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The Northwest Arkansas Economic
Development District (NWAEDD or the District)
is an economic development district designated
by the U.S. Economic Development
Administration (EDA).  The Development District
system is a vital instrument of the U.S. Economic
Development Administration to foster economic
growth through multi-county planning and
investment. 

 NWAEDD is defined as a "public entity that is a non-profit, multi-county, multi-purpose, and
multi-funded Planning & Development Organization serving Baxter, Benton, Boone, Carroll,
Madison, Marion, Newton, Searcy, and Washington Counties.  The District has served the
region in multiple capacities since its incorporation in 1967.  

NWAEDD is committed to helping local governments and citizens by acting as a regional
forum to identify issues and opportunities; and to provide leadership in planning and
implementing programs to improve the quality of life in our District.  

History & Background
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Introduction
In March of 2020, the District was confronted with the reality that the COVID-19 pandemic
was not only impacting the rest of the world and the nation, but it had arrived in Arkansas.
On March 11th, 2020, Arkansas Governor, Asa Hutchinson, confirmed the state's first
positive presumptive COVID-19 case and signed an executive order to declare a public
health emergency EO 20-03.

From that point forward the state and local governments were tasked with leading efforts
to slow the pandemic by reducing outbreaks and death among citizens.  As cases
continued to rise and the pandemic spread, the region experienced turbulence.  Local
healthcare systems were overwhelmed.  Businesses, large and small, experienced closures
and operational changes.  Public & private school systems and institutions of higher
learning closed and shifted to virtual education practices.  The Arkansas criminal justice
and court system experienced interruptions.  Religious institutions canceled in person
gatherings.  Public transportation systems shut down and travel halted.  During the month
of April 2020 the region saw historically high unemployment rates reaching over 10% in
Boone, Carroll, & Searcy Counties according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.  (Local
Area Unemployment Statistics Map) https://data.bls.gov/lausmap/showMap.jsp  In the
following months, the unemployment rates began to fall.  Arkansas's employment highs
and lows did stay well below the national average. 

During these uncertain times, the Coronavirus, Aid, Relief, and Economic Support (CARES)
Act provided funding through the Economic Development Administration (EDA) which was
distributed to Economic Development Districts & Planning & Development Districts (EDDs
& PDDs) to help them prevent, prepare, and respond to the coronavirus (COVID-19).  The
Association of Arkansas Planning and Development Districts (AADO) partnered with
Arkansas Economic Development Institute (AEDI), and the ASU Delta Center for Economic
Development (DCED) in an effort to gather data and develop region wide and state-wide
resiliency plans. 

The NWAEDD COVID-19 Regional Advisory Council was formed in March of 2020.  This
group consisted of a variety of leaders who serve the citizens of Northwest Arkansas.
NWAEDD hired a Disaster Recovery Coordinator/Communications Specialist in August of
2020 to assist local communities with their recovering efforts.  
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Timeline of Recovery Plan

EDA CARES ACT
Funding
Assistance
Announcement  

https://www.eda.gov/archi
ves/2021/coronavirus/

March 11th, 2020

The goal of this Recovery & Resiliency Plan is  not only to document the effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic in Northwest Arkansas but to provide information that will lead to
successful action as we move forward.  After two years of combined efforts from the
partnership between AADO, AEDI, DCED, EDA & NWAEDD, we are in a better position to
understand the impact of COVID-19 at a regional level.  
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May 7th, 2020

March- November 2021 July 2021- January
2022

March- June
2022

Governor Asa
Hutchison of
Arkansas
Declared a Public
Health
Emergency
 
Executive Order Archives

https://governor.arkansas.
gov/our-office/executive-
orders/P60

Partnership with
DCED in
distribution of
regional surveys
for organizations
& the public
 

August 2020

NWAEDD Hires
Disaster Recovery
Coordinator 

October- Nov
2020
AEDI & NWAEDD
partnership to
distribute
regional surveys

Partnership with
DCED on planning
and coordination
for the Recovery
& Resiliency
Trainings for
community
leaders, business
owners, and the
public

Analyze Data &
Plan Development

 July 2022

Plan review with
COVID-19
Advisory Council 

https://www.eda.gov/archives/2021/coronavirus/
https://governor.arkansas.gov/images/uploads/executiveOrders/EO_20-03.__1.pdf


NWAEDD partnered with the Arkansas Economic Development Institute (AEDI) and the
Arkansas State University Delta Center for Economic Development (DCED) in the
creation of this planning document.  The two Arkansas EDA University Centers were
tasked with creation of the  state wide Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency
Initiative designed to document the historical impact of the COVID-19 impact.  

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.   AEDI has several deliverable resources
for information for the regional planning updates across the state.
www.covidrecovery.youraedi.com has become the repository for all projects or
information collected during the pandemic. Several statewide surveys were conducted,
including all regional taskforces and a statewide executive task force that included
representative members from local and state government, business, finance,
healthcare, as well as 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 our committees. Further data collection was
displayed on the 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. 
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Community Resilience
Navigating State and Federal Recovery and Resiliency Resources for Communities
Rural Healthcare – Challenges & Solutions
Communications in a Crisis
Tools for the Trade
Building a Post-Pandemic Work Model
Resources for Business
The Future of Broadband in Arkansas

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). 

Webinar program themes included: 

All sessions were recorded and will remain online indefinitely as training resources.
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Informed by their research, AEDI identified a top-ten list of issues
impacting  resilience and recovery discussions and action plans.

The complete report is provided in Appendix A.  Listed 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

 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

In conjunction with resilience coordinators and executive directors with each of the planning 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, and can be viewed in full in Appendix B:

Identified
Issues &
Action
Items
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ACTION
ITEM ONE

Improve communications
among public & private
partnerships within the
community.  

Strengthen centralized, clear and consistent communication networks for communities and stakeholders
when accessing government services and information/data, utilizing technology creating greater efficiency,
effectiveness and increased customer service for the public, to improve outcomes and efficiencies in the
next disaster.
Effectively align local efforts in resilience and recovery with federal agencies, as well as federal
opportunities with local partners.
Work with state and local partners to align and strengthen policies, procedures, and operations that
advance economic development, specific to recovery and resiliency strategies.
Partner with Chambers of Commerce to host emergency plan workshops for communities & businesses.  

Strategies: 

 



Outreach efforts to Chambers of Commerce and other
business alliances to understand business and industry
needs for broadband development.
Develop regional partnerships among multiple entities to
pool resources and improve competitiveness of potential
federal or state funding. 
Leverage existing community resources.  

Strategies: 

 

ACTION
ITEM TWO

Improve Broadband
Accessibility and
Affordability in the Region

ACTION
ITEM THREE

Address regional healthcare
challenges to improve response
to future pandemics, epidemics,
and public health & safety

Enhance local partnerships between training providers and local medical facilities to fill current and future
workforce gaps.   
Coordinate public health information campaigns through state, city, county governments, health care
providers, and non-profit organizations.  
Form or continue public health task force to address on going COVID-19 effects and future events that
could stress the healthcare system.  (Taskforce could include but is not limited to local hospitals, long-term
care facilities, home health providers, medical clinics. county health units, etc.)
Advocate for the delivery of Mental Health First Aid training to enhance knowledge about mental and and
substance-use disorders, reduce its stigma, and improve early responsiveness.

Strategies: 

 

ACTION
ITEM FOUR

Utilize the strengths &
understand the weaknesses of the
region to enhance business &
workforce development

Promote job placement services provided through the Arkansas Workforce Centers.
Advocate for on going economic recovery & resiliency support for small businesses.
Partner with local Chambers to educate small businesses on SBA resources
Promote & support the local regional economic sectors as sustainable economic drivers for the Northwest
Arkansas region. 
Promote the role and value of adequate affordable housing, childcare, and transportation as it relates to
successful business development.  

Strategies: 
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Regional Snapshots by County

The following snapshots provide key disaster resiliency indicators for
each county within the District.  
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Summary
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Recovery and resiliency planning is
common practice among thriving
communities.  It is has been and will
continue to be woven into planning
efforts around the region, state, and the
nation.  However, the COVID-19
pandemic created new and unforeseen
challenges which provided the
opportunity to learn, respond, and react
to future disruptions.   This regional
recovery & resiliency plan is meant to
help identify areas of improvement
based on the research and data
collected over the past two years. 

  Improving communications among public & private partnerships
  Improving broadband accessibility & affordability within the region
  Addressing regional healthcare challenges to improve response to future
pandemics, epidemics, and public health & safety
  Utilizing the strengths & understanding the weaknesses of the region to enhance
business & workforce development

The plan provides guidance to our communities by helping to understand the needs and
allowing them to identify and address priorities.   Although there are several areas of
focus that are important, this plan outlines four critical action areas:  

1.
2.
3.

4.

NWAEDD will be able to utilize this plan to better assist its members with recovery efforts
and help to direct the upcoming development of its five year Comprehensive Economic
Development Strategy (CEDS) for 2023-2028.  
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