi 
access and well-groomed walking trails.  

 
Action Area 3 Implementation Partners: 
 

ü Arkansas Small Business Development Centers 
ü Regional 2- and 4-Year Education Institutions 
ü Delta Center for Economic Development 
ü Arkansas Economic Development Institute 
ü Municipal Leadership 
ü Local EDOs, Chambers of Commerce, and NPOs 
ü Arkansas Economic Development Commission 
ü EAPDD Staff 
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ACTION AREA 4:  Health & Wellness 
 
Issues: 
 

ü Hospital systems severely impacted by COVID-19, both financially and physically 1,5 
ü Rural health care impacted by lack of citizen awareness/acceptance of the impact of 

COVID-19 6 
ü Rural health care impacted by lack of effective broadband 1 
ü Post-pandemic mental health issues impacting children, students, households and 

workers are a growing concern 1,2,6 
ü Overall health of the population negatively impacted by the pandemic 3 
ü Accessing routine healthcare and prescription drugs, Medicare/ Medicaid, Social 

Security, and Food Stamps were more challenged3 
ü Higher food insecurity rate in counties of EAPDD than the state or nation 4 
ü Health care facilities impacted by employment decline during the pandemic 5 

 
(1-AEDI 2020 Stakeholder Survey / Top 10 Issues report; 2-AEDI 2021 Stakeholder Survey; 3-DCED 2021 Organization & Resident 
Survey; 4-DCED County Indicators findings; 5-EAPDD EMSI Employment Change summary; 6-EAPDD Taskforce input; 7-Arkansas 
Department of Education ACT Aspire report) 
 
 
STRATEGY 4.1 – Plan for a resilient, efficient east Arkansas health care system 
 

TASK PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

4.1.1. Using data and analytics, advocate for 
the effective delivery of healthcare services 
as an economic resiliency issue. 

Invite rural hospitals together annually to 
explore ways to save costs and maintain 
universal support systems. 

4.1.2. Form a Health & Wellness task force 
involving NYIT and the Arkansas Rural 
Health Network in the wake of events, to 
keep this topic in front within the region, and 
to continually address related issues 
impacting community readiness and 
resilience.  Include mental health issues 
affecting households, workers, and 
students/children. 

Draw attention to mental health issues and 
advocate for regional support systems 
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STRATEGY 4.2 – Enhance mental health resources supporting workforce and business 
development 
 

TASK PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

4.2.1. Advocate for improved access 
to mental health resources, drawing 
attention to mental health issues of, 
and resources for our school-age 
children (addressing attitudes, 
attendance, productivity, etc.) 

Invite Arkansas Department of Education to 
speak to the Arkansas School-Based Health Care 
Grant program. 

4.2.2. Help advance discussion 
addressing the inequities between 
mental and physical health care by 
engaging with mental health 
organizations to better understand 
their needs and to identify where 
gaps in care exist 

Develop joint community workshops across the 
region to address the critical relationship 
between each of these issues at the community 
level. 

 
Action Area 4 Implementation Partners: 
 

ü Regional 2- and 4-Year Colleges and Universities 
ü Delta Center for Economic Development 
ü Municipal Leadership 
ü Arkansas Department of Health 
ü Arkansas Department of Education 
ü Arkansas Economic Development Commission 
ü NYIT 
ü Arkansas Rural Health Alliance 
ü EAPDD Staff 
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ACTION AREA 5:  Broadband, Cyber Security, & Physical Infrastructure for 
Resilience 
 
Issues: 
 

ü Effective statewide broadband initiatives are yet to coalesce around solutions 1,2,3,6 
ü Significant regional population remain without effective broadband 1,2,3,6 
ü With technological advances accelerated through the COVID-19 experience, regions 

without effective broadband will fall behind in business and community development 
1,2,3,6 

ü With increased reliance on the infrastructure of broadband and internet programming 
to support society, cyber security is critical 6  

ü The lack of adequate water and sewer systems in rural communities are a fundamental 
threat to business and community resilience, whether in a pandemic or otherwise 6  

 
(1-AEDI 2020 Stakeholder Survey / Top 10 Issues report; 2-AEDI 2021 Stakeholder Survey; 3-DCED 2021 Organization & Resident 
Survey; 4-DCED County Indicators findings; 5-EAPDD EMSI Employment Change summary; 6-EAPDD Taskforce input; 7-Arkansas 
Department of Education ACT Aspire report) 
 
 
STRATEGY 5.1 – Enhance Ensure reliable, affordable, high-speed and secure Internet access 
throughout the region 
 

TASK 
 
 

 

PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

5.1.1. Meet with state, county and local 
officials to discuss the impact of new state 
and federal legislation on the feasibility of 
expanding the region’s broadband coverage 
and encourage them to discuss with 
telecommunication providers the need to 
explore options for extending and funding 
coverage in underserved communities.   

Host multiple conversations within the 
region with invited appropriate state 
officials 

5.1.2. Track and monitor ongoing legislation 
related to broadband. 

 

5.1.3. Communicate to appropriate 
audiences the negative economic impact 
communities with inadequate broadband 
access are experiences 

Share national economic development 
research citing lost opportunity due to 
inadequate broadband infrastructure 

5.1.4. Identify best practices used by other 
states and regions to increase internet 
service in underserved rural areas 

 



 55 

 
STRATEGY 5.2 – Improve, repair and modernize rural infrastructure 
 

TASK PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

5.2.1. Facilitate infrastructure planning 
towards a more efficient, coordinated, and 
connected infrastructure, promoting 
resiliency and recovery programming 
throughout the region. 

Conduct annual meetings regarding private 
sector needs for local utility and 
transportation agencies.  (This can improve 
their ability to respond post-disaster. It can 
also allow them to articulate 
constraints/inform economic leaders about 
gaps in infrastructure services prior to a 
disaster.) 
 
Utilize laborshed (and other) assessments to 
identify alternate transportation routes.  

5.2.2. Work with District members and 
stakeholders to secure funding for 
improved infrastructure to attract new 
business and meet the growth of existing 
businesses 

Focus attention on partnerships with both 
elected leaders and area economic 
developers and Chamber leaders to 
communicate need. 

5.2.3. Complete regional, multi-agency 
projects that improve water supply 
resilience by creating new water and 
wastewater systems, upgrading and linking 
existing systems, and addressing climate-
related issues. 

Communicate water and wastewater system 
improvement as a high priority with local 
economic development organizations to 
spur improved, targeted projects and 
related programming 

5.2.4. Provide technical assistance to area 
economic developers supporting the 
narrative that economic recovery is only 
possible with adequate physical 
infrastructure  

Gather data about the business impacts 
from disasters in the region.  Include 
information about the loss of critical 
infrastructure (water, sewer, clear 
communications, broadband, etc.) 

 
Action Area 5 Implementation Partners: 
 

ü Municipal Leadership 
ü Local EDOs, Chambers of Commerce, and NPOs 
ü Arkansas Economic Development Commission 
ü Arkansas Department of Emergency Management 
ü Arkansas State Broadband Office 
ü Regional Internet Service Providers 
ü EAPDD Staff 
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ACTION AREA 6:  Increase Affordable, Quality Housing and Transportation 
 
Issues: 
 

ü A majority of households in the region can not financially support themselves beyond 2 
months without assistance or employment, impacting mobility and economic disparity 
3,6 

ü Home ownership is significantly lower in selected counties across the region than across 
the state or nation 4 

ü There is a lack of affordable, quality housing in our regional communities where 
substantial job opportunities exist, creating a threat to business development 6 

ü Affordable, quality housing is a “location factor” for both our prospective workforce and 
existing workforce 6 

ü Within our region, there is employment growth, yet population decline 5 
 
(1-AEDI 2020 Stakeholder Survey / Top 10 Issues report; 2-AEDI 2021 Stakeholder Survey; 3-DCED 2021 Organization & Resident 
Survey; 4-DCED County Indicators findings; 5-EAPDD EMSI Employment Change summary; 6-EAPDD Taskforce input; 7-Arkansas 
Department of Education ACT Aspire report) 
 
 
STRATEGY 6.1 – Communicate for a better regional understanding of the need for housing 
 

TASK PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

6.1.1. Engage community leadership and 
the public with education of housing 
issues and opportunities within the 
community 

Establish presentation/forum series 
programming within the region targeting 
housing and education as factors of 
competitiveness for business. 

6.1.2. Connect community leaders to 
educational resources (webinars, studies, 
workshops) on housing solutions and best 
practices, including balancing residential 
development with its demand on local 
infrastructure and schools 

Utilize Sub-regional stakeholder group 
functions to facilitate dedicated 
conversations pertinent to housing solutions. 

6.1.3. Coordinate “field trips” for local 
leaders to visit other communities and 
experience local success stories 

Research success stories across the region 
 
 

6.1.4. Identify barriers to development of 
affordable housing 

Host/Facilitate conversations between 
communities, developers, housing 
organizations and other pertinent parties 

6.1.5. Communicate incentives and 
funding for affordable housing 
development and/or rehabilitation efforts 

Utilize Sub-regional stakeholder group 
functions to facilitate conversations with 
state agency personnel, developers, non-
profits and other appropriate entities   



 57 

6.1.6. Gather data on available single-
family homes, rentals and potential 
housing sites in each community 

 

6.1.7. Compile a list of reliable builders 
and developers interested in providing low 
cost affordable housing 

 

6.1.8. Work with area banks to raise 
awareness of the need for affordable 
housing and develop new and innovative 
methods for securing financing 

Utilize Sub-regional stakeholder group 
functions to facilitate conversations with area 
banks to communicate the necessity of 
affordable housing across the region.  

6.1.9. Encourage communities to revitalize 
code enforcement and develop local 
incentives to either encourage renovations 
or improvements to existing housing, or 
actively remove homes when 
uninhabitable 

Revise land development codes to allow for 
accessory dwelling units. Encourage new 
homes to be built that can house extended 
family members.   

6.1.10. Determine availability of all state 
and federal grants that apply to affordable 
housing 

 

 
 
STRATEGY 6.2 – Examine and communicate the relationship between housing, the work place, 
and a lack of reliable transportation for lower income households 
 

TASK PERFORMANCE MEASURES 

6.2.1. Form a task force to pursue partners 
to identify case studies measuring both: 1) 
the negative economic impact associated 
with limited local transportation scenarios / 
leakage of local income to workers from 
beyond the region; and 2) efforts 
developed to address the relationship 
between housing, the work place, and 
transportation, and to keep this topic in 
front within the region.   

Host a workshop discussing the study of 
building material supply chain issues; and 
opportunities for supply-related import 
substitution 

 
Action Area 6 Implementation Partners: 

ü Municipal Leadership 
ü Arkansas Economic Development Commission 
ü Private Residential Developers 
ü Arkansas Development Finance Authority 
ü EAPDD Staff 
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Moving Forward (2022 – 2023) 
 
 
Taskforce programming to ensure a living resilience and recovery effort 
Within our tasks associated with the varied action items and related strategies, were our 
proposed taskforces designed to be populated by selected public sector, private sector, and 
nonprofit members from across the region with the purpose of supporting a mechanism to 
continuously measure selected socio-economic factors and indicators for the purpose of both 
informing our CEDS with applicable findings and creating a platform for effective 
communication of our evolving resilience and recovery efforts. 
 
From our resilience and recovery plan, the following taskforces will be activated: 
 

ü Local/Sub-regional stakeholder groups to identify and evaluate development priorities 
in the EAPDD region;   

ü Disaster Relief Task Force of area OEM officers; 
ü Local Workforce Task Force; 
ü Health & Wellness Task Force involving (NYIT) and the Arkansas Rural Health Network; 
ü Infrastructure Security Task Force; 
ü Housing and Transportation Partners Task Force 

 
 

County Business Development and Recovery Reports  
Business decisions, both in the private sector and amongst our local governments, are informed 
by applicable, current, and accurate data and analysis.  As a component of this project, EAPDD 
has designed county reports to be updated quarterly and be available to local leaders, State 
and Federal officials, and other local and regional economic development partners.   
 
Reports are designed to address information needs commonly requested in the economic 
development decision-making process, including: 
 

ü Updated Demographics 
ü Student Enrollment 
ü Updated Retail Analysis 
ü Retail Trade Area Analysis 
ü Laborshed Analysis 
ü Updated Economic Base Analysis 
ü Targeted Sector Measures 
ü Modeled Economic Impact Measures and selected Supply Chain Estimates 

 
We have learned that though this “value added” information is critical to decision making, it has 
been out of reach for most in the region.  It was through our EDA resilience and recovery 
funding that EAPDD purchased data platforms allowing us to provide analytics to this capacity. 
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