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Chapter One 
Introduction 
 

The Western Arkansas Planning & Development District encompasses 4,262 sq. 
miles* (pictured below) with a population of 255,217 residents according to the 
2020 Census. The region is nestled in the heart of the Arkansas River valley and 
consists of a mix of urban areas in Fort Smith and Van Buren, to more rural areas 
around Waldron, Paris, Ozark, and Mena. Western Arkansas has a mixture of 
industries, all of which were greatly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. During 
2020, Western Arkansas and Arkansas as a whole saw unemployment rates climb 
as we and the rest of the country and world dealt with the impacts of this 
pandemic. With so much fear, confusion, apprehension, and unpredictability 
throughout 2020 and 2021, we now look ahead to a bright future living in the 
“new normal.” We recognize the determination and resiliency of Western Arkansas 
as the residents, businesses, and communities came together through this crisis 
and now make plans on how to avoid any future shutdowns, as well as establish 
plans to be resilient during any future pandemics. 

 

  

 

*Data sourced from OnTheMap, a US Census Bureau tool 

Figure 1 - Total Area of Western Arkansas 
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Crafting the Plan 
 
The Western Arkansas Economic Recovery & Resilience Plan (R&R Plan) is a 
culmination of over a year of public input, surveys, meetings, and the assembly of 
a taskforce to gather knowledge, facts, and ideas from local elected officials and 
businesses alike. The information gathered through these surveys and 
conversations has guided the crafting of this R&R Plan, and strategies/tasks 
have been laid out in the Action Plan (described in Chapter 3). 

 

Stakeholder Conversations 
 
While development of the R&R plan was underway, we held multiple conversations 
with stakeholders about their experiences, difficulties, and achievements while 
overcoming the COVID-19 Pandemic. These conversations started in August of 
2020 and over the last two years we have met virtually to discuss new findings 
and issues that came with the on-going pandemic. 

 

COVID-19 Impact Assessment 
 
The Western Arkansas COVID-19 Economic Impact Assessment was supported by 
EDA CARES Act funding and developed through a partnership with the Delta 
Center for Economic Development at Arkansas State University (The Delta 
Center) and the Arkansas Economic Development Institute (AEDI). The primary 
purpose of the Impact Assessment was to examine the data between January of 
2020 and December of 2021 to identify economic effects that the coronavirus 
pandemic had on Western Arkansas. Findings were used to identify key areas for 
this plan to focus on and served as a platform for later stakeholder discussion.  
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Surveys 
 
Throughout 2020 and 2021, WAPDD with the assistance of The Delta Center & 
AEDI, sent surveys into the community to gauge feedback from businesses, 
residents, and elected officials alike. The information gathered through these 
surveys was compiled and has been crucial to the development of this plan. The 
scope of these surveys covered a variety of topics to see how different 
businesses, communities, and residents were coping with the COVID-19 pandemic 
and what measures have been taken/needed to be addressed to ease the socio-
economic and fiscal challenges associated with this. Results have been gathered 
from all six (6) counties of Western Arkansas and have been used to develop the 
Western Arkansas COVID-19 Economic Impact Assessment. 

 

Figure 2 - Obstacles Organizations Experienced due to the Pandemic 
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A SWOT Analysis was also performed in March of 2022 to see what was learned 
from the COVID-19 pandemic as a whole and to provide insight into what 
measures and steps can be taken in the future to prevent disruptions to 
businesses, organizations, etc. 



 

 

 
Timeline 
 
 

 
Figure 3 - Timeline of the Project
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Delta Center Workshops 
 

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 (8) 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 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:  
 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 

All sessions were recorded and will remain online indefinitely as training resources. 
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Chapter Two 
 
Where we are 
 
The first case of the COVID-19 Virus in Arkansas was reported on March 11th, 
2020, just fourteen days later, the first death as a result of this virus was 
reported, and Governor Asa Hutchinson reported that all public schools would 
close beginning March 17th (1). Within two weeks of the first confirmed positive 
test, Arkansas saw over 300 confirmed cases and 1500 negative tests. Now, two 
years later, Arkansas has had 819,000+ cases with 10,000+ deaths. Having a 
population of 3.01 million (according to the 2020 US Census), we have almost 
reached a point that one in every three Arkansans have contracted the COVID-
19 virus. 

Fallout of this virus has been felt in every sector of our economy as well as in 
our professional and personal lives. In 2020, the rise of restrictions resulting from 
the public health emergency saw shutdowns that caused fear and increased the 
demand for essential goods, these however were scarce as the worldwide 
lockdowns started to hinder both production and logistics worldwide. 

In Western Arkansas, we have seen a total of 63,000+ cases resulting in 1,100+ 
deaths (2). As with Arkansas as a whole, Western Arkansas saw a steady increase 
in the number of positive cases through January of 2021 followed by a steady 
decline until July of 2021 where we experienced another uptick in cases. All 
appeared to be settling down until the Omicron variant caused a drastic increase 
in cases January through March of 2022. 

Despite the increase in cases and shutdowns that occurred, retail spending, 
especially online, boomed and has continued to be at an all-time high (3). 
According to a report provided by the Arkansas Economic Development Institute, 
Arkansas has seen an almost 40% increase in Retail and Food Services Sales 
since January of 2019. Food and Beverage Stores are also up almost 20% in the 
same period as a direct result in Federal and State stimulus aid allowing 
individuals to continue to stay afloat. 

*Sources: (1) Press Releases by the Governor of Arkansas (2) Information gathered from the CDC (3) U.S. 
Bureau of Economic Analysis/Arkansas Economic Development Institute 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5 - Food Services & Drinking Places Total Sales 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 - Food & Beverage Stores Total Sales 

Figure 6 - Total Retail & Food Services Sales Figure 7 - Total Personal Income 
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Chmura Economic Vulnerability Score 
 
Chmura is a nationally recognized economic data and analytics team. They have 
developed a COVID-19 Economic Vulnerability Index score for all counties across 
the United States which measures the negative impact that the coronavirus crisis 
can have on employment based upon a region’s mix of industries. For example, 
accommodation and food services are projected to lose more jobs as a result of 
the coronavirus (over half of jobs lost on average) compared to utilities and 
education services (with mild or no job contractions). 

The average Vulnerability Index score is 100, representing the average job loss 
expected in the United States. Higher scores indicate the degree to which job 
losses may be greater—an index of 200, for example, means the rate of job loss 
can be twice as large as the national average. Conversely, an index of 50 would 
mean a possible job loss of half the national average. 

The Vulnerability Index only measures the impact potential of a region related to 
the mix of industry employment. The index does not take into account variation 
due to a regions’ rate of virus infection, nor does it factor in local government’s 
policies in reaction to the virus. For example, a region with a high Vulnerability 
Index may have little to moderate job losses if the region has only slight 
infection rates and local government imposes few restrictions. On the other hand, 
a region with a low Vulnerability Index may still incur large employment losses if 
the local rate of infection is high or local government restrictions are especially 
stringent (4). 

Western Arkansas has Chmura Vulnerability Index ratings ranging from 56.65 to 
93.71 (see figure on next page) which indicates we are in a good position as 
compared to the national average. This index shows Western Arkansas to have 
less than average job loss as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, and hopefully 
indicates that we as an area are in a good position to withstand any future 
pandemics that may arise. 

 

*Sources (4) Chmura (The COVID-19 Economic Vulnerability Index (chmura.com))  

 

https://www.chmura.com/blog/the-covid-19-economic-vulnerability-index


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 8 - Chmura Economic Vulnerability Score  
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Business Impacts 
 
While most industries felt the squeeze from the coronavirus pandemic, many small 
businesses, restaurants, bars, gyms, and entertainment venues felt it the hardest. 
The pandemic saw the passing of preventative emergency legislation forcing 
many businesses to close their doors for several months. According to a survey 
completed by the Arkansas Chambers of Commerce in 2020, 66/67% of small and 
large businesses respectively had to at least partially shutdown because of the 
pandemic (5).  

 

 
Figure 9 - Business Production Loss % 

Adjusting to the “new normal” has meant many businesses have adapted their 
models. Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, restaurants have adopted 
more take-home and delivery options as well as outdoor seating when the 
weather is nice. Businesses have also implemented more aggressive and frequent 
cleaning measures to combat the spread of disease. While many in-person venues 
were struggling, grocery stores saw a major uptick in sales, especially those 
offering services such as delivery and in-car pickup. 

 

 

*Sources (5) Advisory Committee Interview Summary 9/2/2020 
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Unemployment 
 
Unemployment rates for both our region and the State reached their height in 
April of 2020 and have since been on a decline. Western Arkansas is currently at 
a 2.32% unemployment rate (averaged across all six counties) (6). This is 
significantly lower than the State average of 3.1% and it further shows the ability 
as a region to withstand major economic collapse and rebuild from shutdowns 
that might occur in the future from other major health events, etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 10 - Unemployment Rates for Western Arkansas 

 

 

 
 

*Sources (6) U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
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Figure 11 - Unemployment Rates, Arkansas & U.S. 

 
County Snapshots 
 
The following are snapshots of the six counties of Western Arkansas identifying 
key demographic and other relevant data used to determine the focus areas in 
our action plan. Also included are COVID-19 case numbers (rolling 7-day average) 
plotted to show a trend through March of 2022 (7). 

 

 

 

 

 

*Sources (7) CDC Data (CDC COVID Data Tracker: County View)   

https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#county-view?list_select_state=Arkansas&data-type=CommunityLevels


 

 

 

Figure 12 - Crawford County Snapshot 



 

 

Figure 13 - Crawford County COVID-19 Cases 



 

 

 
Figure 14 - Franklin County Snapshot 



 

 

Figure 15 - Franklin County COVID-19 Cases 



 

 

 
Figure 16 - Logan County Snapshot 



 

 

Figure 17 - Logan County COVID-19 Cases 



 

 

 
Figure 18 - Polk County Snapshot 



 

 

Figure 19 - Polk County COVID-19 Cases 



 

 

 
Figure 20 - Scott County Snapshot 



 

 

Figure 21 - Scott County COVID-19 Cases 



 

 

 
Figure 22 - Sebastian County Snapshot 



 

 

Figure 23 - Sebastian County COVID-19 Cases 
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Chapter Three 

Action Items 
 
The Action Items identified in this section are in no order of importance. They are 
intended to guide development investments, help overcome deficiencies in our 
area’s preparedness for future pandemics, etc., and to assist in the growth and 
development of a competitive region for economic and personal advancement. 

• Expand access to Broadband Internet across the region 
• Establish and nurture Partnerships with public, private, and non-profit 

entities to expand and better develop a skilled workforce to address the 
decline in the Workforce Participation Rate 

• Work with communities in our region impacted by the Expansion of I-49 to 
better prepare for and benefit from the economic uptick this should bring 
 

Action Plan 
 
The Action Plan establishes strategies, performance measures and tasks for each 
of the Action Items. The plan is intended to be an addition to the approved 
Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) currently maintained by 
WAPDD. 

 

Note: 

Action items are not numbered in order of importance or in any particular order. 
All items are considered important for the future economic recovery and 
resilience of Western Arkansas.  
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Action Item I: 
Expand access to Broadband Internet across the region 

With the pandemic, a major shift occurred in our region and nation. Students 
began distance learning, employees of several companies and organizations 
started to work from home, and it became apparent that the need to expand 
broadband internet to all households in the region was crucial. Since 2019, we 
have seen a major uptick in the homes and businesses having access to 
broadband, but it is still clear that we have work to do to bring universal access 
to even our most remote areas. Currently, our region (on average) has 81.38% of 
the residents having access to broadband, however, of those only 75.57% have 
access to speeds at or above 100 Mbps (8). 

 

Vision: Region-wide, reliable, fast internet to further economic growth and 
meet the needs of our residents. 

Tasks:  

 Work closely with State and local governments to assist our communities 
with any grants available to expand broadband into their area 
 Work with local ISPs to ensure that our more rural areas are on their radar 
for expanding services 
 Work with partners in the region who assist lower-income individuals, 
making sure that they are also promoting services such as the Affordable 
Connectivity Program (9) 
 Align our efforts with that of the State Broadband Plan (10) 
 

Performance Measures 

 Percentage of households who have access to broadband increases 
 Percentage of households who have access to internet speeds at or above 
100 Mbps increases 
 Alignment of our plan with the State Broadband Plan 
 

*Sources (8) Broadband Now (9) Affordable Connectivity Program | Federal Communications Commission 
(fcc.gov) (10) Arkansas_State_Broadband_Plan_Final_5.15_.19_.pdf 

https://www.fcc.gov/acp
https://www.fcc.gov/acp
https://broadband.arkansas.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Arkansas_State_Broadband_Plan_Final_5.15_.19_.pdf
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Action Item II:  
Establish and nurture Partnerships with public, private, and non-profit 
entities to expand and better develop a skilled workforce to address 
the decline in the Workforce Participation Rate 

Across the region, state, and country Workforce Participation Rate has not 
caught back up with pre-pandemic levels. In Arkansas, while we are improving 
from our low of 56.1% set in December of 2020, we are still down 2.5% (currently 
sitting at 56.8%) from our high set in January of 2020 (11). A strong participation 
in workforce is paramount to future economic recovery and stability efforts. It is 
for this reason that we as a region will focus on establishing partnerships with 
High Schools, Trade/Technical Schools, Colleges/Universities, Adult Education, and 
other workforce preparation entities to come together and develop strategies to 
reengage our workforce. 

 

Figure 24 - FRED Labor Force Participation Rate for Arkansas 

Vision: A coalition of public/private/non-profit entities who have impacts 
on workforce development in our region and strategize a way to 
boost our workforce participation rate. 

 

 

 

*Sources (11) U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and St. Louis FED (https://fred.stlouisfed.org/)  

https://fred.stlouisfed.org/
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Tasks: 

 Work with all local High Schools, Universities, Colleges, Trade School, etc. 
and form a taskforce 
 Work with Post-secondary institutions to build programs for the retraining 
of workers looking for better, higher paying jobs  
 Reach out to employers in the region to see what skills they are looking for 
to fill high-quality, well-paying jobs 
 Research and identify new funding (grants, etc.) that can aid our region 
with workforce development training 

 

Performance Measures: 

 Identification of internal and external funding opportunities for workforce 
development in the region 
 Establishment of Public, Private, and Not-for-Profit partnerships that work 
to advance workforce development in the region 
 Increased Workforce Participation Rate 
 Increased business retention and expansion 
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Action Item III: 
Work with communities in our region impacted by the Expansion of   
I-49 to better prepare for and benefit from the economic uptick this 
should bring 

On January 7th, 2022, the Arkansas 
Department of Transportation 
(ARDoT) announced the expansion of 
Interstate I-49 from Barling to the 
intersection of I-40 in Alma (12).  
When this is complete, our area will 
see a huge opportunity as more 
travelers are able to connect from 
Missouri all the way to the 
Greenwood (see ARDoT Project 
Overview in Appendix E). To prepare 
for this, and to see further economic 
growth to these and surrounding 
areas, proactive planning and 
implementation must be taken. 
Improving and planning for the 
expansion will see economic 
recovery and provide resiliency to 
many of our smaller communities in 
Crawford and Sebastian counties. 
This will also have a trickle-down 
effect felt across the region as more travelers and tourists arrive and seek 
things to do and see. This expansion will also see a great opportunity to invest in 
greener transportation alternatives, such as fast charging stations for electric 
vehicles. 

 

 

*Sources (12) Arkansas Department of Transportation (ARDoT) I-49 Project - Arkansas Department of 
Transportation (ardot.gov) 

Figure 25 - I-49 Location Map 

https://www.ardot.gov/divisions/environmental/assessments/impact-statements-eis-assesments-ea/i-49-project/
https://www.ardot.gov/divisions/environmental/assessments/impact-statements-eis-assesments-ea/i-49-project/
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Vision: Flourishing economic development and growth across the region as a 
result of planning and implementation of growth around the I-49 
expansion area 

Tasks: 

 Develop a taskforce with local county and city officials in and around the  
I-49 expansion area 
 Work with the Arkansas Department of Tourism and Transportation to align 
our vision with the States goals 
 Assist new and existing companies looking to capitalize on the uptick in 
tourism to our area 
 Research other areas across the country where two major interstates 
intersect and what best-practices can be garnered from their successes 
 Begin to plan and seek funding for economic, community, and workforce 
development projects that will tie-in to the I-49 expansion area 

 

Performance Measures: 

 Revenue metrics as the project is deployed and studied for the decade 
following 
 Job creation and expansion of current businesses in the area 
 Expanded tourism sector tracked by revenue over a decade after the 
project was completed 
 Increased revenue as well as number of active jobs in the transportation 
sector 
 Population data following the completion of the project 
 Median household income 
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Appendix A 

COVID-19 and the Arkansas Economic Outlook Update (September 2nd, 
2020) 
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COVID-19 and the Arkansas Economic 
Outlook – Update

Michael Pakko, Ph.D.
Chief Economist and Economic Forecaster

Arkansas Economic Development Institute, UA-Little Rock

September 2, 2020



Unemployment Insurance

*Index:  Average for 52 weeks ending 3/14/2020=100



Unemployment Insurance



Employment



Employment



Unemployment

The “Adjusted” rate is a BLS estimate correcting for incorrect survey classifications.

U.S. Official U.S. Adjusted* Arkansas

March 2020 4.4 5.3 5.0

April 2020 14.7 19.5 10.8

May 2020 13.3 16.4 9.6

June 2020 11.1 12.3 8.0

July 2020 10.2 11.1 7.1

Unemployment Rates

*Adjusted for misclassified workers.



Unemployment



Metro Area Unemployment



https://www.datawrapper.de/_/8rW4x/

County Unemployment



https://www.datawrapper.de/_/w9NNf/

County Unemployment



County Unemployment



County Unemployment



Forecasts - Employment



Forecasts - Unemployment



Forecasts - Income



Forecasts - Income



Forecasts - Income



Forecasts – Consumer Spending



Forecasts – Consumer Spending



Consumer Spending



Consumer Spending



Consumer Spending



Consumer Spending



Risks to the Forecast

• COVID-19
 Next round of contagion?
 Vaccine?

• Government stimulus programs
 Support for households
 Support for businesses
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Appendix B 

Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery & Resiliency Initiative Top Ten Issues 
(October 2020) 
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The Arkansas Economic Outlook

Michael Pakko, Ph.D.

Chief Economist and State Economic Forecaster
Arkansas Economic Development Institute, UA-Little Rock

February 2022



The COVID-19 Economy

The COVID-19 Economy
• Recession: Feb. 2020 – Apr. 2020

• Recovery:  Ongoing, Consumer-driven

• Arkansas is staying ahead of the curve

Headwinds facing the recovery to date:

1. Continuing effects of the pandemic

2. Supply chain disruptions 

3. Inflationary pressures



U.S. Consumption Trends

Source:  U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis



PCE – U.S. and Arkansas

Source:  U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis



PCE – U.S. and Arkansas

Source:  U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis



Sources:  Arkansas Department of Finance and Administration, Arkansas Economic Development Institute

Arkansas Retail Sales



Arkansas Retail Sales

Sources:  U.S. Census Bureau, Arkansas Economic Development Institute



Arkansas Retail Sales

Sources:  U.S. Census Bureau, Arkansas Economic Development Institute



Arkansas Retail Sales

Sources:  U.S. Census Bureau, Arkansas Economic Development Institute



Arkansas Retail Sales

Sources:  U.S. Census Bureau, Arkansas Economic Development Institute



Arkansas Retail Sales

Sources:  U.S. Census Bureau, Arkansas Economic Development Institute



Arkansas Retail Sales

Sources:  U.S. Census Bureau, Arkansas Economic Development Institute



Personal Income

Source:  U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis

-5.7%-6.4%2020 Q2:



Personal Income

Source:  U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis



Total Personal Income

Source:  U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis



Consumer Spending

Sources:  U.S. Census Bureau, U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, Arkansas Economic Development Institute
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 Retail Trade and Food Service Sales

 Monthly Personal Income (Est.)

70

80

90

100

110

120

130

140

Jan
2019

Mar May Jul Sep Nov Jan
2020

Mar May Jul Sep Nov Jan
2021

Mar May Jul Sep

In
d

ex
: J

u
l-

D
ec

 2
0

1
9

 =
 1

0
0

U.S. Personal Income and Retail Sales

 Retail Trade and Food Service Sales

 Monthly Personal Income



-9.8%

-0.7%

-14.4%

-2.2%

Employment

Source:  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.   Arkansas data subject to revision in March 2022. 



Total = - 127.2 

Employment

Source:  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.   Arkansas data subject to revision in March 2022. 



Total = + 115.5

Employment

Source:  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.   Arkansas data subject to revision in March 2022. 



Employment

Total = -11.7

Source:  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.   Arkansas data subject to revision in March 2022. 



Source:  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.   Arkansas data subject to revision in March 2022. 

Unemployment

10.0%

3.1%

-14.7%

4.0%



County Unemployment Rates

Source:  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.   Arkansas data subject to revision in March 2022. 



County Unemployment Rates

https://www.datawrapper.de/_/pO1Dz/

Statewide: 2.4%

https://www.datawrapper.de/_/pO1Dz/


Participation Rates

Source:  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.   Arkansas data subject to revision in March 2022. 



Arkansas Forecasts

“It's tough to make predictions, 
especially about the future.”

- Yogi Berra

U.S. Forecasts from IHS Markit.  Arkansas Forecast based on IHS Arkansas Model, 
with modification and adaptation by the Arkansas Economic Development Institute.

Last forecast update: Jan. 20, 2022



Forecast – Personal Income

Dashed lines indicate forecast values.  Growth rates refer to Q4/Q4 measures.



Forecast – Personal Income

Dashed lines indicate forecast values.  Growth rates refer to Q4/Q4 measures.



Forecast - Consumer Spending

Dashed lines indicate forecast values.  Growth rates refer to Q4/Q4 measures.



Forecast - Employment

Dashed lines indicate forecast values.  Growth rates refer to Q4/Q4 measures.



Forecast - Employment

   Sector 2021 2022 2023 2021 2022 2023

Mining & Logging 0.2 0.2 0.3 4.3 4.3 4.5

Construction -2.1 0.4 0.0 -3.9 0.8 0.0

Durable Goods Manuf. 8.2 -2.0 -0.6 11.0 -2.4 -0.8

Nondurable Goods Manuf. -1.8 -0.4 0.0 -2.3 -0.4 0.0

Wholesale Trade 0.7 2.5 0.4 1.5 5.3 0.8

Retail Trade -1.2 -13.7 -2.9 -0.9 -9.8 -2.3

Transp. & Utilities 2.1 3.2 -0.4 3.2 4.7 -0.6

Information 0.9 0.0 0.3 8.1 -0.1 2.1

Financial Activities 3.2 1.9 -1.9 5.0 2.8 -2.7

Prof. & Bus. Services 9.0 8.6 -1.0 6.4 5.8 -0.6

Education Services 1.4 0.2 -0.6 9.0 1.1 -3.5

Health Care and Social Asst. 1.5 4.3 0.4 0.9 2.5 0.2

Leisure and Hospitality 5.1 7.0 8.5 4.6 6.1 7.0

Other Services 3.6 1.0 -1.0 5.4 1.5 -1.4

Federal Government -0.3 0.0 0.0 -1.3 0.0 0.0

State and Local Government -2.7 6.9 1.0 -1.5 3.8 0.5

TOTAL 27.8 20.3 2.4 2.2 1.6 0.2

Arkansas Employment Forecasts by Sector

Thousands of Jobs Percent



Forecasts - Unemployment

Dashed lines indicate forecast values.  



Forecasts – Participation

Dashed lines indicate forecast values.  



Real GDP

Dashed lines indicate forecast values.  Growth rates refer to Q4/Q4 measures.



Risks to the Forecast

Near Term:

• COVID resurgence/restrictions

• Consumer confidence wanes

• Supply disruptions persist/worsen

Longer Term:

• Debt market pressures

• Inflation & monetary policy



Arkansas Economist

For more information and analysis of the Arkansas economy, 

visit the Arkansas Economist:  www.arkansaseconomist.com



 

Western Arkansas COVID-19 Economic Recovery and Resilience Plan 
 

 P a g e  | 84 

Appendix C 

Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery & Resiliency Initiative - Stakeholder 
Interview and Chamber of Commerce Survey Summary (Summer 2020) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Page intentionally left blank: 



 

 

1 

Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency Initiative 

covidrecovery.youraedi.com 

Top Ten Issues 
Based on the Advisory Committee Interviews 

and Chamber of Commerce Surveys 

October 2020 

These top ten issues were identified through the outreach that was conducted in the 

summer of 2020, during the start of the pandemic: 1) Inconsistent guidance 2) 

Broadband availability 3) Restaurants 4) Lodging and hospitality 5) Healthcare 6) 

Accessing funds 7) PPE reserves 8) Emergency plans 9) Remote education 10) Rural 

areas. 

The list below provides a bulleted summary of these top ten issues that still need to be 

addressed. The bulleted summary is based on the interview responses and is supported 

by recent data (in bold). Click on the Issue headings to see detailed interview responses 

about the topic. 
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Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency Initiative 

covidrecovery.youraedi.com 

Issue 1: Inconsistent guidance  
 Arkansas is divided 8 television markets 5 of these markets receive broadcasts 

from out of state including 21 counties in the south, north-central, and eastern 

parts of the state. Leading to conflicting information in some counties in the state. 

(Source: Harvard, 2013 Large DMA Map) 

 Different, sometimes conflicting, guidance from different levels of government 

and different jurisdictions 

o e.g. Residents in Arkansas getting Texas, Louisiana, or Missouri information; 

Businesses having employees from other states with different rules 

 In Northwest Arkansas, there were communication issues with the Marshallese 

populations due to existing distrust of government and their close-knit nature. 

They have been significantly impacted by the coronavirus 

 

Issue 3: Restaurants  
 In June, Food Services and Drinking Places taxable sales were down 4% from 

June 2019; in April, taxable sales were down 22.8% from April 2019 (source: 

Arkansas Department of Finance and Administration) 

 Restaurants were commonly the hardest hit in most communities; had to adapt 

to stay afloat 

 

Issue 4: Lodging and hospitality  
 In June, Accommodation taxable sales were down 40.9% from June 2019; In 

April, taxable sales were down 66.8% from April 2019 (Source: Arkansas 

Department of Finance and Administration) 

 Many lodging and tourism travel were not eligible for PPP loans, making closures 

even harder. 

 In Northwest and West Central Arkansas, some communities’ economies rely 

heavily on tourism, so COVID’s impact shows that they need to diversify their 

economy. 

 

  

https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.7910/DVN/IVXEHT
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Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency Initiative 

covidrecovery.youraedi.com 

Issue 5: Healthcare  
 Hospitals are estimated to face a net impact by the end of the State’s fiscal year 

of $779,040,000, subtracting relief funding that impact is estimated as a net loss of 

$615,000,000. Incremental costs to hospitals through April were estimated at 

$34,850,000. Outpatient and Emergency Department visitation by late March was 

reduced by 35% and 47% respectively compared to last year. The interruptions in 

services cost an estimated $271,090,000 by the end of April.  (Source: AHA 

COVID-19 Interim Financial Impact Study, 2020) 

 Some hospitals report ED volume returning to normal as of mid-June (Source: 

Interview conducted with Mercy Health by AEDI)  

 Shutting down elective procedures has resulted in significant revenue losses 

 Even after elective procedures could be taken again, people were scared to 

get healthcare needs, furthering the revenue losses and worsening people’s 

health 

 Worries that all hospital resources will be exhausted and they won’t be able to 

care for the sick 

 Many hospitals were already “in the hole” before COVID began 

 Some clinics didn’t have the IT capabilities to transition to telemedicine 

 Difficulties with testing overload or not having fast and reliable rapid testing 

 

Issue 6: Accessing funds  
 Short and changing time frames, limited funding were barriers for small 

businesses 

 Particular types of businesses (nonprofits, tourism, realtors) could not qualify for 

assistance 

 

Issue 7: PPE reserves  
 Request for PPE from the state have trended down since mid-May. But cost and 

availability continue to be issues. Distribution to facilities of state provided PPE by 

the Arkansas Medical Society: 4/9 122, 4/21 202, 5/12 130, 5/22 452, 6/23 184, 

6/29 130, and 7/28 243. The AMS currently still has about 200 pending request for 

PPE. (Source: Interview with Arkansas Medical Society by AEDI) 

 PPE is expensive to obtain 
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Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency Initiative 

covidrecovery.youraedi.com 

Issue 8: Emergency plans  
 Most governments had emergency plans, but many businesses and 

organizations did not 

 For those that did have emergency plans, the plans usually did not include a 

pandemic component. For those that did, they may have only included how to 

shut down but not how to resume operations/business continuity/recovery 

 Some feel that the plans they do have are ineffective 

Issue 9: Remote education  
 Revenue is down in programs that are fee-based 

 Issues like food insecurity among students and at-risk populations is a concern 

Issue 10: Rural areas  
 Rural areas struggle in many aspects, such as resources, healthcare, and 

broadband 

 However, one respondent noted that small communities in their region has had 

better than expected sales tax numbers  
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Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency Initiative 

covidrecovery.youraedi.com 

Anticipated Issues 
The following issues have not come up as a major area of concern for communities or 

organizations yet, but, based on responses from our outreach and national trends, 

these issues may arise as the pandemic continues: 

- Housing (rent, mortgage, and utility payments; home sales) 

- Transportation (budgets; public transportation; walking and biking) 

o Ozark Regional Transit and Fort Smith Transit report that currently their 

ridership is down 52% and 57%, respectively (Source: Ozark Regional 

Transit August 2020 Operating Statistics; Fort Smith Transit August 2020 

Passenger Data) 

o Clinton National Airport, Northwest Arkansas National Airport, Fort Smith 

Regional Airport each reported 57% fewer passengers in July 2020 

compared to July 2019 (Source: Bill and Hillary Clinton National Airport, Air 

Service Activity Reports; Northwest Arkansas National Airport, Airport 

Traffic Reports; Fort Smith Regional Airport, Passenger Activity Reports) 

- Tax payments and delinquencies 

The following pages contain some more detailed responses from committee members 

and chamber directors about the identified top ten issues. These statements are not 

exhaustive, but are meant to capture the range of different responses across all 

regions.  
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Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency Initiative 

covidrecovery.youraedi.com 

Issue 1: Inconsistent Guidance 
“One problem has been the lack of congruity among local, state and federal 

expectations…The biggest challenge has been human behavior, compliance with 

masking, physical distancing. It is tough to keep 10,000 employees and untold number 

of patients and visitors compliant with these behaviors.” – Statewide Committee 

Member, Healthcare category 

“Knowledge of facts going forward and not hearsay, rumors or scare tactics creating 

hysteria is what we need and operate on or continue to operate as normal an 

economy as possible within the realms of the facts. And those facts are different in 

each and every community and County. We must find a way to deal with this on a 

more localized level and not shut down a County, state, or country because of what 

“might” happen and is happening somewhere else.” – NWAEDD Committee member, 

Local Government category 

“Paranoia that there is an alternative agenda and that COVID issue has been 

overstated and isn’t real.” – NWAEDD Committee member, Nonprofit category 

[‘What kind of problems have you encountered in complying with measures related to 

closures and social distancing?’] “Inconsistency in state Executive Orders and 

mandates from the Governor and Department of Health. Lack of support at municipal 

and county level. Confusion from federal to state level. Debacle with unemployment 

insurance and PPE. Lack of law enforcement is the biggest problem.” – NWAEDD 

Committee member, Nonprofit category 

“The problem is all the uncertainty. Things change rapidly at the federal and state levels 

so you may be told something different tomorrow than you were told today.” – 

NWAEDD Committee member, Local Government category 

“If there was a way to remove politics from leading and navigating through this 

pandemic.” – NWAEDD Committee member, Local Government category 

“Minority communities were also hit hard especially the Marshallese and Hispanic 

communities. They culturally do things differently and are tight-knit and cluster 

oriented…There was a need for messaging that would target these communities and 

help them understand. The messaging was also problematic if it was coming from a 

government entity due to their fear and distrust of government.” – NWAEDD Committee 

member, Local Government category 
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Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency Initiative 

covidrecovery.youraedi.com 

“Inconsistencies regarding activities. Example: Schools can’t have organized team 

practice but non-school travel teams can play/hold tournaments etc.” – NWAEDD 

Committee member, Nonprofit category 

“They border Missouri and are getting more media from them but the people want 

more information from our state and can’t seem to get it.” – NWAEDD Committee 

member, Local Government category 

“Has felt there has been conflicting information from state and federal sources. 

Guidance from government has been pretty barren. Felt like they have made it up as 

they go along. Would be nice to have a clearinghouse of good ideas, assessments 

from ADEM, governor’s office, etc. with recommendations for a resurgence. Everyone is 

not on the same page about things like mask requirements. Makes it difficult to lead 

constituents locally on what to do.” – NWAEDD Committee member, Local Government 

category 

“Due to Domtar’s location, we have employees in 6 counties and 4 states. Each 

governor and each county or parish had different rules. That meant there wasn’t a 

single standard.” – SWAPDD Committee member, Industry category 

[‘What would have helped your community deal more effectively with the COVID-19 

pandemic?’] “Uniformity in messaging and a reliance on health experts. Everyone 

needs to be on the same page as much as possible. A unified response from all 

institutions involved in the crisis is desperately needed. Politicization of the pandemic 

must be avoided.” – WCAPDD Committee member, Local Government category 
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Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency Initiative 

covidrecovery.youraedi.com 

Issue 2: Broadband availability 
[‘What would have helped your facility deal more effectively with the COVID-19 

pandemic?’] “Rural broadband is a major barrier to communicating in the COVID-19 

environment.” – Statewide Committee Member, Healthcare category 

“Broadband access and cell signal has been the most difficult. They would be able to 

adapt to almost everything else if they had reliable internet access. Mountainburg 

school district, 47% of students do not have internet.” – WAPDD Committee member, 

Nonprofit category 
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Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency Initiative 

covidrecovery.youraedi.com 

Issue 3: Restaurants 
“Restaurants were hardest hit, followed by lodging and retail.” – Statewide Committee 

member, Local Government category 

“Restaurants have taken a hard hit, especially those who were not designed for take-

out or otherwise unable to open under ADH guidelines due to lack of space or the 

ability to make a profit under capacity restrictions continue to struggle.” – Statewide 

Committee member, State Government category 

“We have also felt the financial impact on our community in that when the eating 

establishments closed, it caused a shortage on what was available in the market place 

as well as cut back on our tax revenue.” – CAPDD Committee member, Local 

Government category 

“As in most places the hardest hit businesses were dine-in restaurants. Small retail did 

better. We have no restaurant closures, everyone has cut expenses and are hanging 

on.” – WCAPDD Committee member, Local Government category 

[‘What has been the most difficult aspect of coping with the COVID-19 pandemic?’] 

“Mandatory closing of businesses and trying to open them back up, restaurants 

specifically, small ones can hardly open their dining rooms. Tourism, lodging.” – WAPDD 

Committee member, Local Government category 

“Restaurants having difficulties procuring the needed meats and produce for their 

menu. Restaurants still continue having difficulties getting the needed PPE and cleaning 

supplies. Cleaning companies having a huge increase in demand.” – WAPDD 

Committee member, Local Government category 

“Searcy has many restaurants, so felt most impact on them.” – WRAPDD Committee 

member, Local Government category 
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Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency Initiative 

covidrecovery.youraedi.com 

Issue 4: Lodging / Hospitality 
“All industries have been hit pretty hard – certainly educational institutions and medical 

service providers. However, from what I’ve seen, the hospitality industry has suffered the 

greatest. Most hotels, airlines, and other travel and tourism-related sectors were not 

eligible for PPP loans or small business grants provided by the state, and continue to 

suffer due to lack of demand.” – Statewide Committee member, State Government 

category 

“They need to know where resources are to handle this because businesses don’t have 

reserves for this length of time. The economy needs to be more diversified. The goal is to 

be 70/30 tourism to non-tourism. When something like this happens and you only have 

on industry putting money into the economy then it is really hard. The area is prime for a 

gig economy because people are moving in and could work remotely from there but 

there is a lack of broadband access that make this challenging.” – NWAEDD 

Committee, Nonprofit Category 

“Another prominently impacted industry was the hotel/motel industry…When you don’t 

have festivals, events, sporting events, and less airport traffic you see no business at the 

hotels/motels.” – NWAEDD Committee member, Local Government category 
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Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency Initiative 

covidrecovery.youraedi.com 

Issue 5: Healthcare 
“To create anticipated capacity needs, we shut down non-time sensitive care. This 

resulted in large revenue losses. In retrospect, this was not needed. A more point of 

need approach would have been better.” – Statewide Committee Member, 

Healthcare category 

“All non-time sensitive care was stopped for 10 weeks. PPE shortages impacted our 

procedural areas. Quarantined employees affected staffing. Screening at entry to our 

campus has created added expense and workflow problems. Our severe restriction on 

visitors created unhappiness among families, patients and clinicians. Medical decision 

making was impacted by this.” – Statewide Committee Member, Healthcare category 

[‘What impact has COVID-19 had on the delivery of medical services in your area?’] 

“Slowed it down completely. People were dying at home because they were scared to 

go to the hospital.” – CAPDD Committee member, Local Government category 

“We need the assurance that we will be able to receive the needed supplies and 

testing to adequately meet any possible recurrence. For example, in Saline County 

there have been 9,711 tests given in a county with a population of about 122,000 

people. So only 8% of the county population has been tested. How many positive cases 

are we missing?” – CAPDD Committee member, Local Government category 

“Did not impact the ER type services it appears but normal medical office visits & 

elective services took a big hit even on the patients that needed those services. 

Financially it was devastating to many clinics but especially the hospital who all have 

had to draw down considerably any reserve funds to endure the inability to utilize all 

the services available some to the point of radically reducing any reserves available.” – 

NWAEDD Committee member, Local Government category 

[‘What has been the most difficult aspect of coping with the COVID-19 pandemic?’] 

“Following the directive of the federal and state officials while keeping the business 

financially viable. 50% of hospitals are already operating in the red.” – NWAEDD 

Committee member, Healthcare category 

“They have to scramble all the time to get gowns and masks that are the right quality. 

In fact, they are still scrambling. People aren't paying attention or behaving as if we are 

in a pandemic. It's going to get a lot worse before it gets better. One day we are going 

to wake up and all hospital resources will be exhausted and we won't be able to care 

for those who are sick.” – NWAEDD Committee member, Healthcare category 
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Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency Initiative 

covidrecovery.youraedi.com 

“Those [employees] who don't have direct contact with patients are working remotely. 

They have had some problems with not having enough staff. There are a fair amount 

furloughed. Some bonuses have been given for those working directly with infected 

patients…The assistance is never going to make up for losses. Advance payments are 

payment now for what you will do later so that doesn't offset costs. Grants have been 

received but haven't offset losses. The industry has been taking a beating for reducing 

costs for the past 20 years so they are already in the hole then elective procedures 

were cut out which is where the profit is made.” – NWAEDD Committee member, 

Healthcare category 

“The hospital had a testing demand overload while having to release people due to 

lack of patients in preparation for the COVID-19 influx.” – NWAEDD Committee 

member, Local Government category 

“…some clinics lacked the IT capabilities to make a quick transition to telemedicine. 

We’re now back to 80% of pre-COVID capacity. The greatest impact was on the 

general public, particularly low-wage Tyson workers who were afraid to come in 

because of COVID and the chance they might miss work. Consequently people with 

non-COVID conditions often delayed seeking care until their conditions became 

serious.” – WCAPDD Committee member, Healthcare category 

“Hospital only used doctor referred tests resulting in a loss of customers, exacerbated by 

the period that elective surgeries were put on hold and people avoided hospitals for 

any non-COVID treatments. Small medical clinics dependent on patient visits also 

suffered. Small specialty clinics had to temporarily close.” – WCAPDD Committee 

member, Local Government category 

“…on-going difficulties with acquiring fast and reliable rapid testing. Trying to fulfill 

promises made by government, particularly about testing, that the current over-stressed 

testing infrastructure cannot support.” – WCAPDD Committee member, Healthcare 

category 

“When the virus first hit we were unable to adequately treat area non-COVID patients 

due to public fear and the perceived need to prepare the hospital for a potential influx 

of COVID patients. Initially patients in our area did not receive the level of care required 

but that has improved. The new challenge will be dealing with the rising level of COVID 

infections.” – WCAPDD Committee member, Healthcare category 
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Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency Initiative 

covidrecovery.youraedi.com 

Issue 6: Accessing funds 
[‘Have you sought assistance from state or federal sources? What difficulties have you 

encountered?’] “Yes, especially on federal level. Constant changing dynamics, 

confusing, almost a paralysis in trying to spend funds. State not as difficult.” – Statewide 

Committee member, Education category 

“We have received no financial help from the CARES Act. Counties have thus far not 

been in the mix for that money in Arkansas.” – Statewide Committee member, Local 

Government category 

“As we currently understand the rules, it is more challenging to spend the CARES Act 

funds on more general funds associated with the pandemic (i.e. sanitation supplies). 

Furthermore, even though students enrolled in fully online programs have expenses 

associated with COVID-19 (i.e. job loss, childcare, etc.), the university is prohibited from 

awarding CARES Act funds to students enrolled in fully online programs.” – Statewide 

Committee member, Education category 

“We have received federal CARES Act Funds from the federal government. The biggest 

difficulty has been lack of consistent guidance on how these funds may be used.” – 

EAPDD Committee member, Education category 

“Participated in the Small Business Administration’s Economic Injury Disaster Loan and 

AEDC’s COVIC-19 grant program. They had no difficulties; both were fairly seamless. 

AEDC money took less than two weeks while the SBA’s took a couple of months.” – 

NWAEDD Committee member, Nonprofit category 

“Federal money helped, though it was offset by state cutbacks by governor related to 

COVID shortfall.” – SWAPDD Committee member, Education category 

“Several of her clients (small businesses) had trouble getting federal assistance – small 

time openings, limited funding, the State’s SBA program had a short time frame during 

the first round.” – SWAPDD Committee member, Small Business category 

“Money came, but without instructions.” – SWAPDD Committee member, Local 

Government category 

“Even though the hospitality industry and cities were particularly hard hit, aid was not 

forthcoming in any meaningful way. No assistance to hotels, convention centers, or 

destination-based industries. Hot Springs got only $250,000 to help with COVID.” – 

WCAPDD Committee member, Local Government category 
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Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency Initiative 

covidrecovery.youraedi.com 

“Our greatest difficulties centered around getting the bonuses to health care 

employees promised by the state. State paperwork was overly complicated and time 

consuming. Delays in payment was not appreciated by employees.” – WCAPDD 

Committee member, Healthcare category 

“FEMA, CARES Act, Pre-Paying Medicare have been helpful but nowhere near to 

making up for the losses incurred.” – WCAPDD Committee member, Healthcare 

category 

“Started well locally. County Judge convened weekly meetings of stakeholders which 

helped coordinate responses, needs, and concerns. Group was essential to securing 

supplies and PPE because supplies from FEMA/Feds were less than dependable.” – 

WCAPDD Committee member, Local Government category 

“The expense of acquiring the necessary PPE, making the adjustments to ensure social 

distancing and student protection, hiring additional personnel and teachers is mind 

blowing and unthinkable without massive financial assistance.” -  WCAPDD Committee 

member, Local Government category 

“The Bank did not apply but helped many businesses acquire loans and financial 

assistance. For some reason it was particularly hard for realtors and hair salons to get 

assistance.” – WCAPDD Committee member, Large Business and Manufacturing 

category 

“Senator Cotton’s office has been helpful and reached out to him proactively. SBA not 

so much, communication is an issue. Had to use credit cards to buy materials which 

messed with his credit rating so he no longer qualified for loan. Lag was the main reason 

this happened, but he feels that this probably could not have been helped.” – WAPDD 

Committee member, Small Businesses category 

“Don’t qualify for government loans because we’re a nonprofit. No big fundraiser event 

this year, so having to come up with new approaches to raise money.” – WAPDD 

Committee member, Nonprofit category 

“State direct and non direct care givers funding- problem with not knowing to check 

website for new forms and then having to reduce things a couple of times; some issues 

with certain employees getting mad because they didn't receive funds - however they 

don't qualify b/c of pay grade; some federal funding through Medicare but it didn't go 

through her, so she does not have knowledge of that one.” – WRAPDD Committee 

member, Healthcare category 
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“…partnered with Shared Work (through the State, meant to help dealing with reduced 

hours) but it did not work out well – many people have not yet received funds. It’s to 

the point where people are calling their legislators. Shared Work uses the 

unemployment forms but system keeps kicking people out if they answer correctly in 

order to apply for Shared Work.” – WRAPDD Committee member, Healthcare category 
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Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency Initiative 

covidrecovery.youraedi.com 

Issue 7: PPE Reserves 
“A better supply of PPE and ventilators and confidence in supply chain would have 

helped avoid some costly mistakes and being taken advantage of by the price 

gauging behavior we all saw.” – Statewide Committee Member, Healthcare category 

“The PPE shortage was what affected us the most in the supply chain.” – EAPDD 

Committee member, Local Government category 

“Wish federal and state officials would have intervened earlier. We would be better off 

if they had been more decisive earlier. Having a pipeline to be able to obtain PPE for 

staff and the right equipment for treating patients instead of having to scramble to buy 

things. Having a strong and decisive supply chain and strong and decisive regulatory 

measures.” – NWAEDD Committee member, Healthcare category 

“They had some issues on how to budget and code COVID versus non-COVID 

expenses. How much PPE to have on hand at all times? Where to get it? Have a bank 

of vendors? Does the county need to have a stockpile/pay for it? … Having a budget 

for PPE/sanitizer/etc.” – NWAEDD Committee member, Local Government category 

[‘What kind of problems have you encountered?’] “Some requirements for PPE, social 

distancing, and hand sanitizers couldn’t be met, which caused some closures among 

smaller stores, barber stores, etc.” – SWAPDD Committee member, Nonprofit category 

“The hospital experienced initial shortages of masks and gowns (which has now been 

rectified).” – WCAPDD Committee member, Healthcare category 

“Small libraries have issues with social distancing. Some of her libraries are larger and 

compliance to social distancing hasn’t been an issue. Finding PPE and the cost of PPE 

and barriers has been expensive.” – WAPDD Committee member, Nonprofit category 

“Financial assistance for PPE would help because not just for office but would be shared 

with community business who are struggling to get PPE because of finances.” – WAPDD 

Committee member, Nonprofit category 
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Issue 8: Emergency Plans 
[‘Does the state have a disaster preparedness/recovery plan? If so, did it help with the 

state’s/district response to the COVID-19 pandemic?’] “Yes, but nowhere near the level 

of detail that is needed for a pandemic such as COVID-19.” – Statewide Committee 

member, State Government category 

“The university has a pandemic policy that is part of its emergency response plan.  

However, the policy focuses more on shutting down and less on how to maintain or 

resume operations.  In hindsight, it would have been ideal to address business continuity 

within the pandemic policy so that fewer items would have to be decided upon during 

a pandemic. There are other obvious items: more continuity planning, a stockpile of PPE 

and sanitation supplies, better technology to support virtual business processes, etc.” – 

Statewide Committee member, Education category 

[‘Does your community have a disaster preparedness/recovery plan?’] “No…We 

officially need both a hazard mitigation plan and emergency action plan.” – CAPDD 

Committee member, Local Government category 

“We did not have one that addressed this type of emergency. However, we were able 

to adapt the plan to fit the situation.” – CAPDD Committee member, Local 

Government category 

“Yes, we have a County wide EOP. I think the recovery/re-opening has become a slow 

and gradual process since we have not been severely impacted with the virus that 

much of our EOP has not needed to be put into action. Another reason it has not been 

a big part of the activity and/or recovery is this is something beyond what is normally 

planned for in an EOP. We for the most part are speaking of natural disasters, (i.e. 

floods, fires, tornado’s, etc.) so it did not really address what has been happening. That 

coupled with the fact we never really had a disaster here outside of closings trying to 

slow the spread and it has been a gradual re-opening. It is not something that we need 

huge teams to address issues but did a fly by the pants shutdowns and opening a little 

at a time. The only time we really utilized the EOP was for a large testing event where 

we had marshalled the forces and contacts of all departments needed, including 

volunteers to pull it off without a hitch and with good success.” – NWAEDD Committee 

member, Local Government category 

“Yes [we have a crisis management team], but they are for handling a different kind of 

crisis that has an immediate need like a tornado or fire. This crisis is a day to day crisis 

that extends for a long period of time and is more uneventful since people are in 

isolation.” – NWAEDD Committee member, Education category 
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“[Our disaster recovery plan] helped in part because [COVID] is considered a chemical 

and biological attack that caused folks to stay home. Thus, we just used that as our 

template…Planning on extending the plan beyond its current base to be more 

inclusive.” – SWAPDD Committee member, Education category 

“Most small businesses don’t and probably won’t have [an emergency management 

plan]. Main lessons: more cash reserves and increased savings would really assist small 

businesses in future disasters. Large businesses have emergency plans and I’m sure they 

were helpful.” – WCAPDD Committee member, Large Business & Manufacturing 

category 

[‘What has been the most difficult aspect?’] “We don’t know. Messaging was changing 

at the beginning, not sure how to plan going forward. Unprecedented loss in 

[tourism]…They have an emergency plan but he doesn’t feel they could have kept any 

level of activity even if they had been able to plan for this specific event.” – WAPDD 

Committee member, Nonprofit category 
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Issue 9: Remote Education 
[‘How has COVID-19 impacted your workplace and employees?’] “This remains to be 

seen. We have experienced miscommunications, zoom fatigue, and I am unsure how 

much work is really being completed. Mistakes have been made that show up later.” – 

Statewide Committee member, Education category 

[‘How has the availability of broadband service in your area affected the ability of your 

university to deliver educational services?’] “We know that lack of connectivity and 

lack of user proficiency has hampered efforts of some of our clientele to participate in 

educational programs…Lack of reliable broadband has also created challenges for 

some of our faculty and staff who are now forced to work from their homes. While most 

(although not all) of our offices have decent service, the same can’t be said for places 

where people live… we have had to cease some programs that don’t lend themselves 

to virtual settings or small social distanced events. Like everyone else, some employees 

are struggling emotionally with the continued physical separation from co-workers and 

lack of in-person interaction with clientele. Although state cutbacks have eased 

somewhat, revenue is down in programs that are fee-based, creating issues where 

those fees are used to support salaries and operating costs.” – Statewide Committee 

member, Education category 

“We established parking lot WiFi throughout campus…Unfortunately, the lack of 

broadband service in our service district makes it impossible to ensure our students can 

take advantage of an online learning experience. We have the capability to produce 

it, but few of our students have the technology to access it.” – EAPDD Committee 

member, Education category 

“…we are operating on a razor thin margin, so any major disruption to enrollment will 

cause that to change. In addition, professional development funds have been slashed 

at a time when those funds could be very beneficial to ensuring a quality online 

learning environment.” – EAPDD Committee member, Education category 

“Made it difficult for students to participate in online courses because they have to 

drive to find wifi. A few of the faculty have this issue also. They have installed more wifi 

locations on campus but students still have to drive and park to use it which is an 

inconvenience.” – NWAEDD Committee member, Education category 

[‘What has been the most difficult aspect?’] “Reaching kids in rural areas without 

internet, as well as teaching technical skills when they can’t touch the material.” – 

SWAPDD Committee member, Education category 
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“Broadband is very limited in the 5-county area…Choice is between online learning 

and paper packets. The latter is poor for engaging students and hard to handle…We 

needed much more broadband assistance. Condition was ‘Haves versus Have-Nots.’ 

CARES helped provide funding for some aspect of online teaching (e.g. teachers could 

get some money teaching ‘Lincoln Learning’ online.” – SWAPDD Committee members, 

Local Government category 

“Every function of the school has been affected…Feels that typical undergrads are 

unequipped to handle online only class delivery.” – WAPDD Committee member, 

Education category 

[‘What has been the most difficult aspect?’] “Broadband and connectivity for all their 

students. One-third that said they had internet still had dialup. Food insecurity has been 

their second issue. Population has a 65% below poverty level.” – WRAPDD Committee 

member, Education category 
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Issue 10: Rural Areas 
[‘How responsive were local businesses and industry to local, state, and federal 

measures related to closures and social distancing?’] “In Benton County, very 

responsive, especially in the urban areas. Many rural areas don’t seem to be as 

compliant, but it is coming back to bite them now.” – NWAEDD Committee member, 

Local Government category 

[‘What has been the most difficult aspect?’] “Spreading awareness is key. Don’t want 

people to get a false sense of security because it’s a small town.” – WAPDD Committee 

member, Local Government category 

[‘What has been the most difficult aspect?’] “Ruralness adds complexity to fighting in 

every aspect. Everything is harder because you are rural.” – WAPDD Committee 

member, Education category 

“PPP loans were done remotely – a challenge because bad internet connectivity in 

rural areas is not helpful.” – WRAPDD Committee member, Large Business and 

Manufacturing category 

[‘What has been the most difficult aspect?’] “Keeping people focused in order to stay 

safe since numbers are low in most rural communities.” – WRAPDD Committee member, 

Local Government category 

“…March and April sales tax numbers are better than expected for small communities – 

bracing for inevitable downtown.” – WRAPDD Committee member, Local Government 

category 
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Stakeholder Interview and 

Chamber of Commerce 

Survey Summary 
Summer 2020 

Overview 

In the summer of 2020, each of the Arkansas Planning and Economic Development 

District’s Advisory Council Members were interviewed and the state’s Chambers of 

Commerce directors were surveyed. These outreach methods provided information 

about the impact of COVID-19 on each region and its communities. A total of 111 

interviews were conducted and 100 surveys were received. They were analyzed for 

themes and categories of focus. This report summarizes those findings statewide and for 

each region, and is followed by a summary of key takeaways. 
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Statewide Summary 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Response Summary 

Themes were identified among the survey responses. These themes are: 

• Broadband Presence of broadband infrastructure, broadband/internet accessibility 

• Consistent and effective messaging Information about COVID-19 and guidance 

• Social distancing How entities dealt with the need to socially distance and comply 

with regulations 

• Remote education Transitioning to distance learning for higher ed. and K-12 schools 

• Emergency management Interviewees’ Disaster Plans and their usefulness 

• Local economy Local industries impacted by COVID, changes to local economies 

• COVID financial assistance Applying for and receiving federal or state financial aid 

to deal with the effects of COVID and shut downs 
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The interview responses for all 8 regions and statewide were also assessed by the 

industry categories they represent. Responses were matched with the Assessment 

Category they fit under. 

 

*In addition to the plan categories, many respondents also mentioned complications 

with State and Federal Governments, and this category was included in this Response 

Assessment. 
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Other Advisory Council Interviewee Comments (uncategorized) 

There is a need for best practices in educating and communicating with the 

community 

There is a need for a taskforce to address how gaps and delivery of PPE, payments, 

etc can be addressed 

There is a need for a plan of action, prepare to go from person-to-person to entirely 

virtual, have supplies and PPE readily available, preventative healthcare taken by all 

team members in organizations, stronger and more robust technology 

There is a concern with the accessibility of remote work equipment 

Negative impact on low and moderate income communities 

Slowing economic impact on community banks 

Law enforcement and jails – obtaining the necessary PPE and maintaining social 

distancing, etc. 

There is a lack of understanding county services in order to get CARES Act funding 

Counties haven’t received CARES Act funding 

All industries have been hit pretty hard – certainly educational institutions and 

medical service providers. However, from what I’ve seen, the hospitality industry has 

suffered the greatest. Most hotels, airlines, and other travel and tourism-related sectors 

were not eligible for PPP loans or small business grants provided by the state, and 

continue to suffer due to lack of demand. 

In my opinion, we have an opportunity to create adaptive, long-term solutions to 

preexisting economic trends, establish provisions to broaden opportunities for the 

workforce (work-sharing programs, skills-training, workplace digitization, etc); and 

asses methods to help Arkansas bounce back stronger and more innovative. 

Challenges at the state level with funding include system overloads, a delay in federal 

guidance that created setbacks in distributing funds, and concerns about program 

integrity. 
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Advisory Council Member Interview: Interviewee Summary 

This section summarizes which of the Plan’s Assessment Categories interviewees belong 

to. In addition, the Education Category and the Small Businesses & Nonprofits Category 

were broken down further to better understand what organizations those interview 

respondents represent.* 

 

 

*111 total interviewees 

*For all Advisory Council members, the organization they are a part of may not match 

the category they were listed under if they have recently switched jobs or if their role is 

more specific to a different category. 
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Chamber of Commerce Survey: Summary of Findings 

Directors from each Chamber of Commerce in the state were invited to participate in a 

survey about their businesses during COVID-19. When the directors of a Chamber could 

not be reached, AEDI surveyed local officials. Overall, there were 100 responses to the 

Chamber of Commerce survey. The data below comes from survey responses and may 

not reflect actual numbers.

 

In addition to these businesses whose operations were disrupted, across the state: 

7.8% of businesses were partially or temporarily closed at some point due to COVID-19, 

either because they were mandated or by choice 

10.3% of businesses that are currently closed will likely close permanently due to 

COVID-19 
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For all of the state’s regions, the following types of businesses have been 

affected by COVID-19: 

 Restaurants 

 Banks 

 Hair salons and barber shops 

 Retail shops 

 Dentists 

 Gift shops 

 Healthcare providers 

 Child care centers 

 Gyms 
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Other comments from the survey: 

 Most small businesses either lacked the customers, employees, or confidence to 

open when no one was coming out 

 Really all of the large businesses in one way or another had to either halt or slow 

down their business. It was getting sanitation and divided stations in place before 

most of the big businesses felt they could open. They had to be able to promise 

employees they could come to work safely. 

 Lots of people closed because they didn't know what to do or how to run their 

business safely.  With more information, people started opening back up in small 

ways.   

 A few private companies opened, but lacked workers willing to come in, so they 

closed after a few days.   
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Northwest Arkansas Economic Development District 

Summary 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Response Summary 
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Other Advisory Council Interviewee Comments (uncategorized) 

Online hysteria, public non-compliance 

Information changes so quickly, it’s hard to trust information 

Marshallese and Hispanic communities, adults aged 65+ hit hard 

Some governments had significant layoffs, others had none 

Some governments could send employees home with pay because of reserves 

 

 

 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Interviewee Summary 

 

*12 total interviewees 
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Chamber of Commerce Survey: Summary of Findings 

Directors from each Chamber of Commerce in the state were invited to participate in a 

survey about their businesses during COVID-19. When the directors of a Chamber could 

not be reached, AEDI surveyed local officials. The data below comes from Northwest 

survey responses and may not reflect actual numbers. 

 

In addition to these businesses whose operations were disrupted, in NWAEDD: 

9.6% of businesses were partially or temporarily closed at some point due to COVID-19, 

either because they were mandated or by choice 

9.6% of businesses that are currently closed will likely close permanently due to 

COVID-19 
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In NWAEDD, the following types of businesses have been affected by 

COVID-19: 

 AirBNBs 

 Tech companies 

 Autobody shops 

 Manufacturers 

 Thrift stores, flea markets, 

antique shops 

 Tourist industry 

 Hotels 

 Resorts on the river 
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White River Planning and Development District 

Summary 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Response Summary 
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Other Advisory Council Interviewee Comments (uncategorized) 

Smaller organizations haven’t sought additional funding 

The hospital had issues with its employees being able to access the State’s Shared 

Work program due to issues with the forms. Shared Work uses the same forms as 

unemployment so employees would get kicked out of the system even when they 

answer the questions correctly. 

Organizations had to make major adjustments to operations 

 

 

 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Interviewee Summary 

 

*11 total interviewees 
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Chamber of Commerce Survey: Summary of Findings 

Directors from each Chamber of Commerce in the state were invited to participate in a 

survey about their businesses during COVID-19. When the directors of a Chamber could 

not be reached, AEDI surveyed local officials. The data below comes from White River 

survey responses and may not reflect actual numbers. 

 

In addition to these businesses whose operations were disrupted, in WRPDD: 

18.2% of businesses were partially or temporarily closed at some point due to COVID-

19, either because they were mandated or by choice 

13.8% of businesses that are currently closed will likely close permanently due to 

COVID-19 
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In WRPDD, the following types of businesses have been affected by 

COVID-19: 

 Lodging 

 Tourist industry 

 Small amenities like bowling  

alley, marina, etc. 

 Boat factory 

 Ozark Folk Center 

 Grocery store (reduced 

hours) 
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East Arkansas Planning and Development District 

Summary 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Response Summary 
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Other Advisory Council Interviewee Comments (uncategorized) 

Disaster preparation plans did not address pandemics 

Organizations modified schedules to keep doors open 

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. 

The most difficult aspect of coping with the pandemic is instilling a sense of urgency 

among employees to utilize masks and practice social distancing 

Another challenge is to provide a reserve of PPE for community leaders and their 

employees 

It is challenging to keep essential services going while keeping everyone safe 

There has been a negative impact on supply chains 

 

 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Interviewee Summary 

 

*8 total interviewees 
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Chamber of Commerce Survey: Summary of Findings 

Directors from each Chamber of Commerce in the state were invited to participate in a 

survey about their businesses during COVID-19. When the directors of a Chamber could 

not be reached, AEDI surveyed local officials. The data below comes from Eastern 

survey responses and may not reflect actual numbers. 

 

In addition to these businesses whose operations were disrupted, in EAPDD: 

6.6% of businesses were partially or temporarily closed at some point due to COVID-19, 

either because they were mandated or by choice 

12.1% of businesses that are currently closed will likely close permanently due to 

COVID-19 
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In EAPDD, the following types of businesses have been affected by 

COVID-19: 

 Hotels and bed & breakfasts 

 Grocery store (reduced hours) 

 Medical center (reduced hours) 
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Western Arkansas Planning and Development District 

Summary 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Response Summary 
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Other Advisory Council Interviewee Comments (uncategorized) 

Almost every firm tried to get assistance 

Most small businesses have been compliant 

Possible false sense of security in rural areas 

Most organizations are adjusting; some noted layoffs but have brought them back 

since 

Larger organizations and cities have disaster plans with differing usefulness 

The region is doing okay overall, as prepared as possible 

 

 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Interviewee Summary 

 

*30 total interviewees 
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Chamber of Commerce Survey: Summary of Findings 

Directors from each Chamber of Commerce in the state were invited to participate in a 

survey about their businesses during COVID-19. When the directors of a Chamber could 

not be reached, AEDI surveyed local officials. The data below comes from Western 

survey responses and may not reflect actual numbers. 

 

In addition to these businesses whose operations were disrupted, in WAPDD: 

2.6% of businesses were partially or temporarily closed at some point due to COVID-19, 

either because they were mandated or by choice 

6.3% of businesses that are currently closed will likely close permanently due to 

COVID-19 

66.5

67.2

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Small businesses (1-25 employees)

Large businesses (26+ employees)

Businesses that had to halt, stop, or slow production 
or services due to COVID-19

In WAPDD, the following types of businesses have been affected by 

COVID-19: 

 Mom and pop shops 

 Lawn care 

 Chambers 

 Local boutiques 

 Churches 

 Tanning salons 

 Tire shops 

 Flower shops 

 Mechanics 

 Auto parts manufacturer 
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West Central Arkansas Planning and Development 

District Summary 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Response Summary 
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Other Advisory Council Interviewee Comments (uncategorized) 

The public has been patient, supportive, and compliant 

Respondents saw their response to the crisis as primarily a “make do” situation and 

emphasized their reliance on local volunteer efforts and resources. Aid, assistance, 

and information from outside sources were more problematic. A few said that PPP 

loans were a lifeline. 

It was a challenge to meet the public’s needs for essential services while keeping the 

employees that provide those services safe and COVID-free 

It was challenging to secure reliable and accessible stockpiles of PPE, a robust testing 

program, and sufficient staff and treatment capacity to keep residents and 

employees safe and essential services operating. 

Impact on the bottom line was minimal for cities and mid-size to large size businesses 

with little or no disruption to employees 

Mid to large businesses initially experienced real difficulties with suppliers as COVID 

closures cascaded through the supply chain but recovered quickly. Cities and 

counties were able to make up gaps using local resources. 

 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Interviewee Summary 
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Chamber of Commerce Survey: Summary of Findings 

Directors from each Chamber of Commerce in the state were invited to participate in a 

survey about their businesses during COVID-19. When the directors of a Chamber could 

not be reached, AEDI surveyed local officials. The data below comes from West Central 

survey responses and may not reflect actual numbers. 

 

In addition to these businesses whose operations were disrupted, in WCAPDD: 

7.9% of businesses were partially or temporarily closed at some point due to COVID-19, 

either because they were mandated or by choice 

6.1% of businesses that are currently closed will likely close permanently due to 

COVID-19 

 

88.6

43.4

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Small businesses (1-25 employees)

Large businesses (26+ employees)

Businesses that had to halt, stop, or slow production 
or services due to COVID-19

In WCAPDD, the following types of businesses have been affected by 

COVID-19: 

 Tourist industry (racing season) 

 Hotels 

 Boat rental companies 

 Bars 

 Industrial parts maker 

 Law firms 

 Furniture stores 

 Florists 

 Funeral home 

 Nursing home 

 Lumber mills 

 Poultry vaccination facility 
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Central Arkansas Planning and Development District 

Summary 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Response Summary 
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Other Advisory Council Interviewee Comments (uncategorized) 

A major challenge was to provide a reserve of PPE for community leaders and their 

employees 

Another challenge was to keep essential services going while keeping employees 

safe 

Local businesses and industries were receptive to guidelines  

The supply chain was impacted on certain items being available for community 

members 

Small businesses were largely impacted, especially smaller businesses that couldn’t 

get assistance 

 

 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Interviewee Summary 
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Chamber of Commerce Survey: Summary of Findings 

Directors from each Chamber of Commerce in the state were invited to participate in a 

survey about their businesses during COVID-19. When the directors of a Chamber could 

not be reached, AEDI surveyed local officials. The data below comes from Central 

survey responses and may not reflect actual numbers. 

 

In addition to these businesses whose operations were disrupted, in CAPDD: 

10.1% of businesses were partially or temporarily closed at some point due to COVID-

19, either because they were mandated or by choice 

15.6% of businesses that are currently closed will likely close permanently due to 

COVID-19 
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In CAPDD, the following types of businesses have been affected by 

COVID-19: 

 Hotels  

 Nail salons 

 Truck stop 

 Bridal shop 

 Car dealerships 

 Rehab centers 

 Food processing 
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Southwest Arkansas Planning and Development 

District Summary 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Response Summary 

 

 

 

 

  

Broadband
14%

Consistent and 
effective 

messaging
29%

Social distancing
29%

Remote education
14%

Emergency management
14%

RESPONSES CATEGORY BY THEME

Education
29%

Local governments
43%

Small business & 
nonprofits

14%

Manufacturing
14%

RESPONSES CATEGORY BY SUMMARY



 

 

30 | Southwest Summary 

Arkansas EDA COVID-19 Recovery and Resiliency Initiative 

covidrecovery.youraedi.com 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Interviewee Summary 

 

*13 total interviewees 
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Chamber of Commerce Survey: Summary of Findings 

Directors from each Chamber of Commerce in the state were invited to participate in a 

survey about their businesses during COVID-19. When the directors of a Chamber could 

not be reached, AEDI surveyed local officials. The data below comes from Southwest 

survey responses and may not reflect actual numbers. 

 

In addition to these businesses whose operations were disrupted, in SWAPDD: 

3.3% of businesses were partially or temporarily closed at some point due to COVID-19, 

either because they were mandated or by choice 

8.1% of businesses that are currently closed will likely close permanently due to 

COVID-19 
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Businesses that had to halt, stop, or slow production 
or services due to COVID-19

In SWAPDD, the following types of businesses have been affected by 

COVID-19: 

 Lumber mill 

 Manufacturers 

 Production facilities 
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Southeast Arkansas Economic Development District 

Summary 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Response Summary 
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Other Advisory Council Interviewee Comments (uncategorized) 

The pandemic didn’t affect the city/county services other than the morale of the city 

employees 

In most cases, the cities didn’t have many furloughs or layoffs due to the pandemic, 

the day-to-day operations continued and precautionary measures were applied. 

The response from local businesses was instant and most abided by guidelines 

Most communities did not have a disaster preparedness/recovery plan for this type of 

crisis. However, the community realizes they will need to be making the necessary 

changes to include pandemics. 

Most institutions have a pandemic response team in place now post-COVID. They 

have a comprehensive plan to reopen safely 

The most difficult aspect of the pandemic is unfounded fear and uncertainty. 

 

Advisory Council Member Interview: Interviewee Summary 

 

*2 total interviewees 
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Chamber of Commerce Survey: Summary of Findings 

Directors from each Chamber of Commerce in the state were invited to participate in a 

survey about their businesses during COVID-19. When the directors of a Chamber could 

not be reached, AEDI surveyed local officials. The data below comes from Southeast 

survey responses and may not reflect actual numbers. 

 

In addition to these businesses whose operations were disrupted, in SEAEDD: 

4.2% of businesses were partially or temporarily closed at some point due to COVID-19, 

either because they were mandated or by choice 

7.1% of businesses that are currently closed will likely close permanently due to 

COVID-19 
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In SEAEDD, the following types of businesses have been affected by 

COVID-19: 

 Convenience stores 

 Boutiques 
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Key Takeaways 

Based on the responses received from the Advisory Council interviews and Chamber of 

Commerce surveys, major takeaways were identified. These are key issues that came 

up among all regions, or interesting finds. Some of these key takeaways are compared 

to some national findings (cited) and supported by graphics available in the appendix. 

 Businesses in Central Arkansas, East Arkansas, and the White River region are the 

most likely to close as a result of COVID-19  

 The most commonly impacted businesses are restaurants, retail, healthcare, and 

tourism 

o This reflects findings from McKinsey & Company that, among small 

businesses, Accommodation & Food Services, Health Care & Social 

Assistance have been some of the sectors that are the hardest hit by 

COVID-19. According to this same source, among small businesses, Retail 

Trade has been moderately affected. This reflects nationwide trends for 

businesses of all sizes as well (McKinsey & Company, 2020a). 

 Smaller businesses’ (1-25 employees) operations are hit harder by COVID-19 than 

large businesses (26+ employees) 

o This reflects findings from the Federal Reserve Bank of New York that, prior 

to COVID, 33% of businesses with 1-4 employees were at risk or distressed, 

and 29% of businesses with 5-19 employees were at risk or distressed, 

compared to only 21% of businesses with 20-499 employees that were at 

risk or distressed. 

o According to findings from McKinsey & Company, a smaller percent of 

Arkansas’s small businesses is vulnerable to permanent closure compared 

to nearby states, including Missouri, Oklahoma, Texas, Louisiana, and 

Tennessee (see Appendix). 

 Many disaster preparation plans, when in place, did not address pandemics 

 Communicating guidelines, regulations, and general information about COVID-

19 has been one of the biggest hurdles as information changes so quickly and 

various sources are reporting different, and sometimes conflicting, information. 

This made it more difficult to get businesses, community members, and 

employees to trust their local leaders and comply with guidelines. 
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 Many communities reported a challenge with securing PPE or a reserve of PPE to 

keep employees and community members safe.  

 Many reported challenges with applying for financial aid, conflicting 

qualifications, and delays in receiving aid. 

o According to Reuters and a May 2020 US Census Bureau survey, almost 

75% of small businesses (less than 500 employees) sought PPP funds, but 

38.1% of survey respondents said that they haven’t received any PPP 

funds that they applied for. A significant barrier is strict or unclear rules for 

the use of PPP funds. 

 Western, Southwest, and Southeast Arkansas reported the most concerns with 

remote education during COVID 

o These regions have less broadband coverage than the rest of the state 

(see Appendix). 
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Appendix 

Closure Risk Among States’ Small Businesses 

 

Source: McKinsey & Company, 2020c 
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Map of Arkansas Broadband Coverage 

 

Areas in blue receive or are scheduled to receive broadband service 

Source: Arkansas State Broadband Office 
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I-49 Project from Highway 22 to I-40
Crawford and Sebastian Counties, Arkansas

PROJECT FACT SHEET

Project Description
The Arkansas Department of Transportation (Department), in cooperation with the 
Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), is progressing to the next phase of project 
development for the construction of Interstate 49 (I-49) from Highway (Hwy.) 22 in 
Sebastian County to I-40 in Crawford County, a length of approximately 13.6 miles.

Project Background
This section was originally part of a larger corridor environmental study known as the 
“U.S. 71 Relocation.” This study extended from Hwy. 70 in DeQueen, Arkansas to I-40 
near Alma, Arkansas, encompassing approximately 125 miles. The relocation of U.S. 71 
in Arkansas is part of Congressionally-designated High Priority Corridor 1, running from 
Shreveport, Louisiana to Kansas City, Missouri. A FEIS was prepared, and a Record of 
Decision was issued in December 1997 that approved the general alignment of a new 
location, four-lane highway in western Arkansas. 

The Department developed a more detailed preliminary roadway schematic design, 
and conducted public involvement meetings in 2018. An Interstate 49 Alternative 
Delivery Study was developed which evaluated alternative project delivery methods and 
toll feasibility for the project, but ultimately determined that a public-private partnership 
based on tolling this section is not a viable option. The study was adopted by the 
Arkansas State Highway Commission during their November 14, 2018 meeting.

Project Purpose & Need
The purpose of this project is to complement the existing interstate system, accommodate 
safe travel, and promote economic development.

Timeline
The next phase of project development will include completing and obtaining 
agency approvals for the re-evaluation of the 1997 FEIS, preparing required agency 
construction permits, and developing fi nal design and construction plans for a non-
tolled facility from Hwy. 22 to I-40, as shown in the map on the back. Due to funding 
constraints, a phased construction approach may be used where two of the ultimate 
four lanes of the facility may be constructed in the fi rst phase. Final determination 
of this phased construction approach will be determined during this next phase of 
project development.

How to Get Involved
Jonathan Gardea, HNTB
I-49 Public Involvement Representative
Email: Jgardea@hntb.com
Website: www.ardot.gov/I-49

https://www.ardot.gov/divisions/environmental/assessments/impact-statements-eis-assesments-ea/i-49-project/
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